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VOICE BOX



Steve stopped speaking. He’d never liked his voice. He decided that actually hated it whilst on a walking holiday in the Dolomites. Twice a year me, Steve and our hotchpotch gang of usual suspects would assemble to spend quality time together. The Italian Alps was our most ambitious destination to date. We’d chosen it after several of us had seen a documentary about it’s unique beauty. Barring a couple of notable exceptions, we were all there, wearing stout walking shoes stuffed with thick-socked aching feet.

We’d been hiking for a few days, staying in high-altitude mountain huts, when we arrived at one of the specifically chosen points on our route. It was a rocky platform roughly the size and shape of a baseball diamond and infield, renowned for the echoes you can generate there. The desire to experience its famous effect had been an important factor when choosing our itinerary. We stopped, as parties of hikers have done for centuries, and took turns at shouting something into the ether. The spot lived up to its billing. Our cries were slapped back at us; a multiplicity of split-personality choristers with an incompetent choirmaster. Steve went last. He never pushed to the front of a queue. He was always happy to let the more impetuous members of the group take the lead. Many admired his selfless nature. Others presumed him shy. Whatever his motivation; going last has its advantages–it means you are presented with the opportunity of being a bit different to everyone else. And this enabled Steve to be a bit more interesting–an issue he was always secretly concerned about. Most of us had shouted something dull and predictable, like “echo” or “hello”. Steve shouted “twat” and it set us all giggling. He expected to hear a silly (and not too offensive) word bounce off several expansive faces of vertical rock and return in a comical chorus. What he heard was a cacophony of twatty voices accusing him of being a twat. His grating voice was being multiplied and broadcast uncontrollably across many cubic kilometres of fresh mountain air. Enormous monoliths of rock that had stood steadfastly for millions of years were announcing his pathetic, unpleasant, warbly voice to anyone within earshot. We all knew what to expect, but when the first returning soundwave reached Steve’s eardrums, he welcomed it as willingly as a lonely Irish farmer hears the wailing of a banshee. He cried. Not openly, but corner-of-the-eye, forcibly-restrained, slowly-welling-tears–silent ones. Much worse misery than the openly pitiable sobbing that attracts instant sympathy and support. Our gang, other walkers, the mountains, the local flora and fauna, all things in range of the inescapable reflected sound waves he set boinging about, were the last witnesses of Steve’s nasty, weedy, high-pitched voice. He didn’t talk for the rest of the day’s trekking. He didn’t converse that night at the next hikers’ hut. He was silent over breakfast in the morning. He didn’t speak to anyone for the remainder of the holiday. He didn’t talk on the journey home. The rest of us went through many emotions before getting back. There was bewilderment, confusion, frustration, anger, disappointment, sympathy and acceptance. Whatever our individual perspectives on his behaviour, we would all agree that we went on holiday with a warbly Steve and returned with a silent Steve.

Aside from the fact that he had made a highly unusual conscious decision to stop speaking, Steve had always been a bit odd. He is what you’d categorise as a nerd. Nerds may be generally vilified, but in reality they’re like beauty spots; you don’t mind having one or two in your life because their distinctiveness adds character and charm. Like interesting points on mountain walks, or seductive birthmarks, their uniqueness appeals. And, let’s face it, we are living in the Age of the Nerd. For centuries men with nerdish tendencies would have loitered in the shadows of military heroes, aggressive industrialists and political rhetoricians. These days, nerds are kings. They design the computers that are as important to our lives as water, and look after our fiscal well-being and retirement. We trust nerds with everything, from the technology that keeps planes in the air to the development of medicines that save our lives. Nerds are often very clever. Their gift for, and dedication to a specific area of study, is what prevents them developing a rounded personality. Steve was just such a nerd. He was an electronics genius. He had a very well paid job with a leading computer company, which enabled him to afford a grand, impressive home. When he returned from the Italian trip, he gave up his job and retreated into his house like a hedgehog in winter. But though unemployed, he was far from idle; he gave himself a new purpose–to create an electronic voice box that would generate for him the perfect voice.

It’s said that you should never disturb a hibernating animal. It can cause their death. All but one of his old friends treated Steve in the same manner. They’d claim he wanted to be left alone. What they meant was that they couldn’t deal with his refusal to speak, his insistence on communicating by handing out a constant stream of roughly scribbled Post-it notes, and his obsessive mission to create an artificial voice. His behaviour disturbed them, undermined their sense of normality. Like anti-Samaritans, they abandoned him. I didn’t. I did visit Steve. I was the one friend who didn’t give up on him. And, for the record, my visits didn’t kill him. While others professed he was better off being left alone, I knew he wasn’t enjoying his self-imposed exile. And I can prove it because I’ve still got a stash of the Post-its he slapped into my hands during visits. Although he was never the life and soul of a party, he’d always revelled in the company of others–particularly our gang, who’d been knocking-around together for years. And he was a crucial part of the crowd, even if it was for slightly dubious reasons. His impressive home was the most regular venue for our parties, and his well-paid job footed the bill for most of the refreshments. Though he knew that not everyone in the circle would want to spend too long trapped in a corner with him, he was a fundamental part of the scene. As a science geek back in school, spending his lunchtimes working alone in the electronics lab, he could never have imagined he’d one day be part of a lively group like ours. Post-echo Steve reverted to type; returning to the lifestyle he’d not enjoyed as a teenager. And it wasn’t doing him any good.

Each time I visited Silent Steve I’d notice his health had deteriorated further. Although he’d always been light in frame, back in the Dolomites his positive spirit had kept his famously ostrich-like legs moving as fast as the rest of us. But as that spirit fast evaporated, like discarded medical alcohol on a warm chemistry desk, those ostrich legs started to look more like a heron’s. Within three months of his withdrawal from society, isolation and reduced sleep had taken their toll on him. Caffeine-pill insomnia and poor nutrition had dried up his skin, sunken his cheeks, turned his eyes bloodshot and underslung them with bags like bloated flesh-coloured crescent moons lying abandoned on their backs. Three months more drudgery left him looking like the star attraction at a Victorian asylum–and his home suitably reflected this new persona. After half a year of committed effort, the work that he’d begun in his garage had spread to every room of his live-in workshop. By then, his endeavour was taking many forms. At the same time as building the device that would provide the perfect voice, he was researching what the perfect voice was. He had countless devices littered about his bachelor’s den, recording and playing back the verbal performances from all types of orators; newsreaders, union leaders, actors, television presenters, comics, sports commentators, politicians, voice-over artists, business spokespeople, even serial killers interviewed for documentary programmes. Entering his chattering residence was like slipping into the mind of a paranoid schizophrenic–you were relentlessly bombarded by the mixed-up utterances of innumerable earnest voices. He imprisoned himself within a maze of spoken words and, throughout his studies, his only sustenance was instant noodles soaked in boiling water.

The last time I saw Steve alive, he looked dead. Actually, I’m a coroner’s assistant, and I’ve seen dead people looking far less dead than he did. He looked like a corpse that had been left to winter in an arctic wilderness; shrivelling in on itself like the freeze-dried fruit in expensive cereals. I tried to get him to see a doctor but he refused, insisting he was well and saying, or rather writing, that his health always deteriorated during an inventive phase. He would also insist that he’d be returning very soon to normal life and well-being, claiming he’d almost achieved his task of creating an ‘electronic perfect voice box’. He never did. A month after my last visit, his neighbours complained that a wicked stench from his garage had ruined their five year-old daughter’s outdoor birthday party. The police broke in and discovered his wizened corpse lying behind some dusty free-standing paint shelves. They speculated he’d collapsed there after chasing a rat that had been ransacking his Pot Noodle supplies. It took them over an hour of searching the odour-infused house to find Steve’s rotting body–having initially chosen not to investigate behind the paint shelves in the garage because they presumed no living being could squeeze behind them.

I was one of the pall-bearers at his funeral, and if it wasn’t for the quality of the oak, carrying his boxed-up corpse would have been a one-man job. Most of the old crew showed-up for the funeral–out of guilt I suppose. No one seemed that upset at the ceremony. Steve had no immediate family, being an only child whose parents had long since died. There was, in fact, much more emotion at the reading of his will, which he hadn’t changed since his long-time girlfriend Claire left him–about a month before our trip to Northern Italy–for Lloyd; another one of our crowd. As is often the case during times of emotional distress, he never got round to amending his testament. Consequently his ex got the lot. Claire and Lloyd both erupted with unrestrained joy at the executor’s announcement. The two of them moved into Steve’s place, and living rent-free has enabled Lloyd to achieve the dream he’d always waxed lyrical about–he’s built himself a sound booth in the house, which means he rarely has to commute into the city for his voice over work. He sits in what was once Steve’s Dungeons & Dragons room and sends cheesy straplines for overpaid advertising copywriters down ISDN lines.

Claire and Lloyd host the big parties these days, but I don’t go to them. I can’t bear Lloyd’s doorstep greeting; a fake, deep, resonant “Welcome forlorn stranger to our humble abode”. It’s not half as welcoming as Steve’s warbly, high-pitched, but sincere “Hiya, party’s buzzing”.
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