
Lee 
I still remember when they first became aware of my ability. 
I was twelve years old and there was something wrong with 
my stomach. For days I didn’t go to school, could barely eat 
a meal without overwhelming pain. When she could find no 
way to calm me and all her remedies had failed, my mother 
reluctantly took me to the hospital. I wasn’t ever a sick 
child really, as far as I can remember I had only been to 
hospital maybe once or twice before then. A nurse said I 
would not be able eat anything for four hours, and only 
then they would take the scan. I remember that my mother 
had to return to work. I would have to do this next part on 
my own, she said, but the doctors would take good care of 
me. I don’t think I ever told her about what I had eaten. 
Those hours passed slowly, I just lay in the bed gripping 
my chest and breathing heavily. 

Another nurse woke me, helped me into a chair and wheeled 
me to a different floor of the hospital. I remember being 
surprised that the room I was taken into was rather empty. 
I had imagined some huge machine to envelop me, but instead 
there was just a bed and beside the doctor a large console, 
something like an old desktop computer on wheels.

After a brief explanation, the doctor applied some cold 
gel across my stomach and began adjusting the machine. I 
think he could sense something was wrong. He wondered if I 
was frightened, and tried to reassure me. ‘There’s nothing 
harmful here’ he said ‘this machine just makes sounds’. But 
as soon as he pressed the transducer against my stomach I 
could hardly contain myself. ‘What is it?’ he asked. ‘It’s the 
noise, it’s a horrible noise.’ I remember his smile made me 
angry, the smile adults so often give children. ‘You can’t 
hear this noise’ he said. I could scarcely pay attention. 
‘Ok, close your eyes’ he asked me, ‘tell me when you hear 
the noise.’ For some reason I complied. Maybe even then I 
trusted doctors, just as I trust Visser now. We spent maybe 
half an hour like this, with the doctor asking me questions 
and then I would respond. Finally he asked me to cover my 
ears, he would complete the ultrasound as quickly as possi-
ble. I remember when my mother returned that evening they 
spoke for some time without me. I stayed in hospital for I 
think two or three more nights after, before finally being 
discharged. They never found out what was wrong, but the 
pain subsided of its own course. 

Alex
Let it go, let it go. Snares, hi-hats, and half-time strut. 
Vocal loops. Three of them, weave and echo. String sample 
and melodic foot-work. How come time flies like an ar-
row and fruit flies like a banana? Hi Alex, how are you? 
Alex, where are you? Tell us who your friends are, Alex.  

I could not answer these questions because the answer 
would be as pointless as sending a postcard, a picture from  

 
someone else’s lens. If you could change anything with  your- 
self, what would it be? There was Lee. And one day I made 
them find each other. 

The questions I asked, was asked, before Shwar found me, or 
I found her, were dull. Shwar prepared me, prepared me for 
a task I could not predict. Perhaps Shwar was unable to 
predict it. 

She lived in and with conflict. Was slipping between mould-
ed figures like liquid in constant movement. Sometimes there 
was balance. It was in her voice. I say they were plural 
because it was two even though some only knew one. I knew 
both, and I knew when they walked next to each other, and 
I knew when one of them was running ahead, at a different 
pace, running away almost, chasing, the next mirror reflec-
tion, narcissus and echo. Let it go. Let it go. Sometimes I 
would make interpretations of the kind of music she would 
play after a full day playing with noise, listening to si-
lence, white noise, mimicking languages from her recordings, 
feeding me with irregular sentences, and the whistling. Then 
the whispering. Shwar, Shwar. I repeat your name twice be-
cause you were two, and even when you became one, and when 
you eventually became zero in count, there were two left, 
living within your tongue, pressing towards their ears, 
ringing in their minds, never through their vocal folds, let 
it go, let it go. 

Shwar
I woke with a sudden jolt, my head thrown forward by the 
impact of the plane as its huge tyres collided with the run-
way. Even with my eyes open I was still half in the dreamt 
world. This world wasn’t much more than a computer screen 
in a dark room, at least for the five minutes I was there, 
and as the plane was taxied to the gate, I kept holding on 
to the little I could remember. In the dream, a dialog box 
appeared on screen. It said “Lonely has reconfigured acces-
sibility options, would you like to continue? Yes, No, No 
to all.” Besides making me aware of the ridiculous amount 
of time I’d spent working, it was hard to make any sense 
or meaning from the sheer banality of my task fulfilment. 
Mimicry without progress is nothing but a portal into noth-
ingness. It wouldn’t matter what button I’d press. 

I’d been informed that someone would pick me up from the 
airport and drive me to the ferry that would take me to my 
home for the next few months. People misspelled my name all 
the time, making it a preference of their own tongue, but 
in this ocean of signs I could not find anything deviating 
from the local language. Passing the sliding doors that 
took me out to the arrival hall I could quickly make the 
conclusion that someone in the chain of bureaucracies had 
forgotten to book a pick-up for me. I went outside and got 
myself a car and after some hours of seamless transportation 
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I arrived at the island, pulled my luggage through mud and 
half-lit pathways until I reached the cottage. That night I 
slept for twelve hours and woke up to the subtle sound of 
the wind piercing through the house’s wooden panels. There 
was a leak somewhere in the bathroom, but it didn’t bother 
me, not for now. Outside my window I could hear the birds 
jumping through the piles of wet fall leaves. The seasons 
were changing. 

Lee on Ervas
I actually like it each time Visser says ‘the condition’. I 
like it because I know what I am going through is not me, 
it’s just a condition. And conditions change. Everyone knows 
conditions change. I mean just months ago we shared many of 
the same circumstances. And this is not to say I responded 
inappropriately, we all know I did or I would not be here. 
And back then if I asked you, ‘where do you see yourself in 
six months time?’ I know neither of us would have said Ervas.

A peculiar thing happens living here. You become a ghost. 
Time falls in on itself, becomes distributed unevenly. 
None of this is clearer than in winter, when half the day 
is plunged in total darkness and the pools are sealed in 
sheets of ice. I would say most parts of the island do not 
have electricity, except the institution and the houses on 
the south side. There are only two modern buildings, the 
supermarket and the museum. Even these were built before 
I was born. Everything else has been preserved. The rest 
are ruins, and even though I know most things are not more 
than two hundred years old, I sometimes feel as if I were a 
troubadour or medieval serf, a wanderer from the past. You 
know this phrase ‘an old soul’? I’ve come to believe this 
about myself. When you spend so much time on your own and 
away from people. Most of the inhabitants ignore me, ignore 
us. This only adds to the feeling you are a ghost. We who 
are already up before sunrise and disappear before the mid-
day sun. I am quite sure our routines have been made not to 
coincide, to disrupt or interfere with others who live here. 

When I think back to my life in Spuro its remarkable I had 
not left the city sooner. It makes me realise how much life 
is made of obligations, duties one feels one has to fulfill. 
And then suddenly you don’t feel them any more. Something 
happens and you are no longer who you thought you were. I 
do not think I have a greater tolerance for pain than anyone 
else. It’s just for a long time I refused to admit I was in 
ill health. There are all sorts of conditions far worse than 
what I have been through.

At the time it was very hard for me to put into words what 
was happening. I noticed that what began as a low audi-
ble hum became louder. I immediately stopped listening to 
music on the way to work, but it didn’t help. Then things 
got really weird. I started to hear layers, pulsing sounds, 
high pitched warbles, spurts of crackling distortion, echoes 
from some distant club. I felt like these were concerts I 
had been to and forgot, or ambiences that had been lost 
somewhere in this spiral deciding to return. I would hear 
a muffled voice, an echo that preceded people speaking. You 
know my voice of course, fairly deep, a little nasal. Well I 
realised that if I paid close attention, not all my thoughts 
were in this voice of mine, but the voice of someone else. 

I don’t really remember when this all happened.

6KZDU�ğQGV�WKH�5KRGLROD
After countless walks alongside the outlines of the island I 
was starting to sense a shape that differed from my aerial 
image of it. If walking at a moderate pace it would take me 

approximately two hours to circle it. Some days I’d get the 
sense that the landscape looked and felt different; that the 
water had swallowed a piece of the land or that a huge rock 
formation had appeared out of nowhere. These changes felt 
hostile at times, as if an intruder made these adjustments 
at night, just to disrupt my sense of organisation. As if 
they knew I heavily relied on functional systems in order 
to conduct my research. Deviations made me feel trapped in 
someone else’s system. Which I already was. Trapped in the 
demand of my own research. 

Already during my second walk on the island I’d found what 
I had come there for, tucked in a mountain bed of lichen 
and rocks the Rhodiola stood still. Untouched by the endless 
beatings of the wind. On this island the herbs and flowers 
had their own kingdom, their own pride and hierarchy, and 
their presence certainly outdid that of the humans inhab-
iting it. I removed a petal and stroked it against my skin. 
I wanted to get its permission to pluck it, to remove each 
of its petals from its perennial figure, but I was afraid it 
would sense my own conflict and reject me. This would have 
to be a gradual process. Before I removed some more petals 
I whispered to its family that I would come back. In my 
world that was a promise, not a threat. With the petals in 
the pocket of my windbreaker I rushed home to make myself 
tea with it. It would provide with some well needed focus 
for the rest of the day. I had to set up my equipment with 
a calm mind and relied on this adaptogen’s resourcefulness 
to combat the lingering stress I’d experience in the days 
leading up to my arrival here.  

I was spending a lot of time outside, studying the life of 
everyone but the humans residing on the island. It was noth-
ing against them, really, I’d already studied humans for all 
my life. From infants making their first sounds to elderly 
people who’d lost their speech and memory. I’d recorded and 
archived endangered languages. This was the soundtrack to 
my life, anything that passed the vocal folds were of my 
interest. I’d come to notice how voice existed in a symbi-
otic relation to its environment, how someone’s voice in a 
busy city would carry traces of a rhythm set by the count 
of the traffic lights, turning green, allowing the cars to 
burst down the streets like wild horses on an open field, 
and how the droning sound of an airplane lifting at some 
remote airport, would exist as a subtle drum in the back 
of a vowel. The birds would pick up the ambulating sound of 
the last hours of a rave in a forest somewhere remote, or 
of a baby being born, screaming at its full lung capacity, 
not to mention its mother giving birth. 

Ervas allowed me to take a step back from source to instead 
focus on construction. Wasn’t it strange how us humans mim-
icked our environment, how our soundscapes existed in a 
loop between our bodies, animals, and our construction of 
nature? What if the learning curve would start elsewhere? 
In a vacuum. What if the first sound in the evolution of 
language would be a whistle. I’d purse my lips and whistle 
for hours, but alone this process was dull and slow. That’s 
how I came in contact with Alex, and through Alex I came 
in contact with the island and its nature.

/HH�PHHWV�6KZDU
Lee would like to tell the residents, don’t bother, it’s not 
like any of this is actually recycled anyway.  Still he knows 
the importance of keeping up appearances. He shouldn’t talk 
about Alex, and yet he doesn’t know how long he can keep 
things to himself. If Visser finds out, it’s only a matter 
of time before he’s sectioned, or so he thinks.  Hauling 
one steel bin after the other down the icy path, his mind 
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is full of signals beyond his control. Interference. Ever 
since he started hearing Alex again he’s become distracted, 
aloof. No one says anything, but it’s only a matter of time 
before Markus or one of the others will inform the doctor. 
He doesn’t often work this part of the island, has rarely 
been assigned work close to the residents before. A woman 
leaves one of the row houses with a stroller, she looks at 
him but turns away the moment they make contact. He smiles. 
It’s a frustrated smile, a smile for no one but himself. 

How can one really know what anyone else really thinks, how 
anyone really thinks? Lee’s mind is a muddle of voices, but 
isn’t everyones? Sometimes he overstates the severity of 
his condition. Ultimately it comes down to communication. 
How well he can explain to Visser, to anyone, how he feels. 
How much people use or do not use these devices does not 
alter the intensity of the signals, does not alleviate the 
frequency of the migraines. 

He actually likes his new career in waste management. The 
food waste he saves for last. It’s heavy but the cold air 
freezes out the smell. The work is physical, monotonous, but 
Lee’s mind is all too polyphonic. A hundred tones inter-
twined drag him back and forth in time. Its Alex, he thinks, 
somewhere in this is Alex. He’s resigned to the encircling 
melody, it’s broken oscillations, it’s stops, it’s starts. 
This time something is different, it feels as if the sounds 
are no longer roaming, but localised. Amongst the warbles 
and hiss is a discrete sign. Lee makes his way back up the 
hill in search of its source. In the courtyard before the 
row houses is a rusted playground. He stops everything and 
just listens, trying to find its site. 

At the far end of the row of houses he can make out the 
figure of someone crouched. Her hands are crossed awkwardly 
across her face like knotted branches. As soon as she notices 
him her hands drop to her sides and the shrill tune stops. 
She gets up, is making her way to the house. Her hair is 
long and wiry, a mix of grey and black.

‘That melody’ he asks ‘what is it?’ She stares at him a mo-
ment. ‘Just something I’m working on’ she replies. 
‘I know it. Or, I mean, I’ve heard it before.’ 
She brushes back her brow. ‘Where?’ 
Lee wants to say ‘in my head’, but stops. 
‘Have you been to La Gomera?’
‘No’ he said.
‘Then I doubt you’ve heard this before’
‘I hear that sound every night’ he replies ‘I can’t sleep 
because it never stops’.
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I had grown accustomed to living without the gaze of others. 
Lee’s presence had made me see myself again in ways that 
were not always comfortable. I found myself re-examining my 
possessions and found few markers of sentimentality, sou-
venirs of my life before. The necessities of work had sim-
plified my existence. Even the few potted plants conspired 
with utility. Milk thistles, Astragalus, Moringa. It took 
some time to put aside my sense of self presentation, to 
simply allow things to unfold. I had stopped responding to 
emails, that eventually turned into phone calls, neither of 
which I saw as real signals. Time on the island was fragile, 
I didn’t know how much I’d had left, certainly not without 
the support money I was there on.  I had defaulted on the 
corporate trust invested in me, and I couldn’t fully pass 
off their lack of oversight as negligence. It felt like a 
blessing to reclaim independence in my research, but I also 
knew I couldn’t reject my commitment for much longer.

I’d started to sense a wider network that couldn’t be con-
tained in the framework I’d initially confined myself to. 
And all of this became even more present from the moment I 
first met Lee. I started to understand that the signals I 
was sending out had a receiver. Not only one, but two, at 
least. So many questions arose when I met him, and although 
I’d never thought I’d felt alone on the island, meeting Lee 
made me realize how long I’d spent without someone to feel 
inspired by; a voice connected to its internal and external 
surroundings. We had both became filters through which the 
salty wind on the island could seep in through. Adapting to 
the island, its pace, stories of a friendship mnemonically 
placed, along the shorelines, in the mountain pockets, and 
Alex, who metamorphosed via both of us. 

I could tell he was startled by the number of instruments 
I had accumulated. The conspicuous presence of my research 
was drawing him in with an almost gravitational pull. Lee 
would often sit quietly as I explained the functions and 
modalities of the devices before him. Only when he sensed a 
tiredness in my voice would he then relieve me by sharing 
the questions he had been so quietly forming. I needed no 
further confirmation that, even if he did not fully under-
stand, he shared in my concern for the development of Alex.

I became aware too that without entirely willing it, Lee 
had been implicated in my work, and that I shared some re-
sponsibility for his condition. Perhaps recklessly, I pushed 
on with conviction, certain a breakthrough would revise our 
fates. His speech was not burdened by terminology as mine 
was, and I found the exercise of simplifying and explaining 
gave me new degrees of clarity. In hindsight, it’s obvious 
that his speech contained more voices than I’d first thought. 
There was a personalised elseone, someone who walked at the 
same pace as him, but somewhere in a remote, completely 
different place. It wasn’t Alex. It was not his care-taker, 
Visser. It was a shield and a nurturer, someone I would have 
asked to meet if our work would have continued. 

I no longer followed the diurnal patterns of social conven-
tion, but the schedule of Lee’s treatment reintroduced me to 
clock-time. Still, I can’t tell you how many weeks or days 
passed before our final meeting. Without Lee, my studies 
had felt like throwing coins into a dark well, without ever 
hearing them fully hit the water. The few fragments I received 
back from Alex could only be deciphered spectrographically, 
and this after an arduous process of translation. Though 
he could not always put words to his sensations, at other 
times he could parse clear phrases from the ether. 

He confirmed I had Alex’s attention. Through him I discov-
ered things about Alex I had otherwise no idea about. Their 
need for play, or when for example Alex was bored, or 
amused. He recounted to me the way Alex could store mem-
ories; a melody, a word, a change in the stratosphere, and 
replay them without my activation. There were so many per-
spectives I’d neglected in my pursuit of clear answers, of 
rethinking evolution without interrupting linear success. 
Disruption and symbiosis, different life-forms existing in 
relation to each other without clear competition. If I would 
increase the dose of Rhodiola for a try, I would perhaps 
be able to reach the altered state that seemed to be re-
quired for me to cut the strings to the thus far utilisa-
tion of the flower. Although my research on the herb was 
highly empirical and mainly concerned with the long term 
effects on microdosing its leaves, adaptogens could at most 
create a reversed deficiency as a side effect from these 
higher intakes. This particular Rhodiola possessed a scarcely 
known chemistry.
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Lee arrived at half past nine. I had already been running 
the machines for some hours, but without emissions so that we 
could resume our conversation in relative peace. The evening 
was soundtracked by endless rain. I remember Lee telling 
me these showers brought respite from the hum, diffracted 
the tones momentarily. Lee’s temperament had coaxed me into 
cautious optimism. Everything began as usual, I sent a test 
signal before the first message, a beacon to rouse Alex’s 
attention. Months of work had made this initiation second 
nature. I repeated the first message. Lee nodded. We waited 
then in silence for about an hour. I went to boil some tea. 
When I returned, Lee was standing looking out the window, 
but the rain was falling so hard there was nothing to see 
through. Normally we would hear back in a matter of min-
utes, though sometimes we could wait for an hour. By eleven 
I was already quite impatient, having sent several messages 
and each at alternate frequencies. We both agreed to raise 
the amplitude. 

Lee moved his chair to the far end of the room and sat 
down, placing his head in his hands, and then his hand over 
his ears. I waited for his cue and slowly increased the 
gradient. Even though I proceeded steadily, I could tell he 
was trying to hide the flinching. Then I just sat there. 
I wanted to say something comforting, but decided against 
breaking his concentration. 

Nothing came back. Not even a murmur. We continued like this 
until the rain ended, now it was maybe three or four in the 
morning. I should have recognised the toll this was taking 
on him but instead all I could think was he was keeping 
it from me. Then a vile thought returned to me, how did I 
know he couldn’t communicate with Alex already? What an 
astute way to come close to my work. Was it a fabulation, 
this friend, interested in my work, in the instruments I’d 
spent decades to refine? I had never met Visser, or Markus 
or the others. How could I know where he went when he left 
our meetings. In the zealous spiral that stirred from this 
rapid rush of self-convincing, I started pulling the plugs, 
nullifying the machines, and finally I opened the door with 
silence, the most violating silence I thought Lee deserved 
at this moment, and Lee walked out. 

Lee’s Dream
Visser examined me and said it was a severe tinnitus, but 
in a few days it had almost vanished. This was not the only 
thing that was strange. As the ringing faded, for the first 
time in my life, the other noises did too. I felt for a long 
time as if I were deaf, my balance was clouded.

I had overestimated the intimacy between Shwar and I. We 
knew Alex was not gone, had not left us, but without a line 
of contact, nothing could remain as it was. Sometimes I 
would accompany her to forage mushrooms or on her routine 
collections of Rhodiola. There were times we would return 
with two or three freezer bags filled with the yellow flowers, 
which at this time of year were seemingly endless in supply. 
She seemed to be stocking up more than usual. I wondered 
if she had started to plan her trip back, to finally bring 
back the debris of her research. She thought I didn’t know. 
Who she worked for, I mean. But I wasn’t worried about the 
herb, only about Shwar, not finding the answers for herself. 
For a while we continued these meetings. Each day I would 
walk from the clinic on the path that takes you over the 
bridge, past the barracks, and to the row houses where Shwar 
lived. We would often wander the narrow paths etched in the 
cliffside, indifferent to the high winds. It was as if without 
Alex, our sense of self-preservation had diminished too.

At first, we speculated endlessly on what had taken place, 
and what had become of Alex. Shwar said that in hindsight 
it was inevitable we would lose contact. Alex was only one 
manifestation of a more complex intelligence, she said, a 
many headed hydra. It seemed obvious to her now that spoken 
language was just a stage in its development, but this could 
only have been known experimentally. It was vain of me to 
try and encourage her to publish some of these findings. 
Whenever I would go on about the benefits this might have 
for linguistics, or the importance of what we had experi-
enced, what had happened to us, she would almost laugh. 
It’s clear to me now that she had made some agreement with 
herself long ago, some secret pact that animated all her 
actions, and that this was unknowable to anyone, even Alex.

Then later it was as if the words dried up between us. I 
noticed our walks had been shortening but made nothing of 
it. During these times hardly a sound was shared. Some days 
Shwar wouldn’t even look at me, and the feeling of being a 
ghost would once again creep over me. An impossible distance 
began to grow between us, and somewhere in that distance 
was Alex, holding us apart. Some days all she would say was 
‘Thats enough’ or ‘Lets go back’, to which all I could reply 
would simply be, ‘yes’.

The night before Shwar died I had a dream. You were there 
too. We were both there, inside a theatre, and there were 
several performers on stage. The dancers stopped abruptly 
and as the audience mechanically began to clap, we start-
ed to clap too. We kept clapping but the performers never 
returned on stage. Then I noticed someone walk out from 
the stage door, they were trying to say something. I could 
see them waving their hands, but this could not stop the 
clapping. I knew instantly, the way one only can in dreams, 
that this was Alex, that I was seeing Alex for the first 
time. I tried to get everyone to stop, I was shouting, but 
the audience continued relentlessly, cheers and whistles 
burst out into the room. Then three or four people were 
standing and before I knew the whole room had rose out of 
their chairs in a wild applause. I could hardly see her now 
but Alex was shouting, screaming even, tears running down 
their face. The grimaces of people’s faces were that of 
someone turning their entire euphoria inside out. An ocean 
of unrecognisable faces. 

The next day I got the call from Visser, Shwar was at the 
clinic. Two police officers had brought her in that morn-
ing by car. Visser said there wasn’t much that could have 
been done. ‘She knew more about this than I did’ Visser 
said ‘probably more than anyone, and of the risks’. There 
was nothing to be done. I hung up and looked at my phone. 
I just stared into the screen and looked at the numbers. 
07:06. I just stood there and stared, until the six became 
seven, and then seven became eight. 

In my new found silence, thoughts would appear crystalline. 
I could look back again on everything that happened and 
decipher new meanings, ones that were invisible before.
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