Room Seven Is Listening
Some walls keep something other than silence
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The tube
The bed in room seven stood a hand's width from the wall. Liv pushed it back because her pillow kept falling through the gap. Behind the headboard was a round brass grille, smaller than a beer mat. Cold air came through it, carrying the smell of damp coats.
The boarding house had eight rooms. Six were empty that week. A travelling salesman occupied one downstairs and had breakfast at half past six; Liv knew him only by the shoes outside his door. The owner, Els, left a bowl of mandarins on the reception desk each evening.
Liv had come to work. She was restoring a collection of old interviews, twelve tapes of fishermen disagreeing about a harbour that no longer existed. At home, her roof was being replaced. Els had promised quiet, except when the wind came from the west. Then a downpipe rattled. The wind had been westerly ever since Liv arrived.
At 00:17 Liv took off her headphones. Three taps came from the wall. Then a woman said, ‘Leave the light on a little longer.’
The voice was close, as if somebody were speaking directly against the wallpaper on the other side. Liv looked at the gap beneath her door. The landing was dark. She thought of the salesman, a phone on speaker, pipes carrying noise over surprising distances.
‘You've got the wrong room,’ she told the grille.
A short breath. Then nothing.
She pulled the bed forward again. A narrow slide in the grille was stuck beneath several coats of paint. When she pressed it, the metal creaked. Behind the holes there was no ventilation shaft, only a smooth pipe descending at a steep angle.
Liv recorded a minute on her phone. Rain, the hum of her laptop, nothing else. She draped a towel over the grille and went to sleep with the bedside lamp on, because the main switch was beside the door and she was already in bed.
By morning the towel had fallen to the floor. A narrow damp stripe ran through the fabric. That could have come from the cold pipe. She hung it over a chair and went downstairs carrying her phone. In the breakfast room Els was arranging six unused butter dishes in a row.
Words not yet spoken
‘A speaking tube,’ Els said. ‘You could call the kitchen through it. No electricity.’ She topped up Liv's coffee. ‘My father thought everything was better without electricity.’
The kitchen was new. The outlets had been sealed during the renovation nine years earlier. Behind a cupboard Els showed her a circle of plaster. Liv tapped it. Solid.
‘Where does it go, then?’
Els fetched a folder of drawings. The line from room seven descended, turned a corner and divided above the kitchen. One branch ended there. The other reached room eight. Staff had once slept in that room so somebody could answer even after the kitchen closed.
Room eight contained stacked chairs, an ironing board and three boxes of Christmas decorations. The window had blown open. Els pulled it shut. Beside the door was a wooden case with a brass lever. A loose metal flap lay in the box below.
Liv photographed the parts without touching them. She had learned to document broken machinery before somebody decided a repair could not possibly make things worse.
‘We can look later,’ Els said. ‘First I want to know why that man hasn't touched his breakfast.’
The salesman had left. His key lay beside the mandarins. A note said he had needed an early start. No complaint about voices in the night. Els folded the paper and put it in her cardigan pocket.
That evening Liv placed her recorder by the grille. At 00:17 came the taps. Then she heard her own voice: ‘Don't close it. Then we won't know where it ends.’
Half a minute passed before she pressed stop. Her fingers were cold. The voice sounded the way hers always sounded on recordings: lower, with a slight hesitation before the last word.
Liv called Els, who lived downstairs. Together they listened to the recording. Els sat at the foot of the bed while Liv played it three times in succession.
‘I haven't said that.’
Els looked at the towel. ‘Then we'll seal the thing up.’
‘Don't close it. Then we won't know where it ends.’
The moment she finished, Liv bit her lip. Els's hand remained suspended above the grille. The recorder's time code read 00:17. Twelve minutes had passed since then.
The other end
They went to room eight. Els brought the lamp from the landing, leaving the corridor behind them dark. Liv moved the boxes and examined the wooden case. The loose flap fitted a spindle behind the lever. A patch of white paint on the metal matched a patch inside the case. It had been there before.
‘Can you hold the lamp higher?’ she asked.
Els did. An arrow had been scratched beneath the rim. The lever could open the route to the kitchen or to room eight. Without the flap both routes were open, but the kitchen branch ended at the plaster. Liv drew it on the back of an old invoice. It explained the hollow sound. Not the words.
‘I want to say this now,’ she told Els. ‘It doesn't explain that recording.’
Els nodded. ‘I didn't think you were going to say it did.’
They replaced the flap. Liv turned the lever towards room eight. A rustling came through the pipe, like a sleeve brushing a wall. Then the three taps sounded, on their side this time.
Els straightened.
‘Who's there?’ she asked.
The voice did not answer. Downstairs a door slammed, although there was nobody downstairs. Liv thought of the wind. She concentrated on the wind so hard that she briefly forgot to breathe.
Then the woman in the tube asked, ‘Is anybody there?’
Els rested her hand on the wood. ‘Yes. We're here.’
A long silence followed. Liv heard Els swallow. Something rustled inside the pipe again, and a breath of cold air moved across Liv's wrist. The lamp did not flicker. The door did not move. Nothing helped them decide when it was over.
They waited until the refrigerator started downstairs.
‘Are you staying tonight?’ Els asked.
Liv thought of room seven and her bag lying open on the bed. ‘Not in there.’
Els made up the sofa in her living room and remained in the armchair herself. They talked about the renovation, about a plumber who never sent his invoices. At five Liv fell asleep. When she woke, a cup of tea stood beside her.
Before leaving she recorded another minute in room seven. Only rain and a cart in the street. She sent both files to Els and kept the originals. She did nothing to the strange recording. She knew how easily you could hear something in noise once somebody told you what to listen for.
At home she set her bag in the hall. The roofers had finished. In her workroom the chair stood exactly where she had left it.
She opened the 00:17 recording. After her own voice came eleven seconds of silence. Then, very quietly, she heard the zip of her travelling bag.
Liv looked towards the hall. The bag was closed. She took her hand off the mouse and let the file keep playing.
