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Quiet Frequencies
Benedict Marron
A forensic audio analyst returns to her coastal hometown after receiving a cassette with her mother’s hum. Following layered clues hidden in hiss and echo, she faces the manipulative doctor who once ran a “quiet” clinic, recovers truth from spliced tapes, and learns to anchor memory without fear.
ProseHub


    
The Envelope With the Hiss
The waveform on Nadia’s monitor looked like a low shore: a dull hump of noise, a sharp spike where a door slammed, a rippling comb of someone’s keys. She rolled the wheel back and forth, listening to the hiss like snow falling against a window, the sound she could read as easily as other people read faces. The fluorescent light buzzed above her. In the lab’s glass, her reflection floated pale and double, a woman of twenty-seven with a braid slipping loose and under-eyes bluish from too much coffee and not enough sleep.
“Five seconds,” she murmured, tapping the spacebar. On the police recording, a man coughed. There was a bus braking outside. Somewhere an elevator coin-dropped. This was Tuesday, which meant she would process six more sets of unrelated sounds, send tidy reports, and pretend she didn’t hear the phantom singsong in the hiss, the child’s lullaby she never played for herself.
The courier left the envelope on her desk while she was in the kitchenette rinsing a mug. No sender’s name, just her own written in careful block letters, as if the writer had practiced on a pad. The paper smelled faintly of iodine and old paper, that library smell from years ago. She peeled it open with her thumbnail. Inside, a small cassette in a crackled plastic case. Handwritten on its spine in a darker ink: NADIA.
Her mouth dried. Old plastic held warmth, as if it had been kept close to a body. She walked back to her station, slid the cassette into the deck she kept for legacy files, and pressed play with a forefinger that felt too big.
The first second was a flood of air, a room-sized hush. Then the hiss settled into a bed. Underneath, faint as sleeves brushing, came a melody. No instrument, just a woman’s hum, the rising two notes and the falling three that had braided through Nadia’s childhood like the line between sea and sky. She clenched teeth against the burn behind her eyes.
“Who sent you?” she asked the desk, flat as a stone. Behind the hum, another noise appeared: a foghorn far off, slow and mournful. Gulls. The clink of halyards on metal masts. When the hum stopped, there was a man’s voice whispering a station ID broken by static, two words she had not said in ten years. “Skalniki… radio…” The tape clicked and ran on with hiss.
The hallway outside the lab smelled of toner and someone’s microwaved fish. Nadia returned the cassette to its clammy case, slid it into her bag, and signed out early with a lie about a dentist. The receptionist blinked, then went back to scrolling her phone, the buzz of video bleeding into the air. Outside, the sky had been shaved down to a flat steel lid. Wind shoved grit along the tram tracks. She walked fast without feeling her feet.
The tram’s doors breathed open. She took a seat by the back window and watched buildings pass: a glass bank, a bakery with steamed-up panes, an entire shop that sold nothing but bells. The city rattled with the same regular noise she had cataloged since moving here. It was easier to live where sounds were inventions and not memories.
At home, her apartment was as she left it: the fern drinking light on the windowsill, the pale blue sofa with one blanket thrown in a coil, the humming refrigerator with its familiar thin vibration that sat in the walls like a second pulse. She set the cassette down as if it might tip over and spill something corrosive.
She made tea and forgot to drink it. She paced. She tried to answer an email and typed the word “hiss” three times before deleting the entire line. When she finally pressed play again, she turned the speakers low and leaned in as if eavesdropping through a door. The woman’s hum seemed to ride inside the noise rather than float on it, as if it used the hiss as a river. She knew that voice. Not with the rational part of her that lists proofs, but the animal part that remembers the heat of a hand.
Her brother, Artem, picked up on the first ring. “Nadia? Hey, I was going to call. How’s the—”
“I got a tape.” The word broke ways when it left her mouth. “With her voice.”
Silence stretched, the kind with texture. “That’s not funny.”
“I’m not joking. It said ‘Skalniki’ on it.”
On his end, she could hear a kettle click, a window slide. Artem’s voice dropped. “You promised dad we wouldn’t start this again.”
“I know what I promised,” she said, staring at the pale green of the mug ring on her table. She could smell rain despite the sealed windows, the kind of smell that crept in along baseboards. “The song is the same. Even the breath before the first note. There are gulls. There’s… a horn. I could figure out where it was recorded. I can. That’s my job.”
“That’s your job for strangers,” Artem said. “Not for whatever that is.” His breath hitched. “Please don’t go back there. You know how it gets.”
She thought of the town’s gray pier, boards slick with algae, nets laid out to dry like discarded skins. She thought of the narrow apartment with the cracked sink where the faucet whistled. She thought of the door to the spare room in her father’s house that he kept closed, as if keeping music from leaking into the hall could keep grief from leaking into the rest of life.
“I just want to know where it was recorded.”
“Nadia.” He said her name as if it were a breakable object. Then softer: “I’m afraid of what it will do to you.”
She swallowed. The cassette sat like a coin. “I’m already there, Artya,” she whispered.
After they hung up, she went to the hall closet and pulled down the cardboard box labeled “Field Gear.” Inside lay the old portable deck, the directional microphone with its foam windscreen, a coil of cables looped on themselves like sleeping gray snakes, and a notebook with coffee stains. Her hand found, under the cloth pouch, the small pocket metronome Oskars once mailed her when she first left home, a square little thing in a wooden case, the brass weight sliding on the rod with a faint tick when shaken. He had taped a note to it: “For when the room turns.”
She clicked it. The tick was clean and insistent, dividing the air. She could breathe with it. Somewhere deep in her chest, the decision had already been made. She packed the deck, the mic, the metronome. She took out a clean page and wrote what she would tell her supervisor in the morning: family business. She would take the night bus. She would get in before the town had fully decided to be awake, when the sea and the streets made equal noise.
The bus left the depot with a lurch and a squeal that Nadia could have labeled by make and neglect. She watched the city thin into warehouses, then into fields under a lid of cloud, then into the pale band of road that ran like a scar toward the coast. The lights inside hummed faintly. A baby at the front murmured in waves, the father’s whisper answering in softer echoes. Behind her, two students played a game on a phone. Somewhere under the engine, a loose panel buzzed at a frequency she could not not hear.
She closed her eyes and saw the tape’s breath before the first note. She saw her mother’s hands, always moving, trimming loose threads from old sweaters, folding a program, touching the dials of the tiny radio they kept in the kitchen as if it were an animal. When she tried to see her face, she saw a shape made of sound: warm, a little smoke-hoarse, the hum carrying a smile even when the mouth didn’t.
The bus stopped at a roadside café. People shuffled off and returned carrying paper cups that made small careful sounds. Nadia did not move. She tapped the pocket metronome in her coat and held it in her hand, cold wood warming to skin. Tick. Tick. The sound did not judge. It did not ask her to keep promises to the dead.
Her father had told her, the summer after the disappearance, that there would be no digging. “We have to be the quiet house now,” he had said, hands on the kitchen table, lines in his knuckles like little rivers. “She’s gone, Nadya. Don’t go into rooms where you’ll hear ghosts.” She had nodded because he looked like a rope pulled too tight, and she wanted to be kind.
But kindness had turned to a pit in her, a thing that ate. The tape had the same lullaby, and the gulls sounded like the ones that nested on the factory roof two streets over. The horn had a slow, rich decay that matched the ferry that cut the fog at dawn. She could hear the angle of a room from the way the hum sat in the hiss. The bus rolled on. She pressed her forehead to the window and watched the dark smudges of pine go by, the sky trying to make up its mind. She was already breaking the house’s quiet.

    
Skalniki: The Quiet House
Skalniki announced itself with the smell of tar and old nets, and with the sight of the sea, flat and iron in morning light. The bus exhaled its handful of passengers. Nadia’s feet hit the cracked asphalt and a gust of wind lifted her hair like a hand. She pulled her coat closer and stood a minute to let the noises come, unfiltered by screens and walls: gulls negotiating over nothing, a clank of chain somewhere, a delivery truck backing with beeps that bounced off the low facades. The town hadn’t changed its sounds.
She walked past the fish stall where an old woman still shouted prices like curse words, past the bakery whose chimney breathed out a sugar-butter fog that filigreed everything. The community radio station where her mother had volunteered—tall, narrow, with a faded sign—had been boarded years ago, but the boards were fresh now and the graffiti seemed newer. A sticker of a smile peeled back from the wood like a blister.
She rented a room above the tailor’s. The landlady, a woman in a sweater stretched pale from washing, handed her a key on a loop of twine and said without looking, “You’re back,” as if Nadia were a tide and the town had decided not to be surprised anymore.
Inside, the room had a slanted ceiling and a radiator with a low continuous hum. She placed her bag on the bed, touched the metronome as if to check a pulse, and went out again, drawn by the radio building as if by a magnet. The boards gave off a medicinal smell. On the brick by the door, someone had chalked a name. Oskars—just that. A small arrow pointed down the street.
The repair shop was tucked between a store that sold rubber boots and a hairdresser whose window displayed a blue plastic head with a patient smile. The sign read: Radios, Clocks, Things That Tick. Inside, it smelled like warm metal and rosin. Shelves held glass tubes like small rockets. The man at the bench wore magnifiers clipped to his glasses and a sweater with holes at both elbows. He looked up as if she’d set off a sensor.
“Nadia,” he said, removing the magnifiers. His voice had the worn edge of sanded wood. “You kept my little woodpecker.” He nodded toward her pocket as if his sight were better than she knew.
She placed the pocket metronome on the counter. “I did. It’s why I can breathe when rooms move.” Her mouth betrayed her and added, “I got a tape.”
Oskars leaned back and made a face that could be a smile or a grimace. “Skalniki is a perfect machine for sending tapes. People wind grief around plastic and hope it plays back into light.” He stood with effort, bones clicking, and held out his hand. “Let’s see.”
She handed it over. He turned it in his hands, sniffed it lightly, the way a baker smells flour. “This was kept dry. Not to be obvious, but written on it is your name.” He ran a thumbnail over the brittle plastic. “We have the deck for this species.” He led her to the back, where a tall reel-to-reel and a clutter of older decks sat like cats pretending to sleep.
When the tape started, Oskars closed his eyes. Nadia watched him instead of the machine. The hum came. The gulls came. The slow horn that had lived under her sleep came. “Hrrm,” he said. “The room is big. The microphone not expensive. The person close to the source tries to be quiet.” He opened one eye. “I’m not going to ask you who you think this is. I will ask what you need.”
“Gear. And… how to get into the Quiet House.” She said the name of the sanatorium so softly it almost dissolved.
Oskars’s mouth flattened. “The old clinic is not a house you enter on a dare.” He busied his hands with the knobs as if they needed attention to keep from saying more. “There’s a caretaker with a limp. He used to change the bulbs. He likes rules. The building still collects sounds even empty. Your mother—” He stopped as if he had walked into a wire. “There are corridors where you don’t know if it’s your feet that made the noise or the noise that made your feet move.”
“I need to follow the sound,” Nadia said. Her hands had started to shake, so she pressed her wrists together as if that could braid the tremor into something smaller. “I’ll be careful.”
Oskars’s eyes softened without becoming kind. He rummaged and produced a canvas bag that had seen weather. “Directional mic, a fresh set of tapes, a little preamp. And you already brought my woodpecker. If a room turns, you make it tick so time becomes something to hold. If you see the caretaker, tell him you’re there about the pipes. Everyone is always there about the pipes.”
By noon, the wind had shifted. The sea darkened the way a face darkens when a decision turns. Nadia walked the breakwater to its blunt end, the stones crusted with salt and neglected gum. She sat with her back against the warm side of a block and set the directional mic on her lap. The gulls above her argued while looking bored. Waves slapped in patterns she could predict. A ferry sounded its horn: two long, one short, one long. She recorded the sequence and marked the time.
Sideways from her, a boy crouched with one ear pressed to the metal rail, eyes narrowed as if he were aiming at something beyond sight. His hair stuck out under a cap like wiry grass. He tapped the rail lightly with a nail he must have found, listened, then tapped again somewhere else.
He glanced over without moving his head. “You’re not from away,” he said, as if he were correcting anyone who might have said she was.
“I used to not be,” she said. “Do you always listen to rails?”
He shrugged. “You can hear the freight coming before anyone sees it. And you can tell if people upstairs are lying.” He tapped a third time, ear to rail. “Echo shape tells you if a person is in a big or small room. If they are scared.” He looked at her full now, sharp as a gull. “You are scared.”
“Everyone is something,” she said. “What’s your name?”
“Yegors.” He slid the nail into his pocket like a talisman. “You’re the radio lady’s kid.” It wasn’t a question.
She swallowed. “I’m Nadia.”
He nodded once like an agreement had been made. “They put boards on the station again. Someone wrote words on the back door. Adults don’t look where it’s ugly. I look where it’s ugly.” He leaned his chin on his arms. “The old clinic breathes weird at night. Like a bottle.” He said it with the loose authority of a child who had heard adults and made the words his own.
Nadia listened to the ferry’s wake grind pebbles on the shallows. “If you hear a room moving,” she said, “go home.”
Yegors frowned. “Rooms don’t move. People move in them like they’re in a jar.” He grinned without warmth. “I like jars.” Then he slid off the block and was gone with the economy of children, leaving behind a small print of his ear on the rail.
The Quiet House crouched on the hill above the harbor like an animal pretending to be part of the landscape. Its windows were blank or boarded, its entrance chained. Signs warned about falling plaster and the law’s disinterest in trespassers who ignored the first sign. Nadia went at dusk, when the light had flattened enough to erase shadows without actually granting darkness.
She followed a path that had been cut through bramble by feet, not planning. At the back, a low window had a board whose lower nails had rusted to orange crumbs. She eased the board outward. It balked, then sighed as if relieved to stop keeping secrets. She slid inside and landed on grit. The air tasted of damp gypsum and copper wires.
She waited for her heart to slow, then set the metronome on the upturned crate of something that used to be useful. Tick. Tick. The sound made the space seem honest. She took the directional mic and pointed it down the hallway like a small animal sniffing. She walked slowly, heel to toe, letting her feet tell her what the floor wanted.
The rooms were stripped, the built-in sound-absorbing panels pocked with staples where cloth had been. In one, a chair on its side leaned against a wall as if it had been listening and fallen over asleep. Off in the left corridor, she heard water hitting metal, then stopping abruptly in a way machines do when someone turns a handle with annoyance. Pipes. She listened for other humans. There was a rhythm of steps too even to be hers. She killed the metronome and crouched.
A beam of light scraped along the far wall. The caretaker limped past, humming an aimless pattern, the sort of tune people learned from radiators. He rattled a keyring and swore at no one. Nadia pressed her hand against the cool plaster and did not breathe until his light shivered away.
She moved again. In a room with a broken skylight, a sheet of sound lay like thin silk. The hiss changed as air shifted. She felt more than heard that something in the wall didn’t belong. She pressed her ear to a panel, then slid a fingernail into the seam and pried. The panel came away with reluctant squeal. Behind, wrapped in plastic, lay a small reel. She reached in. Her hand got stuck on a nail, then was free, reel cradled like a bird. The plastic was warm from her fingers already.
On her way back, the caretaker’s light caught the edge of her shoe. “Who’s there?” he barked. She ran before her legs could decide not to. The metronome ticked on the crate, and in the tick she found a rhythm to move by, like stairs in the dark she knew by stride. She slid out the window and glanced back only once, to see the beam swing past the crate and the caretaker mutter to the empty room, “Pipes again. Always the pipes.”

    
Rooms That Turn
Oskars cleaned the grime from the reel with cotton and patience, his hands steady the way old men’s hands are when they have done the same movement a thousand times and know that steadiness is not force. He fed the tape into the old machine as if he were giving it to a mouth. Nadia stood but her body thought it was sitting; her legs hummed, her weight didn’t settle.
The tape woke with the sound of air. Then nothing. Oskars held up a finger. He adjusted the heads by the tiniest turn. A whisper bled through: tones panned left and right, uneven like coded blinking. Then a sequence of three knocks and a pause, three more, and a long low tone. The hiss came in and out like someone breathing under a blanket. Underneath all of it, threaded like hair, her mother’s hum surfaced and then drowned.
“Not song,” Oskars said. “Instruction.” He drew a grid on the brown paper he used as a desk pad. “Left-right means corridor shape. The long tone is distance. The knocks are entries.” He listened again and wrote: A-17, 15:00. “She tells a person to go to room A-17 at three.” He did not ask Nadia if she knew the hum. He did not look at her mouth at all.
Nadia’s skin tightened along her arms as if it were trying to hold in her blood. “She wanted someone to find it.”
“Or someone wanted you to think so,” Oskars said gently. “You will go anyway.” He handed her a folded scrap. On it, the plan of the first floor, drawn in pencil, smudges at the corners where he had touched it often. He tapped a point. “Room A-17 is here. A good room for listening. The ceiling is high and the walls are not parallel. That makes a kind of calm.”
“Not for people,” Nadia said. “For sound.”
“For both when things were right.” He handed her a thermos with a dent as big as his thumb. “Tea. With an indecent amount of sugar. Your hands are not steady because your blood is carrying too much thinking.” He paused. “If you hear silence in that building, do not believe it. That kind of silence eats.”
She nodded. On the street, a truck thunked over a manhole cover twice. She felt the two thunks in her knees. Time had a size again, measured by the metronome tucked in her pocket, by the hour written on the brown paper. She left as if she were leaving a doctor, not sure if she had received good news but glad to have been seen.
Nadia approached the clinic in daylight for the first time in years. Sun made harsh geometry of everything, every broken edge a shouted fact. The caretaking man sat on the steps peeling an orange slowly with a knife that had a mother-of-pearl handle. He didn’t look up, as if not seeing were a kind of work he took seriously. She skirted the building to the side where a window’s glass was a skin of grime but unbroken. Inside, the hallway was a slab of light from a broken door. She stepped in and stood a minute until the building’s sounds separated into categories: air through cracks, pipe knocks, distant street. No human breath at first.
A small shape detached from the stair shadow. Yegors. He wore the same cap and a look of solemn business. “You’re bad at sneaking,” he announced.
“You’re bad at waiting,” she replied, but she felt something loosen in her chest to have another body in the place that wanted to be empty of them. “Why are you here?”
“I don’t like school on days when the room is too loud,” he said. He had a way of speaking as if correcting someone unseen. “Also, you looked like you were going to drown in the shallow end, so.” He held up a flashlight shaped like a fish. “I can hear the square places. You can hear the round ones.”
She lowered her voice. “At three we have to be in A-17. Will you show me?”
He ducked his head as if accepting a knighthood. They moved together in that forward crouch of people who don’t want to be seen but need to see. He would clap once, sharp, and cock his head; she would whisper the way the clap folded, if it died immediately or rolled along. When they reached the corridor where the ceiling rose, they both felt it in the backs of their necks—the lift.
A-17’s door opened with a gentle complaint. Inside, the walls splayed like a fan. She set the metronome on the cracked sink. Tick. Tick. The sound softened the space where her breath had been square. On the floor by the baseboard lay a vent with two screws missing, corners clean of dust in a way that read like a sign. She looked at Yegors.
“I’ll keep,” he said, staying in the hall with the fish-light. She knelt and lifted the vent cover slowly so its whine would be a bird and not an alarm. Inside, taped to the duct, an envelope plastic-wrapped. She slid it out, covered the opening, and sat with the envelope in her lap, not yet brave enough to break it. Through the wall, Yegors hummed, an echo of her childhood melody with his own bastard notes. It steadied her more than the metronome.
The letter inside held a smaller cassette and a page written in slanted careful handwriting that had taught her once to write. If you are my daughter, you will know this is me. If you are not, I hope you have gentle hands. Nadia felt the room tip. She set the paper aside and pressed her forefinger to the cassette’s spool until her pulse and its little teeth felt like the same beat. She slid it into the portable deck and pressed play.
Hiss. The hum came, softer now, closer. Then a woman’s voice, not whispering, speaking plain and low: “They say quiet heals. But their quiet is a box you cannot choose to leave. If I cannot leave, I will hide the door. Nadezhda, you must not stay if you can choose. Follow the pipes.” The words cut off as if by a blade.
Nadia swallowed bile so hard her ears popped. The name, used whole, was both a slap and a kiss; no one said it here. A footstep in the hall halted her breath. Yegors hissed, “Someone,” and killed the fish-light.
She switched off the metronome. Silence poured in, swallowing the small machines. The caretaker’s limping step dimpled the floorboard sounds down the corridor. He stopped at the door. His key scraped paint. The handle turned a cautious degree. Nadia’s mind made a flood of possibilities and then forced all of them into one: she slid the cassette under her shirt, let the paper lie by her thigh, and put her cheek on the dusty tile like a child pretending to be asleep, as if he would not want to wake anything. The door pushed a hand-width and stopped against something. The caretaker grunted, breathed, then retreated, muttering about pipes again, his limp moving away.
Yegors’s breath arrived at her ear as he crouched and whispered, “You lie like you do that a lot.”
“Only when sound lies first,” she whispered back. She sat up, hands leaving ovals in dust. “We have to go. And we have to come back when it is night and rooms forget to be brave.”
“Night is when the bottle breathes loud,” Yegors said, solemn and pleased at the same time. “I’ll bring a bigger light.”
She wanted to tell him to stay away. The words sat in her throat like stones. Instead, she folded the paper and put it in her pocket with the metronome. “Follow the pipes,” she said to the empty sink, and the room held the words without echo.
After dusk, the clinic grew edges where there had been smoothed planes. Nadia re-entered through the same window, her muscles remembering the crouch. She moved with her palms lightly out from her sides as if the air had current she could feel. In the basement, where the floor sweated and the pipes talked like drunk uncles, she followed the smaller sounds: water traveling in fits, vapors whispering against metal, the occasional metallic blossom of heat expanding where it shouldn’t.
The boiler room had a low ceiling that made her bones want to stoop. She placed the metronome on a valve wheel. Tick. The tick jumped in her fingertips where they touched the metal. She aimed the directional mic at the wall and moved it in arcs, listening for hollows like a miner. There: a patch where the reflected hiss was thinner, the sound returning as paper instead of plaster. She pressed her ear and heard, behind the wall, a second air, a resonance that suggested a cavity and, if she let herself feel it, something like a heart.
The plaster there had been painted too recently, a square of not-quite-match like a bandage. She slid her fingernails under the lip and peeled. The top layer came away with a sigh. Under, the outline of a safe door the size of a bread pan. No dial, only a keyhole with a little cross shaped like an old manufacturer’s mark. She put her eye to the dark and smelled metal and something like camphor.
Her phone vibrated. Mara’s name glowed. Nadia stepped back into the sound of the tick like stepping under a shower. “Mara?”
Mara had been her friend in school and now worked as a counselor at the new clinic by the bus station, the kind with ferns and magazines and cups of water with lemon slices thin as mica. “Nad, I heard you’re in town,” she launched without hello, her voice both happy and worried. “If I say a name will you hang up?”
“Try me.”
“Doctor Kalnins,” Mara said, so soft the name almost broke. “He’s back. Or he never left. They say he’s consulting for the city on some new wellness program. He told Rasma at the pharmacy he’s ‘correcting the record.’” Mara exhaled hard through her nose. “Be careful. He is the kind of quiet that eats.”
Nadia placed her palm on the cold square of the safe. “I think he left me something. Or he left me to find what she left me. Either way.”
“Either way, you call me if the room starts to turn,” Mara said. “I’m not joking. Your mother used to put her hand on your back and count when you couldn’t breathe. I can count too.”

    
The Anechoic Room
They met in the old public pool because Kalnins chose places that made people feel small. The water had been drained; the tiled basin held only dust and the fragments of a mirror. Sun came through the high windows in trapezoids. His shoes clicked on the ceramic. He wore a gray suit that fit his body like a skin learned, his hair clipped short as if each hair were a thought he pruned. He was the age where men either let softness come or shaped it into something sharper. He had done the latter.
“Nadezhda,” he said when he reached her. He held no hand out. “You look like your mother when she was being stubborn.” The consonants of her full name sat heavy in his mouth; they did not feel like the ones her mother used.
“My mother looks like herself,” she said, hearing in her voice the wobble of a building settling. She slid the recorder into her pocket and let the mic’s wire snake along her sleeve to the small clip at her collar. All this she had done before for people who did not know they were confessing.
He smiled the way patients smile when they are pretty sure the doctor will tell them to eat more garlic and less salt. “You think I will be careless enough to give you a good sound.” He tilted his head toward the hollow room. “This is a poor place for secrets. Everything is wet with echo.”
“You chose it,” she said.
He stepped down into the pool and invited her with a little gesture, as if to a game. She followed because not following would make her smaller. On the bottom, their steps made clicks that doubled and tripled. His voice slid up and down like a hand on a rail. He told a story he had no right to own: about a clinic that offered quiet to people whose nerves were raw enough to scream at kettle whistles, about a woman who hummed when she taped electrodes to hands so children would not cry. He tried to shape himself into the room’s hero by leaving the knife out of the story.
“Did she tell you to go away?” Nadia asked, and watched his left eyelid twitch, the smallest glitch in a broadcast.
“She thanked me,” he said smoothly. “She thanked me for quiet.” He paused, crafted: “You are drowning yourself in records. There is only one future worth building and it does not contain old tapes.”
At her side, the pocket metronome knocked gently, a cricket in a wall. Kalnins’s eyes flicked to the sound and back. She let the tick count her breath, then asked, “What key opens your little box?” His face emptied for one beat, and she knew then that he knew about the safe she had not yet opened.
“I could help you locate the people on those tapes,” he said. “If you bring them to me. We could do this properly.” It was an old voice, the kind that coaxes children out of closets and then closes the door.
“No,” she said, and the word felt like dry ground under her feet.
He led her through a corridor where the sound of their steps shrank to cloth. The door they reached was thick, the kind made for the pretense of perfection. The sign had been unscrewed; only the outline of letters remained, pale rectangles where the sun had not yellowed the paint. Anechoic Chamber. He opened with a key and gestured, a parody of politeness.
Inside, the walls held baffles like black teeth. The floor had a taut wire mesh that yielded slightly underfoot. When the door sealed, the air thinned to coincidence. Nadia’s ears began to invent; she could hear her own blood whine, her spit slide, the small muscles in her hand move the bones under the skin. The metronome’s tick turned into a nail driving very slowly into wood. She held it against her sternum and let it be a pin.
Kalnins spoke, and the words dropped dead at his feet. “This is real quiet. Not like your father’s house pretending. This is science.” His smile was kind enough to be an insult. “You think sound is memory. It is only air punished into shape.” He walked along the wall with his fingertips grazing the foam as if he were petting a sleeping dangerous thing. “We built such rooms so suffering people could be reset.”
“Or erased,” Nadia said. Her voice came back to her by bones. She swallowed and tasted the iron of her own mouth. He liked this, she saw. He liked rooms that convinced people their bodies had betrayed them.
“You want truth from tapes,” he went on. “You know what I want? To stop the room in your head from turning. People like me build floors.” He nodded at the metronome where she held it like a relic. “He gave you that, didn’t he.” Not a question.
She took the microphone from her collar and placed it on the mesh. “I think you called my mother’s hum a cure because you liked the way it made your name sound when she spoke to you in it.” She slipped the small earbud into her ear from the recorder and pressed play on the file she had made last night: a splice of his own words in the pool, his careful self, lined up to join a confession he never intended. In the room without supportive echoes, his voice met itself and slipped, revealing empty spots where lies had been puffed.
He stepped toward her, soft. “Games,” he said, but the word came apart in the anechoic hunger. No room held it up. For a moment, he looked like a man whose tricks had been taken, plain tiredness under a good suit. Then a stain of anger warmed his face. He reached. She sidestepped, heart high in her throat, eyes stinging with the effort of keeping her shape in a room that wanted to take it.
Somewhere outside, a pipe banged like a gunshot. Yegors had said bottles breathed at night; they banged in day when boys banged them first. The noise came as a blessing, a rope thrown into this pool of nothing. Kalnins flinched. Nadia used the flinch to skirt the wall and open the door with the heel of her hand, the trick every nurse had known: push and pull in one motion.
The corridor’s echo tasted like sugar after the anechoic’s salt. Nadia’s knees shook and then stopped because tick, tick, tick. She moved fast toward the stair, hearing behind her the practiced quiet of a man who had learned to walk like a cat. The caretaker appeared at the landing, a bucket in his left hand and suspicion in his right. He moved to block, then saw Kalnins and stepped aside with the small jerk of a loyal dog.
“Pipes,” Nadia said, pointing behind her without stopping. The word had become a password. The caretaker frowned at his bucket as if it had betrayed him and muttered, “Always.”
In the boiler room, light slatted through a broken grate. Oskars stood in that light like a badly mended lighthouse, toolbox in hand, his sweater a new hole richer. “What did you learn?” he asked, his eyes quickly scanning her face for breaks.
“That he knows what I know and has a better key,” she said. “And that his voice doesn’t like not being amplified.” She touched the safe’s small cruel keyhole. “He has this,” she added.
“Not forever,” Oskars said. He tapped the metal with a thin screwdriver and listened to its complaint. “Rasma says the police do not like to come when old men call. But if a girl calls and uses certain words—” He winked at her in a not flirty, purely conspiratorial way. “Mara knows which words.”
Feet came, and this time they were not practiced quiet, but purposeful. Mara swung around the doorway with a uniform at her shoulder, her hair pinned in a way that looked like she had done it while running. “Breathe,” she commanded before she asked a single question. Nadia breathed. “What is the exact thing you want me to say to him,” Mara asked, pointing her chin toward Kalnins, whose face had arranged itself into open innocence.
“I want you to say ‘chain of custody’ and ‘evidence preservation’ and then not stop saying them,” Nadia said, the words rolling easily because they were finally the right ones. “I want everything he thinks he hid to be hungry in daylight.”
Mara smiled in a way that showed teeth without being unkind to anyone who deserved kindness. “Consider it sung.” She turned to the officer and began a slow, precise chant of terms that were doors on their own.
Kalnins smoothed his tie as if he hadn’t understood the note. “This is all very dramatic. A young woman from the city making noise in a tired building.”
“You picked the building,” Nadia said. “We’re just returning the sound.”
The hours blurred into the kind that leave a metallic taste. Men with cases and women with clipboards took pictures of things that did not want to be remembered. The safe yielded not to keys but to insistence and a man with a drill whose eyes were kind. Inside, reels waited with their patient circles of brown. Labels bore dates and initials that were partial names. Nadia held her hands behind her back to keep from touching.
One reel at a time, under supervision and her own carefulness, they played. The room filled with voices that had been kept in someone else’s pocket: a boy whispering the halting litany of someone who had been told to speak up, a woman telling a story about a window that refused to close, a man laughing too loudly at nothing. Between voices, a hum, steady, the one that had lined her nights. In one recording, between instructions, her mother spoke into the quiet with her runway voice, the one that made children stop crying on command: “If someone is hearing this because I could not say it in a room where someone else was looking, please know—” And then the tape had been cut and another had been spliced.
Nadia closed her eyes. “He edited her,” she said. The nausea this time came without shame. “He cut her voice into obedience.”
Kalnins stood with his hands clasped like a churchgoer. “Therapeutic artifacts are often adapted to protect privacy,” he offered, head tilted, as if he were explaining a delicate cooking technique.
“You cooked people,” Oskars said, his voice flat, his accent thickening until words came out in a different order. “And you served what was left to yourself.”
The officer—young, freckles like spilled cinnamon—watched Nadia watching the tape and said softly, like a person in a museum speaking to the person next to him, “Do you want to stop?”
“No,” Nadia said. The word felt like a door that swung inward to a room she had avoided because she thought it was full of teeth and found it was only full of dust.
In the last box they opened that afternoon, a tape without a label. It squealed when it started. Then her mother’s voice, full, uncut, as if the room had been kind and the machine had not been in love with anyone but sound. “Nadezhda. I will say it plain because they will make it into soup if I don’t. He asked me to put the children under and leave them with machines. I locked the door and hummed instead. He tried to unlock it. I put this in the wall because walls remember. If you find it, let people hear their own voices, not the ones he arranged for them. And go. He will be angry that you are still here.”
Nadia sat with her hands flat on her thighs. The metronome ticked from her pocket like a second heart. Whatever the room did now, it could not take the shape she had just been given.

    
Low Water
They did not make a single big public event so that people could point and say a show had been put on for them. They made small rooms, each with a chair and a set of headphones and a note that said you can stop any time. Mara brought volunteers who knew how to stand near and not hover. Oskars set a machine on a table and petted it when it made a reluctant sound. Yegors sat cross-legged by the door, tapping the floor with his nail in patterns that made sense to him alone and maybe to the building. The town divided itself into those who came to listen and those who pretended the wind was too cold.
Nadia carried a backpack full of cables and an ache behind her eyes like a weather front. She showed people how to adjust volume. She showed an older woman how to put the ear pads over a hearing aid without making the world bite. She watched hands flutter to throats when voices reached the interior ear, the way people touch themselves when a ghost has passed close but not through. Several men took off the headphones and sat without moving until their faces returned to their faces.
Artem stood at the threshold a long minute before coming in. He looked older than she felt he had the right to look, as if the town had pressed his shoulders into slants. “I told myself I wouldn’t,” he said, straight to his own shoes. “And then I came.”
“You can leave any time,” she said. “And you can stay as long as you need.” The words tasted like lines from a form, but she meant them, so they came out as themselves.
He put on the headphones and the song found him. His mouth trembled and then steadied. Tears gathered and did not fall. He listened to their mother speaking and to the space between her words, which was the part he had learned to read because children read what adults do not want to admit they are saying. When he took the headphones off, he breathed out a long, old breath and said, “I thought I was protecting you by not going to where it hurt. Maybe I was protecting myself from your courage.”
“We were protecting dad from having to see us break apart,” Nadia said. “We did a good job.” She touched the top of his hand and felt the temperature of his fear and his relief, which, for a few seconds, were the same heat.
He laughed, a small, true thing. “You’re still arrogant,” he added, because siblings cannot stop themselves from keeping balance in familiar ways.
“Comes in handy,” she said, and leaned her shoulder into his for the length of one metronome swing.
Back in the city, her lab seemed cleaner than the rooms she had left, sterility like a bright lie. She filled a form to recuse herself from one case and volunteered for another: an archive of community recordings dumped in boxes that smelled like cat and panic, a museum of lost breaths. She asked for time in the studio at night and pieced her own composition out of wakes and whistles. She called it Low Water because that was when you could see how the harbor’s bottom was sewn together, the seams of stone and trash that kept everything from pouring out. She cut her mother’s hum into threads and braided it with ferry horns and radiator ticks and a kettle failing to boil. When she listened, she did not cry. She did not float. She sat in a chair and felt the wood under her thighs and knew what room she was in and how the walls were placed.
She sent copies of the tapes to those whose names they could find or whose children came for them. She kept no master for herself. Her pocket metronome grew a tiny scar where the brass weight had once slammed in panic and had been caught mid-swing. It ticked softer now, not because it was broken, but because she no longer had to hold it so hard.
A message came from the prosecutor’s office in words that looked like they had been translated through several souls before arriving: charges, custodial sentences, forensic authentication. Nadia read without reading. The letter smelled like toner. She folded it in half and left it under a magnet shaped like a lemon on her refrigerator. She wrote Oskars to ask if the spring shipment of capacitors had arrived. He wrote back that he had retired the sign from his shop and hung it in his kitchen: Things That Tick. “I still fix them,” his note said. “They are in people now.”
At night, when the building quieted to the shared hum of appliances, she sat by the radiator and put her hand on it, feeling how a machine had become a body. Low Water unfolded in the room like a map that did not need directions because the places it showed were inside her. She slept with the window cracked, and the city’s turbine of noise softened her dreams instead of cutting them.
They gathered once more by the sea because they wanted the sound to be inside the sound that had made them. The town council had reluctantly lent them the square by the harbor. Mara brought paper cups and thermoses. Oskars wore a hat with ear flaps and a tie under his sweater, a seriousness that made his eyes look like he had been intending to cry and hadn’t found the time. Yegors arrived late, out of breath, carrying a plastic bottle with holes punched in its cap. “For catching wind,” he said, as if any idiot knew that was what bottles were for.
Nadia set small speakers on the low wall and adjusted levels so the piece would sit with the actual harbor instead of trying to be louder than it. When the ferry horn sounded in real time, it braided with the recorded one so that for a moment no one could tell which belonged to the day and which belonged to the tape. People looked at each other to confirm that they were hearing what they were hearing, that they were alive together instead of separately.
A woman with silver hair tucked a strand behind her ear and said without turning, “I did not let myself keep her lullaby because it made me watch the door. I will keep this.” Her voice had a new weight in it, the weight of something returned.
Oskars leaned his shoulder into Nadia’s with hardly any pressure. “Your mother would be unbearable with pride,” he murmured. “We would have to hide from her in the shop.”
“I would let her,” Nadia said, and the ache in her mouth turned to a smile that appeared without her asking it to.
Yegors tugged her sleeve. “I put the bottle in the wind and it sang,” he reported, important and casual at once. “You can keep a song in a bottle. For when rooms are bad.” He handed her the bottle. The wind made a whistling mouth of one of the holes, a little sound that would be annoying if you didn’t love it.
She put the bottle to her ear just to please him. The harbor breathed. The song sat in that breath as if it had always belonged there. She had thought truth was a blade. It turned out to be a place to sit.
At the hearing, the room did its best to be fair by being ugly, as if ugliness would discipline emotions. People spoke in order and were thanked sternly. Nadia said her name and said what she did for work and said, when asked, that sound taught her to read what rooms wanted from people. She was not asked to explain and did not volunteer metaphors. When Kalnins spoke, his voice tried its old shape and could not quite find it. The walls did not help him. One of the jurors rubbed a wrist where a watch would have been if they had allowed watches. Nadia felt that alone as a victory.
After, nothing exploded. No single event relieved anyone of the daily business of carrying their heads on their necks crosswise. She returned to the city carrying the bottle Yegors had given her and a package from Oskars: the pocket metronome, polished, the brass weight relacquered, the small scar in the wood still dark but glossy now like a healed skin. The note read, “Sailors mend nets not because they believe the sea will stop eating them, but because mending is a way to sleep.”
On a storm-close night, she cleaned her apartment the way nervous people do. She wiped the table until her reflection in the wood smudged and returned. She set the metronome on the windowsill, wound it, and listened. The tick did not divide her. It joined her to a track of time that moved forward but could be visited like a beach at low tide when you knew where not to step.
She dreamed of the clinic once more. In the dream, the anechoic room had plants growing between the baffles. The plants made noise the way green things do if you’re close enough. She did not wake panicked. In the morning, the radiator hummed and she put her hand on it and hummed with it, softly, two notes up, three down, and then she laughed because the sound, at last, did not make her watch the door.
She walked to work past the shop that sold nothing but bells and thought she might buy one for her kitchen, a small one that would ring when the window opened, just enough to say the air had come in. The sky had not made up its mind and didn’t need to. She did not feel the old compulsion to label the world before trusting it. She trusted it because she had listened long enough to know where its walls were. She had returned to a house that would not be quiet because it didn’t need to be.
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