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our thanks to Karen brill who writes about hearing loss and a 
cochlear impant.

I am officially a Cyborg!  According to Dictionary.com, a cyborg is “a person whose 
physiological functioning is aided by or dependent upon a mechanical or electronic device.”  
Last fall I had cochlear implant surgery in my right ear.  

My struggle with hearing loss began about 20 years ago when I was 40.  I first noticed that at 
meetings at work everyone would laugh, but I didn’t hear the joke.  It took a while for me to 
admit that I had a problem and get hearing aids, but eventually I did, and it’s no 
exaggeration when I say they were life changing.  Suddenly, I was in on the joke again.

But as time progressed, my hearing got worse.  My hearing aids could only do so much, and I 
felt that I was a burden on my husband.  David was a good sport about it, but he was 
constantly having to repeat himself, and would have to be my interpreter when he knew I 
hadn’t understood what someone had said.  He kind of had a sixth sense about that and 
would step in when I needed him, even when I didn’t ask!  My neighbors in the Chorale also 
have been very helpful to me, and would tell me which page we were on, etc.  John always 
placed strong singers on my left to help me, and boy, did they!

A couple years ago I started to get serious about getting a cochlear implant.  My hearing tests 
were getting worse, and when my right ear had zero (none, nada, zippo!) word recognition, I 
figured I had nothing to lose, so the journey began.

After the insurance company gave its approval, we scheduled the surgery… for May 2020.  The 
surgery was canceled, and then scheduled again!  I have to admit that I was pretty nervous 
and wasn’t at all disappointed that the first surgery was cancelled, but by the time the actual 
surgery came around in September 2020, I was ready. 

The surgery involves drilling a 1 to 1.5 inch long hole in my skull and inserting the implant, 
including a magnet for the external processor to stick to.  While I was in the OR, David was 
actually watching YouTube videos of this surgery being performed, so he knows more about it 
than I do.  All I know is that I woke up with a huge thing on the side of my head covering up 
the surgical site.  Nearly all of the existing hearing in that ear was gone, with the exception 
of the lowest tones.  That was pretty much all I had anyway, so it wasn’t a huge loss.

A month later, after the swelling went down, I got the external processor and my hearing was 
turned on.  It’s not like those videos when the kid hears his mom’s voice for the first time 
(unless his mom sounds like a weird alien robot.)  At first, all I heard was beeps and buzzes.  
My brain had to figure out how to interpret the electronic signals it was getting, so there was 
a lot of therapy I had to do to help that process along.  I started by listening to podcasts with 
transcripts.  This allowed me to listen and read at the same time.  I spent one day watching 
HGTV with captions, (you know… it’s therapy!), and I was amazed by how quickly many hours 
slipped away, but it was fun! 
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The hearing in my cyborg ear is not nearly as good as natural hearing, but it’s much better than it 
was. I understand conversation a lot better, and don’t always need David to interpret for me. I can 
listen to podcasts without a transcript, but I still generally need captions on the television. On 
election night I watched live TV without captions for the first time in a very long time. I haven’t been 
to a theater yet, so the verdict is out about if I’ll still need the hearing assist equipment there.

The final big hurdle is music. Many people with cochlear implants enjoy music, but some end up 
tone deaf. Right now, I’d have to say I’m tone deaf in my right ear. (My alto neighbors

may say I’ve always been tone deaf! 

😊

 ) I’ve struggled with the therapy for listening to music 
because it makes me so very sad. They suggest starting with music you know, so I started with one 
of the Chorale’s Christmas concerts, and streamed it directly into my head. Unfortunately, I couldn’t 
pick out a single tune. So I moved to The Beatles… then to Row, Row, Row Your Boat. Nope. It just 
sounded like the same note being repeated over and over. Now I’m listening to scales and am trying 
to follow along. As you can imagine, it’s extremely frustrating.

Even with Covid aside, starting Chorale rehearsals scares me. Although my left ear is the same as it 
was before, I’m really nervous that it won’t be enough. If you see me running out of the rehearsal 
room in tears, you will know what’s happening, but I will continue working on it.

Overall, despite the music challenges, I’m very, very glad I did this. I’m part of conversations now 
that I missed before, and I’m really enjoying podcasts. With my processor I hear cicadas again, 
along with other wonderful sounds of nature. When it’s really quiet, I can hear our cat’s footsteps on 
the wood floors. In the past, whispers were impossible for me to hear, but I’m now finding that as 
long as someone whispers in my right (cyborg) ear, I can sometimes make it out! This is all quite 
exciting.

Please reach out to me if you have any questions. Hearing loss is very common, so I imagine some 
of you are struggling with some of the same issues I had. I’m happy to chat and share my 
experiences with you. If you just want to see my processor, I’ll gladly show off my cyborg equipment! 
All you need to do is ask.


