Sotto Voce. August, 2000. Laptop.


The night was monochrome. There were clouds up, and none of the stars came through. Earlier, in the evening, the sky had been thick and gray, like an upturned clay bowl. Now, the clouds were black in the darkness. The moon burned through them in a place far overhead, and its light fell in little shards and cracks that served more to accentuate the darkness than alleviate it.


The windows were covered by old-fashioned blinds that went up or down when she moved the long sticks affixed across their backs. They were closed now, closed as tight as she could make them, but the light still shone through.


The room was black, deep and dark, except for the little spaces between the blinds, where flickers of white light and dark wood lay in neat rows. It was empty, though, so perhaps it didn’t matter that no one could see.


She could, though. Maybe that was the problem. She could see the sharp turns of wall floor and wall and ceiling and wall and- or could she see? Perhaps she’d paced its floor so long she could see it in her mind, toy with its image, bend it into pleasing and amusing shapes. But what was there to amuse? She didn’t laugh. She probably couldn’t.


She tried, out of curiosity. A soft gurgling came from her throat, an intriguingly sick sound. She wondered, for a moment, why that sound was there, and for a moment longer she wondered why she cared. Then she lay back on the empty floor with its mangy carpet and wondered what color the walls were. That, she thought, was a better game.


Morning hurt. The light that crept through the blinds was no longer pale and mysterious; it was hard and hot and burned her though she crawled across the floor to the corner that was farthest from the window. In the new, aching dimness, she saw the walls themselves for the first time, a light peach with tiny gold flecks that glinted as the sun was carried along its heavenly arc.


She could not see the sun, of course, but she knew it, knew its course and its seasons and the terrible watch it kept over the earth. She had not seen the earth, either, but she knew it existed, for she would sleep and wake in different rooms, with different smells and different blinds- or curtains, or boards, or blank walls- so she knew that there must be space in which to travel, and land on which to build.


Sometimes, she heard sounds. Ghosts in the day, she thought, that whistled and spoke and made mechanical rumblings and electric ringings, screams and shouts and haunting music. She knew many songs, songs that played all day and all night. Sweet, some of them. Angry, others. Even funny songs. She’d thought at first that they might be dangerous, that they might catch her mind in a melodic whirlpool and never let go. She quickly learned that reality was too compelling for mere music to steal her from.


She wanted to ask him, sometimes, about music and the other things she knew were there. She knew what words were, indeed could remember a time when she used them often, but they were beyond her now. Perhaps they had abandoned her for stronger voices, or smarter, or prettier. Sometimes, she thought, they almost returned…but never quite. No, never quite.


One day- afternoon, she thought- they came very close. The walls were unfettered by windows, but there was a small vent, so maybe that was it. They came slowly, moving with a tiny whisper over the floor, up her skin. She felt them caress her throat with tearful beseeching. She could cry, and though she generally chose not to, she allowed the tears that day, let them slide across her skin. They weren’t like the words- those were cold and dry and ancient. The tears were wet and burned like the sun. They burned themselves out and evaporated into the room’s still air.


He came back, then, came into the room through a creaking and battered door. He knelt over her, as he always did, and gestured with the little bronze knife, as he always did- never quite touching her. As always when he visited her, she could see the great ugly scar that crossed his throat. He spoke quietly when he was done- she could never quite tell he was finished until he spoke- and though she could not understand him, she was comforted by his soft, gentle voice. It really sounds nothing like him, she thought as she drifted into a deep, cold sleep. It sounded far more like a voice she might use.


Another day, seasons later, she heard his key in the door. This room had a lock, though she didn’t understand why- after all, in all the rooms, she had never been able to open a door. She’d long since given up trying. She waited tensely for him to enter, gazed wonderingly up at where she knew he would soon be standing, standing within a frame of painful light. He must be brave, she knew, to go out so often into the light.


The key never turned, though. She heard that soft voice of his. He seemed frightened. She heard, too, a low, guttural voice that chanted in a music she had never heard before, a music she knew instantly was truly dangerous in a way those other musics had never been. There were other sounds too, and the soft voice screamed.


It was a long scream, and as it continued it seemed to get louder, or perhaps closer. Indeed, it seemed almost to be coming from her own mouth. After a while, when she had to breath deeply to keep from passing out, she realized that it had, indeed, been coming from her mouth. Her tongue felt dry and alien, now, but she could move it, where before it had been dead flesh. As her mouth closed, the door swung open, covered- she could see by the light that streamed in- in strange signs or symbols. There were dozens, carved delicately, as though by the little knife he always carried. They had each been scratched through, perfectly bisected, by something far larger and heavier.


From the hall outside, the sound of footsteps receded and disappeared, while the scratches in the door, large and small, healed into nothing. With a voice she had yet to know as her own, she sang a little song she’d heard a thousand times before.

