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PROLOGUE

[image: ]


Before the First Call

There is a radio station in a province I will not name, on the third floor of a shophouse above a shuttered pharmacy, at the end of a street where the lamps burn orange and the dogs stop barking after midnight.

The station has one working studio, one broken air conditioner, one sound engineer, and one host.

The host is me.

They call me Uncle Dej. I am fifty-five years old, my voice is the only part of me that has aged well, and for reasons I have stopped trying to explain, I run a program that airs from one o'clock in the morning until three. It is called *The Midnight Line*. The format is simple: you call, you tell me what happened to you, and I listen. I do not interrupt. I do not laugh. I have heard too much to laugh.

Every night I open with the same words, and I will open this book with them too:

"Names changed. Places changed. Dates changed. The fear is the only thing I leave untouched."

So do not go looking for these hospitals, these villages, these rivers. You will not find them under the names I give you. The people who called me trusted me with the worst nights of their lives, and I have wrapped those nights in different clothes. But I want to be honest with you about one thing, because honesty is the only thing a voice in the dark has to offer:

I changed the details. I did not change what happened.

My engineer is a quiet boy named Nok. He is twenty-three, he wears headphones even when nothing is playing, and he has worked here for two years without ever once staying past the end of a broadcast. He sets up the board, he takes the calls, he goes home at 3:05 exactly. I used to think he was shy. Now I think he is smart.

There is also a cat. An orange one. He came with the building, the way damp comes with old walls. He sleeps through every broadcast on top of the mixing console, where it is warm — every broadcast except the ones you are about to read. On those nights he sat up. On those nights he stared at the corner of the studio where nothing is, and his tail moved slowly, side to side, like a metronome keeping time for a song I could not hear.

One more thing, and then we begin.

The clock on my studio wall is old and I have replaced its battery four times. It keeps perfect time from 3 a.m. to 2 a.m. And then, every night, for exactly one minute, it stops.

It stops at 2:14.

I have never told anyone that. I am telling you now because by the tenth story in this book, you will understand why, and I would rather you hear it from me.

The switchboard is lit. Nok is nodding at me through the glass. The cat is sitting up.

Caller, you're on the air.
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EPISODE ONE
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The Night Nurse

The first call came on a Tuesday in the rainy season, a little after 1:30 in the morning. The line crackled the way lines do when the caller is standing somewhere with bad walls and worse memories.

He said his name was Tan — that is not his name — and that he was forty-one years old, and that until last year he had never believed in anything he couldn't invoice. He ran a small construction supply business. He measured things for a living. He wanted me to know that first, before he told me anything else, so that I would understand what it cost him to say the rest.

This is his story, the way he told it to me.

Last year, my father's heart began to fail. He was seventy-eight. The doctors in our district hospital did what they could, and then they moved him upstairs, to the private rooms on the fourth floor, the ones families pay extra for so their dying can be done with a window and a couch.

Room 4/6. I will remember that number until it is my turn.

The deal in our family was simple: my sisters took the days, I took the nights. Every evening I closed my shop, bought two boxes of rice from the same stall, and drove to the hospital. My father ate three spoonfuls of his and I ate all of mine and we watched the boxing channel with the sound off, because sound tired him. Then he slept, and I lay on the couch under one thin blanket and did not sleep, because that is what the nights are for in a hospital. You lie there doing arithmetic with the beeping.

I want to describe the fourth floor at night so you understand. After midnight, they dim the corridor to half-light. The nurses' station is at the far end, behind glass, lit up like an aquarium. There were only ever two nurses on that shift for the whole floor, and I knew both of them by their footsteps — one walked fast and squeaky, one walked slow and flat. I told you. I measure things.

On the fourth night, I woke at two in the morning and there was a third one in the room.
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At 2:00 a.m. there was a third nurse on a floor that only had two.

SHE WAS SMALL — SMALLER than any nurse I'd seen on that ward — and she wore the old uniform. You know the one. The stiff white dress and the folded white cap, the kind you only see now in photographs on hospital anniversary walls. I thought, half-asleep, that maybe it was a student, or some ceremonial thing, or that my eyes were making costumes out of shadows.

She was wiping my father down with a cloth. Slowly. Carefully. Forehead, neck, the backs of his hands. She wrung the cloth over a steel basin and the sound of the water was the loudest thing in the room. Then she took his wrist between her fingers, looked at the watch face pinned upside-down to her chest — the old style, the upside-down watch, who still wears that? — and nodded to herself, satisfied.

And here is the thing I cannot explain to you, Uncle Dej, even now. I was not afraid. The room felt — the only word I have is *tended*. Like a garden with someone in it. I fell back asleep watching her fold my father's blanket down to the exact width of a hand below his collarbones, the way you would for a child, and I slept better than I had in weeks.

In the morning I asked the day nurse to thank the night staff for the bed bath. She checked the chart and gave me a strange little smile and said there was no bed bath on the chart, and charts are never wrong, and I should get more sleep.

So the next night, I stayed awake.

She came at two. I heard no footsteps — and I knew that corridor's footsteps, fast-squeaky and slow-flat, I knew them like songs. There was simply a moment when the room had two people in it, and then a moment when it had three. She did everything in the same order. Cloth, basin, wrist, watch, blanket folded to a hand's width. At some point — I am not ashamed to tell you this — my eyes closed by themselves, the way they do in temples, and when I opened them she was gone and it was 2:15 and my father was smiling in his sleep.

He got better, Uncle Dej.

That is the part that made me stop measuring. Seventy-eight years old, a heart the doctors had described to us with lowered voices and small hand gestures, and he got *better*. His color came back. He finished his rice. The doctors used the word "remarkable" four times in one week and started avoiding my eyes, because doctors do not like words they cannot invoice either.

Every night she came at two. Eleven nights. I never spoke to her — you don't speak in a room like that, it would be like talking during a sermon — but on the last night, I did something braver and stupider. As she folded the blanket, I whispered, "Thank you for taking care of my father."

She stopped folding.

And she turned her head — not her body, just her head — and looked at me. Directly at me, on the couch, in the dark. I could not see her face well and I have thanked every Buddha image I've ever walked past for that. But I saw her smile. It was a kind smile. It was the kindest smile I have ever seen, and my whole body went cold, all at once, the way water goes over you when you step into a river at night, because a smile like that is an answer, and I did not yet know what the question had been.
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A smile is an answer. He did not yet know what the question had been.

THE NEXT MORNING, THE doctors said the word "discharge." My sisters cried. I went to the nurses' station with a fruit basket — a big one, the kind with the ribbon — and I asked to leave it for the night shift, for the small nurse in the old uniform who had come every night at two.

The head nurse was an older woman, a few years from retirement, the kind whose face has stopped bothering to hide things. She looked at the basket. Then she looked at me the way you look at a man standing on a ledge, and she took my elbow and walked me away from the younger staff, to the window at the end of the corridor.

She said, "Fourth floor has two nurses after midnight. It has had two for as long as I've worked here."

I said the woman wore the old uniform, the cap, the upside-down watch, and I watched this head nurse — a woman who must have seen a thousand deaths — press her lips together and go pale under her makeup.

She said, "No one has worn that uniform here since before you were born." And then she said, quietly, "Take your father home, sir. Be glad. Some rooms on this floor are looked after. We don't talk about it, and we don't leave fruit."

I should have been terrified. Uncle Dej, I promise you, I drove my father home that afternoon almost laughing. Whatever she
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