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by Anthony Weeks

The Listening City
Amidst the din, noise, and clamor of the city, 
people are still being heard. Here are their stories

It’s 2026. Listening has multiplied 
and flourished. And who is doing 
most of the listening? Machines, 
thanks to advances in natural lan-
guage comprehension and commu-
nication, the sophistication of emo-
tive, intuitive, and responsive AI, and 
the seamlessness of human-machine 
communication.

Proponents of machine listening 
welcome these new outlets for reflec-
tion, feedback, confessing, compas-
sion, sympathy, advice, and intimacy. 
Others argue that human emotion, 
empathy, judgment, and love are irre-
placeable. We interviewed six people 
from the listening city to help under-
stand what we get from listening and 
being listened to, and if it matters 
who, or what, is doing the listening.

Desha, age 16
I needed some extra money, so I 
agreed to wear a Bug for six weeks. 
Basically, it’s a multi-media rig (cam-
era, microphone, sensor, and trans-
mitter) encapsulated in this nose 
ring. I wear it, and it records my con-
versations, my interactions, my ac-
tivities, what I look at, what I pay at-
tention to, and how I feel. I know that 

LoveBugs, the company that pays 
me and collects the data, wants 
to know what 16-year-olds like 
me talk about and think about. 
I don’t know who they sell that 

data to, though. Whatever. After 
the first couple days, I forgot about 

it, and I just lived my life. The best 
part? I made a whole bunch of money 
just by letting someone listen to me! 

Martín, age 36
I’ve struggled with de-
pression for most of my 
life. I’ve tried medica-
tion, cognitive behavior-
al therapy, group therapy, 
meditation…you name it. I bought 
one of these Wilsons a couple weeks 
ago. Wilson—y’know, that old mov-
ie with Tom Hanks where he gets 
marooned on an island and talks to 
a soccer ball? Yeah, I’ve never seen 
it either. Anyway, you can talk to it, 
and if you want it to, it will talk back 
to you. It’s pretty smart. You can ad-
just the settings, like “Low Emotive,” 
which means it just says, “Mmm hm-
mm…I hear you,” and “Yes, Martín, 
that sounds difficult.” If you adjust it 
to “High Emotive,” it reacts more to 
what you say, offers suggestions and 
alternatives, and is much more ani-
mated. Better than a few of the ther-
apists I’ve had! I still have a human 
therapist who I see, but sometimes, 
on weekends or late at night, it’s just 
nice to have someone to talk to. 

Suriya, age 62
I’m worried. And I am angry. The 
proliferation of these Wilson devic-
es are not helping. People are led to 
believe that mental health is simply 
telling someone something and hav-
ing the therapist say, “Mmm hmmm, 
mmm hmmm.” It’s not that easy! I am 
a PhD clinical psychologist. I 
did practica. I had super-
vision. I went to school. I 
go to training and confer-
ences. There is something 
called therapeutic judg-
ment and clinical expertise! 
We are trying to get the FDA to inter-
vene. These devices are not marketed 
as medical devices but they are being 
used as such. I had a client the oth-
er day come in for a session and say, 
“I am going to cut back my sessions 
with you to once a month because I 
have Wilson now!” This is not about 
job security. This is about responsi-
ble mental health service.
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In Intimacy

spell might be broken. You might say 
the wrong thing. You might do the 
wrong thing. And worse, what if this 
person isn’t truly interested—what  
if this is a harmless glance, and 
you’re misreading the signal? Do 
you really want to be That Person? 
Of course you don’t. 

 Enter N2U. With N2U, you can 
instantly assess someone’s interest. 
Not sure if she’s staring at your face, 
or that mustard stain on your shirt? 
Now you know. Worried that she’s 
just being polite? Now you know. And 
if she’s N2U? You’ll be happy to find 
out for sure. 

 But N2U doesn’t end there. If you 
keep N2U going for the duration of 
your relationship, the system will 
learn your habits, your tics, your 
needs and desires, what turns you 
on, and what sets you off. And as N2U 
learns and adapts to your relation-
ship, it can tell you and your partner 
where you’re going wrong. Even bet-
ter, N2U can be extended to include 
other partners: with our Premium 
subscription plan, there is no limit to 
the number of people  you can add to 
your N2U group! 

 Now you have no excuse for not 
knowing that your words hurt some-
one: with our revolutionary heads-
up display and branded N2U smart-
suits, you’ll know instantly what kind 
of impact your words have. If you add 
haptic responses to your N2U sub-
scription, you’ll get a hug or a gut-
punch with each remark you make. 
Wonder if she’s feeling the frisson of 
unresolved sexual tension that you 
are? Now you’ll know!

 We’re not pretending that rela-
tionships are easy. We know they’re 
work. But we can make them easier. 
We can help you start the tough con-
versation. And we can help you feel 
the love. With N2U, you’ll be more 
present, more vital, and more aware 
within your own relationship. 

So. Are you into it? 

She’s just not that into you.

How often have you heard those 
words? We’ve all heard them at one 
time or another. And we’ve all said 
them to someone else in our lives. 

 It’s not easy, is it? Of course it’s 
not. It’s not easy for any of us. But 
what if there were a better way? 

 N2U is a revolutionary technolo-
gy that allows us to help you discov-
er who is available, and who isn’t, 
and how interested they really are. 
N2U takes basic metrics available 
across a variety of well-known and 
proven platforms, including but not 
limited to: 

• Pupil dilation
• Galvanic skin response
• Alpha/beta sine wave changes
• Skin temperature
• Siccadic eye movement
• Habitual data usage
• Biological data profiles
• Available social media avatars
• Networked possessions
• Networked appliances

 With data gleaned from all these
available sources, it’s possible for 
us divine the secrets to the ultimate 
mystery: how one person feels about 
another. How many times have you 
been in this situation? 

 You spot an attractive person 
across a crowded room. Your eyes 
meet. You both smile. But neither 
of you can move. If you move, the 
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people actually get to listen to eco-
systems and learn to appreciate the 
sounds of creature voices on both 
holistic and intimate levels, they are 
usually transformed by the experi-
ence. What is the sound of millions 
of ant feet? What does it tell us about 
collective action? What is the lan-
guage of birds and what might we 
learn about our own patterns of com-
munication with each other? We can’t 
really listen if we aren’t able to hear.

Dafne, age 32
I read an article from 2016 about The 
Swedish Number, a platform that al-
lows people from all over the world 
to call Sweden and speak directly to 
a Swede about Sweden—or anything 
else. The number was established 
to encourage interest in Sweden—
and potential tourism. I loved the 
thought of citizens talking directly to 
citizens, so that’s why I started Vox-

Pangea. We scaled The Swedish 
Number and made it world-

wide. Some governments 
have tried to block us, but 
we’ve found ways around it. 

You can select a country, a 
person with a particular inter-

est, a particular age. Or you can just 
say, “I want to speak to a citizen of the 
world.” It’s secure and encrypted, so 
people can’t stalk you. Of course, if 
the conversation heads into a weird 
or unpleasant conversation, you can 
always end the call—and leave feed-
back about the caller. If a person has 
bad reviews, chances are good that 
people won’t take their call. The re-
al-time language translation helps to 
ease language barriers. By intention, 
we let callers figure out cultural dif-
ferences and unclear meanings of 
expression or syntax on their own. 
Sometimes, people new to the plat-
form will say, “So, what do I get out 
of calling up a perfect stranger?” We 
always say, “You get to listen to some-
one else—and have someone else lis-
ten to you.” Ideally, that’s what being 
a citizen of the world means.

Alan, age 26
I am a convicted sex offender. I’ve 
been convicted of sexual abuse of 
minors more than once. Even though 
I served my full sentences, the state 
was not going to release me from 
the correctional center because they 
thought that I was at high risk for re-
offending. I was part of a lawsuit to 
force the state to allow me and other 
offenders to be released if we agreed 
to a new monitoring and rehabili-
tation program. Essentially, I wear 
what used to be called an “electronic 
ankle bracelet.” Before, it would just 
track movement via GPS. 
Now, it has sensors to 
detect galvanic skin re-
sponse, brain wave activ-
ity, heart rate, penile tu-
mescence, and hormonal 
shifts. Any red flags about my 
sexual thoughts or behavior trigger 
an alert. When I am alerted, I need 
to check in within ten minutes. This 
means I call into my sponsor, report 
my whereabouts and what I am do-
ing, and do some de-escalation exer-
cises if necessary. I can also request 
a counseling session. Sometimes, 
my counselor is a human being, if I 
am deemed to be at high risk. Other 
times, it’s a bot. Believe it or not, a bot 
helps—if only to remind me to stay 
on my program. It’s better than going 
back to jail.

Yumi, age 24
There was a guy, Bernie 
Krause, who did some phe-
nomenal work from the 
late 1960s into the 2000s 
on biophony and natural 
soundscapes. He devoted 
his entire career to studying the 
sounds of the natural environment 
and the ways in which the “natural 
orchestra” tells us about the health of 
an ecosystem. In my opinion, he was 
a genius. Inspired by him, I started 
my ecotourism company to get peo-
ple out of the noise of the city and 
into the symphony of nature. When 

“Sometimes, my 
counselor is a 

human being, if I 
am deemed to be 
at high risk. Other 
times, it’s a bot.”
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