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Bridie Calloway

Chapter One

The Quietest Hour

The heater under the desk gave out its one bar of orange and Marion put her feet either side of it as she did every night, and told the town it was a quarter to one.

Nobody heard her say it who was not already awake. That was the thing about the hour. She was talking to the ones the day had finished with, the ones the day had not finished with at all, the night nurse on her tea break with the ward gone quiet behind her, the man on the harbour watch with the radio propped in the wheelhouse, the woman lying with her back to a sleeping husband and her eyes on the dark ceiling and the little set glowing on the bedside table because it was the only thing in the room that would talk back. Marion could not see any of them. She had learned, over the years, to feel them out there instead, the whole worn curve of Pellhaven laid out under the signal, and she pitched her voice for the smallest room she could imagine. One bulb. One bed. One person who had not slept.

She let the record run under her. It was an old ballad, slow, a man singing about a train he did not catch, and she brought her own voice in over the last of it so the join was soft, as Sid had taught her, so that a person half asleep would not be jolted, only carried.

"That was for Colin, out on the Merry Bess, from his Doreen who says the bed is too big and to mind the weather off the point," she said. "There you are, Colin. She is thinking of you. So is half the front, love, because we can all hear the wind picking up out there, and you be careful."

She dipped the fader and let a breath of nothing sit on the air, one second, two, because the silence was hers to spend and she never spent it carelessly, and then she said, easy, unhurried, "You are with Radio Pellhaven, a hundred and ninety-four metres, and I am Marion, and I am here till the light comes up. If you cannot sleep, you can ring me. That is what the line is for. The number is Pellhaven two-four-one, and Kaylee will take you through."

Through the glass of the control room Sid lifted one finger off the desk, which was Sid for the level was right, and went back to the fault he was chasing. He had the side panel off the main desk again and the little torch in his teeth. He was working the channel that came and went, pressing two fingers flat on a place inside it and holding them there, patient, the way you would hold your thumb on a cut. When he pressed it the hum in Marion's headphones dropped a shade cleaner. When he took his fingers away it crept back, a fine grey fur of sound under everything, the transmitter running hot and the valves warm and the whole failing kit of it breathing like something alive and not well.

He caught her looking and shook his head. That meant not tonight. It would hold, but do not lean on it. She had been reading Sid's head for eleven years and it was the plainest thing she knew.

Out in the front office the plug-and-cord board sat under its own small lamp with Kaylee behind it, seventeen and upright as a heron, headset on, waiting for the town. There was a mug going cold at her elbow and a school exercise book open beside the board where she wrote everything down in the neat upright letters of a girl still half being marked at school, every caller, every song, the time it came in, because Marion had told her once that the board was a kind of diary of the town and Kaylee had taken it to heart as she took everything, all the way in.

A light woke on the board. Kaylee's hand went to the cord before Marion had finished breathing.

"Radio Pellhaven, good morning," Kaylee said, and Marion heard it faint through the door and smiled at the good morning, because it was ten to one and Kaylee had decided some weeks ago that after midnight it was morning and she was going to be right about it if it killed her. There was a little back and forth, Kaylee's pen going, and then she came up on the studio talkback low and quick.

"Marion, it's Mrs Ash from the flats. She's poorly again and she can't settle and she wants the one about the lighthouse, for herself she says, only she'd not say it's for herself, she says it's for anyone who's up."

"Put it in," Marion said. "Tell her I heard her."

The light held a moment while Kaylee passed that back, and Marion watched the small mercy of it travel down the cord and along the wire and up into a flat on the estate where an old woman who would not admit to being frightened lay listening. For anyone who's up. Marion knew that turn of phrase like she knew her own hands. It was how a Pellhaven person asked to be held without ever once saying hold me. The whole town spoke it. She had spent a good many years learning to hear it and she was not sure she would ever get to the bottom of it.

She found the record, the lighthouse one, on the wall where the sleeves had gone soft at the corners from a thousand nights of her fingers. She cued it on the second turntable, dropped the needle to the run-in groove, and held it under her palm on the felt, waiting, her hand knowing the exact place the sound began. When her own voice came round she let the disc go and it took up clean.

"This one is going out to Mrs Ash, and to anyone who's up," she said, and gave the last of it a small warmth, "and there are more of us up than you'd think tonight, so we'll keep each other company. Here's the lighthouse."

The song went out over the rooftops.

That was the part she never got used to. A record dropped in this cramped yellow-tiled room went up out of the aerial on the roof of a shut photographer's shop on Tidegate Row and spread itself thin across the dark, out over the slate and the chimney pots, along the front where the deckchairs were stacked and chained for the winter, past the pier on its black legs with the sea slapping the piles, and on out over the water to the boats and the buoys. A man on the Merry Bess and an old woman on the estate and a night nurse and a wife who could not sleep were all, for three minutes, inside the same small song. She sat in the chair with her cold feet either side of the heater and she felt the size of it. Then she got on with the job, because there was always work under the wonder, and the wonder kept better if you did not stare at it.

The night went along the way a slow Tuesday goes. The board woke and slept. A man rang wanting something for his wife's birthday and could not remember the name of the song, only that they had danced to it at the Trevanna the year it burned, so Marion talked him round it and got him to the right one in the end and played it, and heard him not quite manage to thank her before he rang off, which was its own kind of thank you. A lorry driver going through on the coast road rang from a call box to say the signal had found him twenty miles out and kept him awake and company. She played him something with a long straight road in it and told him to mind how he went.

In between she talked. That was most of it, more than the records. She read a little of the shipping because the sound of it settled people, the litany of the sea areas, the far invented distances, and because she liked the shape of it in her mouth. She said the time. She said who she was. She told the town, in the low even voice she kept only for the microphone, that it was a hard month and a dark one and that they had got through worse and would get through this, and she did not dress it up, because the moment you dressed a thing up in this hour a listener felt the falseness of it like a draught and turned you off.

Roland would have said she talked too much and played too little, and had said it, more than once, with the figures in front of him, because talk did not sell and records at least kept the format tidy. Roland was not here. Roland was asleep in the flat above the shut furniture shop, and the licence letter was up there with him, face down on the table where he could not see it and could not stop knowing it was there. Marion kept it out at arm's length. It sat at the edge of the hour like the sea under the town, a low note you stopped hearing until you left the room, and while the light was on she had no room for it.

Near two the town began to let go of the day at last. She could feel it happen, the way you feel a fever break, the board going long between lights, the calls coming softer and stranger and further apart. The last few voices of the ones who really could not sleep. Then the settling, the dark curve of Pellhaven finally going under. She played a long slow instrumental with a lot of room in it, something with strings that moved like weather, and she let it run almost to its end without a word over the top, because at this hour the ones still awake did not want to be talked at. They wanted to be left alone gently in company, which is a different thing and a harder one.

Sid took his fingers off the fault and stood up and stretched, one hand in the small of his back, and mimed the kettle at her through the glass. She nodded. He went out to fill it. Kaylee had her chin propped on her hand at the board, the exercise book squared in front of her, her eyes going soft the way a young one's eyes go at the far end of the night, and Marion thought, not for the first time, that she ought to send the girl home before three and never quite did. Kaylee wanted the hour, all of it, more than she wanted the sleep. Marion of all people knew what that was like.

Her own reflection sat in the dark studio glass, a woman of forty-four with the light behind her and the night behind that, and she looked at it the way you look at someone you know slightly and have stopped being surprised by. The tiredness was in the face and she let it be there. It was the weather she worked in. She had come to Pellhaven with a marriage folded up small in a case and a thing she did not open even to herself, and she had found this hour, this one dark useful hour, where a woman who did not know how to be held could spend the whole of herself holding other people. It had turned out to be enough. Near enough, anyway, and near enough was not something you poked at two in the morning with no one on the line to keep you honest.

The instrumental came to its long fade and she brought her voice up soft into the quiet after it.

"That's the town nearly all abed now," she said. "I can feel you going. Off you go, then. I've got the hour. Anyone left up, I'm here, and there's tea if you're near enough to fetch it, which you're not, so make your own and think of me making mine."

Sid came back in with two mugs and set one by her hand without a word and went to sit at the desk with his own, the torch off now, his fingers loose on the faders, only listening. The heater ticked. The sea, when she reached for it under everything, was there, low and steady, taking the town's weight as it always had. She wrapped both hands round the mug and let the warmth go up her wrists, and there it was, the good part, the part she waited for. The last hour. The town asleep and held and the signal still going out over the water for the two or three souls left who needed a light on somewhere.

Kaylee had gone quiet. The board sat dark under its lamp, every light out, the cords hanging still. It happened most nights around this time, the long trough where the town had gone under and the ones who would ring had rung, and there was nothing to do but keep the signal warm and wait for the light to come up outside and let the day people have it back.

Marion picked another record without hurrying, something quiet with a lot of night in it, and cued it, and did not drop it yet. She looked out through the glass at Kaylee half asleep at the empty board and at Sid with his eyes shut listening to his gear breathe. She felt the particular peace of the deep middle of the night, when nobody needed anything and the whole thing was only three people and a warm room and a signal going out into the dark for the love of it.

She was reaching to drop the record when a light came up on the board.

It came up on its own into all that dark, one small bulb waking, and it caught the corner of Marion's eye through the glass. She stopped with her hand over the felt. It was gone two. This was the trough. Nobody rang in the trough. The ones who rang this late, this far past the town going under, were not ringing for a song about a train they did not catch. She knew it as she knew Sid's head and the town's turns of phrase, in the body, before the mind would put words to it.

Out in the office Kaylee's chin came off her hand. She looked at the light. She looked through the glass at Marion.

Marion rested the record on the felt and did not let it go.

"Answer it, love," she said, into the talkback, softer than she meant to. "Answer it."

Chapter Two

Amber on the Water

The light came up on the board at the far left, low and steady, and Kaylee looked at it the way a person looks at something that has moved on its own in an empty room.

Marion watched her through the glass. The girl had her hand half lifted off the cord and was not putting it down, and that was enough to tell Marion something, because Kaylee answered everything, she answered wrong numbers and drunks and the man who rang every third Thursday to complain about the weather forecast as though Radio Pellhaven had ordered the weather in special. She did not hesitate. She was hesitating now.

Marion pressed the talkback. It sat under her thumb worn smooth as a river stone.

"Put it through, love," she said. "It won't bite."

She had a record ending, a slow one, a woman singing about a train she should have caught, and Marion brought the fader down under the last of it with the ease of twenty years of hands and did not look at what she was doing while she did it. She looked instead at Kaylee sliding the cord home, and at the little light going from waiting to live, and she pulled the microphone the last inch toward her mouth and let her voice drop and warm and slow, the voice she kept for the ones who rang in the dark.

"You're through to Radio Pellhaven," she said. "It's late, and I'm still here. Who've I got?"

There was a pause. Marion knew pauses the way a fisherman knows water. There was the pause of a person working up their nerve, which had a lean to it, a person about to jump. There was the pause of a person who had been asleep and had rung by accident and was surfacing now with the receiver warm and strange against their ear. There was the pause where somebody had the wrong number and was reading the little card by the phone again to be sure.

This was none of those. This was a pause a person had prepared. Marion felt the difference before she could have said what it was. It had the stillness of a room tidied for a visitor, everything set square, nothing left out.

"I'd like a song, please," the woman said.

That was all, at first. A woman's voice, older than middle, careful in a way that some women's voices were careful, the care of a person who had been taught young that you did not let yourself down in front of strangers. There was no shake in it. That was the first wrong thing. They shook, the ones who rang at this hour, or they rushed, or they laughed too much to cover it. This voice was level as a shelf.

"Of course you would," Marion said. "That's what we're for. You've come to the right place. What can I play you?"

"'Amber on the Water,'" the woman said. "Do you have it?"

Marion knew the record. It was not one many asked for, a small tune, an old one, the sort of thing that had been about for a season a long time ago and then sunk back into the boxes at the back with the sleeves gone soft at the corners. She had it. Sid kept everything. Sid would have had the shipping forecast on a wax cylinder if you asked him nicely.

"I've got it somewhere," she said. "I'd have to dig. Who's it for?"

The pause again. Not preparing this time. Deciding.

"No one," the woman said. "There's no dedication."

"That's all right," Marion said, easy, unhurried, turning her chair a half inch so she could see Kaylee's face through the glass and Sid past her in the control room with his back bent over the desk. "Plenty of people just want the song. You don't have to have a reason. Half the town's asleep and the other half's just wanting company, and there's no shame in either."

"I'd like it played at exactly ten past three," the woman said.

Marion's hands went still.

She kept her face the same, which was a habit and a mercy both, because there was no one to see her face except her own reflection in the dark studio glass, the woman in the headphones with the town at her back. But her hands went still on the desk and stayed that way, and something in her chest moved before her mind had caught up, a small cold settling, like a stone going down through water and touching the bottom.

Ten past three. Not soon, not now, not when you can. Not the loose way people asked, whenever there's a gap, no rush, only if you've time. A minute. An exact minute, given the way a person gives a time to somebody who has to be somewhere, the train goes at ten past, be on the platform.

She looked at the studio clock. It was gone two. The second hand went round as it always did, patient, indifferent, a machine that had counted her through a thousand of these hours and did not care what any of them held.

"Ten past three," Marion said, keeping it light, keeping it nothing. "I can do that. That's a nice bit of the night, that is. Everything's gone soft by then." She reached, without hurry, and drew the pad toward her, the one where she noted her running order, and she wrote nothing on it, only held the pencil so her hand had something to do. "Any particular reason for the time, or is it just where you'd like it to fall?"

"It falls where I'd like it to fall," the woman said.

There was the faintest thing under the words. Not warmth. A kind of dry patience, a woman answering a question she had expected and prepared for and found tiresome anyway. And under that, further down, so far down that Marion caught it more with the back of her neck than her ear, there was something that had made up its mind.

Marion knew that too. She had heard it before. Not often. You did not hear it often and you never forgot the sound of it after, the awful evenness of a person who has stopped arguing with themselves.

"I'll want you to hang up after," the woman said. "Once you've said you'll play it. You won't need me on the line."

Through the glass Kaylee had turned in her chair. The girl could not hear the call, she had let go of the cord, but she was watching Marion's face and whatever she saw there had brought her round, and her own young face had gone still and careful in a way Marion did not like to see on a seventeen-year-old at two in the morning. Marion lifted one hand off the desk, low, out of the woman's hearing, and made a small flat motion, stay, wait, easy. Kaylee stayed. But her hand had gone back to the edge of the board.

"Well now," Marion said, into the microphone, into the one ear on the other end of the line, "I'm not much of a one for hanging up on people. Bad manners, my mother would've said, and she'd have been right about that if nothing else." She let a breath of the wry into it, gentle, the seam she kept for lifting a heavy moment a quarter inch. "You've caught me on a slow night. There's a boat still out and a nurse coming off shift and not much else awake between here and the buoys. I'd sooner have the company, if it's all the same to you. Tell me about the song while I find it."

"There's nothing to tell about the song."

"There's always something," Marion said. "Nobody asks for a particular record at ten past three in the morning because it's just a nice enough tune. Not that one. That's a going-away sort of song, that is. That's a song for somebody."

Silence. But not a hanging-up silence. Marion had felt those, the little intake, the shift of a receiver, the readiness to be gone. This was not that. This was a person surprised, a person who had thought the shape of what they were doing was invisible and had just been told, gently, in the dark, by a stranger, that it was not.

Marion pressed the advantage the only way she knew how, which was not to press it at all. She turned the fader on the microphone down a touch so her voice would sit even closer, even quieter, the trick of it, the way you leaned toward a frightened animal by making yourself smaller.

"I'll tell you what I think," she said, "and you can put me right if I've got it wrong, I often have. I think that song mattered to somebody once. I think you know it the way you only know a song when it was playing while something happened to you. And I think ten past three isn't a time you plucked out of the air. I think it's a time that means something, and I think you've thought about it for a good while before you rang me." She paused, and let the pause be kind. "How am I doing?"

For a moment there was only the room. The single-bar heater ticking under the desk. Sid's careful movements behind the glass, a man pretending to work a channel so he would have somewhere to put his hands. The sea, very faint, so far under everything that Marion had stopped hearing it years ago, present tonight the way a thing is present when you have gone still enough to notice it again.

And under all of that, thin and travelling, the sound of the line itself, the long soft hiss of the distance between the studio and wherever the woman was sitting with a receiver against her ear and the light of a wireless set the only light in the room.

There was sea on her end too. Marion caught it and filed it and did not say it. Faint, the woman's own sea, coming through the mouthpiece under her breathing, which meant a window open or a thin wall or a room near the front where the water carried up the streets. Somewhere on this coast a woman was sitting in the dark near the sea with the radio on, and she had rung a stranger to ask for a song at a minute she had chosen, and she had asked to be let go of after.

And there it was, plain in front of her at last, the thing she had been circling since ten past three came out of the woman's mouth in that level, prepared, tiresome-to-say voice. The woman was not asking for a song to fall asleep to. She was setting a time. She had chosen a record for the last thing, and a minute for the last thing to happen in, and she had rung the one place open at this hour to arrange it, the way a tidy person arranges everything before, so that nothing is left in a muddle for anyone to see to after. That was the tidiness Marion had heard in the very first pause, the room set square. That was the evenness. A person did not shake when they had stopped arguing with themselves.

Marion sat very still in the warm small studio with the town asleep at her back and the failing station humming around her and the microphone an inch from her mouth, and she made, in the space of one held breath, the only decision that mattered.

She was not going to play "Amber on the Water" at ten past three.

She was not going to say she knew. Not yet. To say it now would frighten the woman off the line, and off the line she was gone, a click and a silence and a name Marion did not have and a road she could not find and a sea that ran the whole length of a coast.

What she had was this. A voice, an open line, and an hour of the night that belonged to her. It was not much. It was everything she had ever had, in this chair, in the dark, and it had been enough before to keep a lonely man company till morning and to talk a girl down off the pier rail one bad autumn and to be, for whoever was awake and afraid, the one lit window in the town.

She caught Kaylee's eye through the glass and held it, and very slowly, so the woman on the line would hear nothing of it in her voice, Marion mouthed a single word.

Tea.

Kaylee blinked. Then she understood, as the girl always understood the thing under the thing a beat after it was said, and she rose from the switchboard careful not to scrape the chair, and she went, white-faced and steady, to put the kettle on, because it was going to be a long night and the crew did what it could with what it had, and what it had, just now, was the kettle and the desk and Sid's hands and Marion's voice and the plain refusal to let a stranger go down alone in the dark.

Marion drew the microphone the last quarter inch toward her.

"Now then," she said, warm, unhurried, as though there were all the time in the world and the two of them had nothing to do but pass it. "You keep me company while I dig this record out. It'll take me a minute, they're not in any order, Sid says they are but Sid says a lot of things. And you can tell me, while I look, whose song it was. Because it was somebody's. I'd put the last of the tea on it."

The clock on the wall said thirteen minutes past two.

The line hissed, and the sea came up faint on both ends of it, and the woman did not hang up.

Chapter Three

Don't Hang Up

Marion kept her voice exactly where it had been.

That was the first thing, the only thing she was sure of, that the woman on the line must not hear a single degree of change in her. A frightened person could read a tightening the way a dog reads a raised hand, from across a room, from down a wire, out of nothing at all. So Marion sat very still in the sticking chair with the microphone pushed off to the side where it could not carry them, and she let her voice come out the same low unhurried thing it had been when she thought this was only a woman who could not sleep.

"That's a lovely one to ask for," she said. "It's not a record we get called for much. You've good taste, whoever you are."

There was the small sound of the woman breathing. Not crying. Marion would almost have been easier if she had been crying. Crying was a person still arguing with themselves. This was a woman who had finished arguing, who had folded the argument up and put it away, and the settled calm of her was the worst thing Marion had heard on this line in eleven years.

"You'll play it," the woman said. "At ten past three."

"I heard you the first time, love. Ten past three. I've a good memory for the hour." Marion picked up a pencil, because her hand wanted something, and wrote nothing with it. "It's only, I've a fair bit of night to fill before then, and you've done me a favour ringing in, because a Tuesday this dead I'm mostly talking to myself. So you'll not mind if I keep you a minute. Company for me, if nothing else."

The pause went on a beat too long. Marion counted it without meaning to, the way she counted everything, one, and a half of two. On the air two seconds of that was a small catastrophe, a hole a listener fell through. Here it was the woman deciding whether to allow it.

"I don't want to talk," the woman said. "I only wanted the song."

"Course you did. And you'll have it." Marion let the lie sit there gently, the way you set a cup down without a clink. She had already decided she was not going to play that record at ten past three. She had decided it somewhere in the last minute, under all her thinking, her hand out before her mind had caught up, the way a body moves to a falling thing before it has worked out that it is falling. She would keep this woman on the line until the light came up over the water, and she would not play the song, and she would work out the how of it as she went, because there was no plan for a night like this, there was only the line staying open and her own voice, and those were the two tools she had.

Through the glass, Kaylee was watching her.

The girl had gone white to the lips. Seventeen and three weeks on the board and she had understood it, God help her, from Marion's face and from the little the woman had said out loud before Marion had waved the mic off, and now she stood at the plug-and-cord board in the front office with the cord in her hand and her eyes very wide and very steady, both at once, which was more than most grown people managed. Marion held her look for half a second. She did not need to say anything. Kaylee gave the smallest nod she owned and did not move, and Marion loved her for it, the not moving, the knowing that a sudden movement out here would somehow reach the woman on the line.

"Tell me where you are listening from," Marion said. Easy. A question you might ask anyone. "I always like to know. It's a strange sort of job, this, you sit in a little room and you can't see a soul, and I like to think of you all out there. Are you snug, wherever you are? It's a raw one tonight."

"I'm all right," the woman said.

Not I'm at home. Not I'm in bed. I'm all right, which answered a different question, the one under the question, and Marion filed it. She had learned years ago that people told you the truth by the thing they answered instead. A woman snug in her own warm bed said so. A woman said I'm all right when she meant do not come.

"Good," Marion said. "That's good. My name's Marion, by the way, though you'll know that if you've the wireless on, I've been rabbiting on at you this half hour. And I've not caught yours."

A silence. Marion let it run. She would have let it run a long time. She had a horror, cold in her, of the click, the receiver going down, and she knew the sound of it exactly, the gentle set-down against the drop, and she was listening under everything the woman said for the small give in the line that came before it. So far it had not come. So far the woman stayed.

"It doesn't matter," the woman said, "what my name is."

"No," Marion agreed, and she meant it, and something in her voice let the woman hear that she meant it, that she was not going to press and pry and turn it into an interview. "No, it doesn't. You don't have to tell me a thing you don't want. I only wanted something to call you by, and I'll make one up if I have to. I'm good at that. I've named half this town on the air, folk that only ever ring in and never give me their proper name. There's a man rings for the shipping every winter, I've called him the Captain for six years and I haven't the first idea what his mother christened him."

She heard it then. The smallest thing. A breath let out that was not quite a laugh but had thought about being one, a warmth passing across the still surface of the woman like wind on flat water, and then gone. But it had been there. Marion held onto it the way you hold a match cupped against the wind, both hands, breath held.

"There," she said softly. "You're still with me."

"For the minute."

"I'll take the minute."

Marion shifted the receiver to her other ear because the first one had gone hot and stiff, and in the shifting she heard, faint, far under the woman's small close breathing, another sound. She went still to catch it. It was the sea. Not the front of it, not waves breaking, only the long low draw of it a long way off, the ground note that a Pellhaven person stopped hearing until they left, the sea the way it came up between buildings on the western curve when the wind sat in the southwest, muffled and constant and close enough to carry down a telephone in a cold room with the window not quite shut. Marion had lived by that sound for years. She knew what it meant, that the woman was near the front, the sea end, not up the hill on the estate where you never heard it at all, not inland at the harbour where it slapped and clanked. Near the water. The old guesthouse end, if she was any judge, where the tall thin houses stood the colour of old teeth and half of them were let cheap by the week to people who had nowhere warmer to be.

It was almost nothing. It was a stretch of the town half a mile long with a hundred doors on it. It was everything, because it was the first true thing the woman had given her without meaning to, and Marion had a place now, a wrong end of a wrong street, when a minute ago she had had the whole dark earth.

She looked up. Kaylee was mouthing something at her through the glass, slow and careful so Marion could read it off her lips, and Marion read it and her heart went down a little because she had known it already and had needed not to. You can't trace it. The girl had thought of it, of course she had, the pictures had it, a caller in trouble and someone somewhere ringing the exchange and a nice clear number printed out, and it did not work like that, not for a little station on Tidegate Row with a plug-and-cord board and no more standing with the exchange than the launderette had. There was no clever way to find where the woman was. There was only the woman herself, and what she would let slip, and the line staying open.

Marion nodded at Kaylee, once, to say I know, and don't fret, and Kaylee's chin came up and she squared herself at the board like a girl told the ship was not sinking after all, and Marion thought, not for the first time, that she would put this child up against a room full of grown men in a crisis and back her every time.

"Are you warm enough?" Marion said into the phone. "You never said."

"I'm not cold."

"That's not the same thing." Marion smiled, though there was no one to see it, though a person did hear a smile down a line, she was sure of that, she had staked her whole night's work on it a hundred times. "I've a heater under this desk, one bar, and it does one shin at a time and the rest of me can freeze. Sid, that's our engineer, he says it's a fire risk and I say it's the only warm thing in Pellhaven after midnight and we've had that argument since before you were listening, whenever that was."

"A long time," the woman said. "I've listened a long time."

Marion sat forward. Gently. Nothing sudden.

"Have you now," she said.

"You've a nice voice," the woman said, and it came out of her plainly, without weight, the way the truest things came out of people who thought they had nothing left to lose by saying them. "I've thought that. Late on, you don't rush. Most of them rush. You let a thing be quiet."

"Well," Marion said, and found her own throat had gone tight and steadied it before she spoke again, because the woman must not hear it, "that's the kindest thing anyone's said to me all week, and it's from a lady who won't tell me her name. You see now why I can't let you go. You've flattered me, and I'm vain, and I'll keep you talking till dawn out of pure vanity."

A small sound came down the line then, low in the woman's throat, closer to a real laugh this time and caught before it could finish.

"You're a funny woman," she said.

"I'm a tired woman who's funny to keep herself awake. It's the same thing at this hour." Marion let a beat pass, an easy one, a companionable one, not a hole to fall through. "Tell me about the song."

The line changed. A door had opened somewhere out of sight, that was how it reached her, a shift in the pressure of the quiet.

"I told you," the woman said. "Amber on the Water. Ten past."

"No, I know the title, love, I've it written down, I'll not forget it. I mean tell me about it. A person doesn't ask for a song like that, an old small one, a one that isn't even famous, out of nowhere. You didn't pick it off a chart. You picked it because it's yours. Because it goes somewhere for you, some day or some person, and I'd like to know where, if you'll let me, because a song's only a song till you know what it's carrying, and then it's the whole of a life."

The silence that came then was the longest yet, and Marion did not fill it. This was the hardest craft she had, harder than any patter, the holding of a silence you were desperate to fill, the trusting of it, the letting a person come to the edge of a thing in their own time and not shoving them the last inch because your own nerve had failed. She sat in the yellow light of the little studio with the transmitter humming its hot hum and the single bar of the heater doing her right shin and the great dark town asleep all around, every house of it, every set switched off but the ones that were not, and she waited.

Somewhere out past the glass she could feel Sid arrive without seeing him come, the shift of the air in the control room, the old engineer settling to his desk, and she knew he had understood too, from Kaylee's face or from the shape of the night, and that he was there now with his ship's-wireless patience and his hands that mended what could not be mended, and that the fragile channel that came and went would not go tonight if Sid Brackle had anything to say to it. The crew were around her. The woman on the line did not know it. The woman thought she was speaking to one voice in the dark, and she was speaking to a whole small warm building full of people who had, without a word said between them, decided to hold her.

"It was played for me once," the woman said at last. Very low. "That's all. A long time ago. By someone."

"By someone who mattered."

"It doesn't matter now."

"It matters enough," Marion said, "that you rang a wireless station at two in the morning to hear it one more time. That's not nothing. That's the opposite of nothing." She kept her voice level and even, matching the woman's own calm and staying just this side of it, so that they were two women speaking quietly and not one woman talking another down off anything, because the moment it became that the woman would hear it and the line would go cold. "I'm not going to ask you the rest of it. Not tonight, if you don't want. But I'll tell you what I'll do. You give me till the light comes up, you keep an old girl company through the worst of the dark, and I'll have that song ready for you, cued and waiting, the best I can make it sound on this poor tired desk. Have we a deal?"

"You'll play it at ten past three."

And there it was, come round again, the reef under the water, the minute the whole night was aimed at, and Marion breathed once, slow, and did not lie exactly and did not tell the truth either, because the truth would end it.

"I'll have it ready," she said. "You've my word on that. It'll be there for you when it's meant to be. And you'll be there to hear it, because you'll not have hung up on me, will you, not after you went and told me I've a nice voice. I'd never forgive you. I'd think of it for years."

The almost-laugh. The wind on the water. The woman stayed.

Marion looked up through the glass. Kaylee had the kettle going, she could see the steam of it rising in the front office, the girl making tea nobody would drink because it was the thing her hands knew to do, and Sid's grey head was bent to the control desk with the little bulb of his lamp on it, and beyond both of them the window and beyond the window the dark, the front, the railings furred orange, the pier on its black legs, the tall old houses at the western end where a woman sat somewhere with a wireless for her only light and a song she wanted to be the last thing she heard.

Not tonight, Marion thought. Not on my watch, and not on my frequency, and not while I have a voice in my throat and this line stays up.

"So," she said, easy, warm, unhurried, the voice the town fell asleep to, the voice it phoned when it could not, "while we've got the night. Tell me about the weather where you are. Can you see the water from where you're sitting, or only hear it. I always want to know which."

And the woman, who had meant to hang up, did not hang up, and began, in her level careful voice, to tell her.

Chapter Four

Sid on the Desk

The thing about the control room was that Sid could see her before she could see him. The glass between the studio and his little box of dials had gone milky at the edges years ago, a soft fog of old cigarette weather and salt, so that on a bad night Marion caught only the shape of him in there, the tilt of his shoulders, the grey of his hair under the one lamp he allowed himself. But he could see her. He always could. He watched her as he watched the meters, for the needle that had begun to wander.

She did not look at him. She kept her eyes on the desk and her voice on the woman and let the record spin out its last twenty seconds, an old dance-band thing, safe and slow, the kind of tune that asked nothing of anybody. Under the music she said, easy as anything, that she was glad the woman had stayed on, that it was a filthy night to be by a cold window, and she watched the second hand come round on the studio clock and did not once glance at the glass.

She did not have to. She felt the channel steady under her hand.

That was Sid. On a normal Tuesday the third fader crackled and dropped out whenever it pleased, a fault he had been chasing for a fortnight, and twice already tonight it had gone to a hiss and come back. Now it sat firm. She had not asked him to hold it. She had not been able to ask him anything, her every word spoken to the woman and only to the woman, and still the fault had gone quiet, because somewhere behind the milky glass Sid Brackle had understood that tonight the line was not to drop. Not for a loose fader. Not for anything.

She let the record end and brought the woman's silence up into the room, and into that silence she said the small ordinary things, and while she said them she pressed her knee once against the underside of the desk. A daft habit, thirty years old, from another studio in another life, a way of saying to the man on the other side of the glass, here, this one, watch this one. She did not know if Sid knew what the knee meant. She only knew that when she lifted her eyes at last, a record was already sliding through the hatch onto the turntable at her left hand, cued, the label turned so she could read it, a long slow instrumental with no words to fight her and near six minutes on the clock.

Six minutes she could talk over. Six minutes the woman would not be alone in.

Marion looked up then, one look, and Sid's shape in the glass gave her the smallest thing, a lift of two fingers off the desk, there and gone. Message received. She dropped the needle without counting it in, she never needed to count with Sid feeding her, and she leaned to the microphone and told the town, low, that here was something to keep the dark company, and under it she went back to the woman with both hands free.

It was the closest thing to a conversation she and Sid ever had, this. Records passed through the hatch like notes under a schoolroom desk. A long one when she needed room. A quieter one when the woman's voice had thinned and a loud track would have felt like a shout in a sickroom. Once, when the woman went very still and Marion's own heart went with her, a soft warm thing with strings came through, unasked, and Marion could have wept at it, because it was exactly right, and because it meant that Sid was listening to the woman too, not just to his meters, that he had his headphones on and was hearing every word of it back there in his box and was choosing the music to hold her.

They had never talked about what they did on a hard night. In eleven years she could not have said they had ever named it once. It simply happened, the way the tide came up the shingle, the two of them falling into a shape when the shape was wanted. She had thought, on and off across those years, that she would not have known how to explain it to a stranger, that a girl might work beside a man for a decade and know the smell of his tobacco and the sound of his knees on the stairs and the fact that he took two sugars and never a word about anything that mattered, and still trust him like the floor. She trusted Sid the way she trusted the floor. Tonight the floor was holding a woman up over a long drop, and it did not creak.

At ten to three Kaylee's face appeared in the doorway from the front office, white around the mouth, a mug in each hand.

Marion had almost forgotten her. That was a shameful thing and a true one, that in the tight bright tunnel of the woman's voice the rest of the world had gone to smoke, and here was the child, seventeen and three weeks on the board, standing in the door with two teas she had made because making tea was work her hands could do while the rest of her did not know what to do at all.

Marion covered the microphone with the flat of her hand, an old reflex, the palm learning the shape of the grille in the dark, and she said Kaylee's name once, gently, the way you say a name to bring someone back into the room.

Kaylee came. She slid one mug in by Marion's elbow, well clear of the faders, she had learned that much, and she stood there holding the other one against her chest like a hot brick.

"She's not rung off," Kaylee whispered. It was not a question. The girl had been watching her own board out front, the cord still in, the light on Marion's line still burning steady amber in the dark of the front office, and she had come back to say the one thing she could offer, that the line was up, that the woman was still there.

"No," Marion said, under the strings, so low it barely carried. "And she's not going to. Not tonight."

The words settled into the girl's face and Marion saw her take them, saw her decide, at seventeen, to believe the thing because Marion had said it. It was a plain and frightening trust to be handed. Marion felt the weight of having said it, a promise made to a child about a stranger, a promise she had no earthly right to and meant to keep anyway.

"Now listen to me. I want you to do three things and none of them is easy and all of them matter. Can you hear me."

Kaylee nodded. The mug shook a little against her jumper and she steadied it with her other hand.

"One. You do not ring anybody. Not the police, not the exchange, not a soul. You understand. If a voice she doesn't know comes down that line, or a knock comes at whatever door she's behind, we'll lose her, and we won't get her back. She rang us. Only us. We keep it that way."

"I wasn't going to," Kaylee said, and then, honest as she always was, too honest, the thing that would either make her or break her on this board, "I wanted to. I looked at the phone and I wanted to ring somebody who'd know what to do."

Marion took the mug and did not drink it, just held it, just let the warm of it come up into her cold hands. "I know you did. That's the right thing to want and the wrong thing to do, and knowing the difference is the whole job. You'll spend your life learning it. Start now."

Kaylee swallowed and nodded.

"Two. You watch your board and you do not leave it. If she rings off, that light goes dark, and if that light goes dark I need to know the same second you do, because she might ring straight back, or she might not, and if she does I want us ready to catch it and not fumbling. So you sit on that board like it's the last warm thing in the world. All right."

"All right."

"Three." She softened then, because the first two had been orders and this one was not. "You keep making tea. You keep this room from going cold. You keep us all just this side of ordinary, because ordinary is what she needs to hear round the edges of my voice, a station where the kettle's on and the girl's making tea and nothing terrible is happening, nothing at all, just a slow Tuesday and a bit of music. You give me ordinary to stand in front of. Can you do that."

Something moved behind the child's eyes, and Marion watched it land, that she had been given a real job, not a job to keep her out of the way but a job that mattered, the hardest one maybe, to be calm in a room that was not calm so the woman on the far end of the wire would believe the world was still turning gently on. Kaylee's chin came up. What had been a frightened girl's face became, for a moment, something older and steadier, a person deciding to be equal to a thing.

"I can do that," she said.

"I know you can." Marion nodded her out. "Go on. Watch the light."

Kaylee went, and at the door she stopped and looked back. "Marion. Is she going to be all right."

Marion did not lie to her. She had a rule about the child and lying, made in the first week, that she would keep the horrors from her where she could but she would never look her in the eye and tell her a false thing, because a girl who was going to hold scared voices for a living had to learn that the truth could be carried without dropping it.

"I don't know. But she's still on the line. And while she's on the line, we've got a chance. That's what we do here, Kaylee. We keep the line up and we give people a chance. Now go and mind that light."

The girl went. Marion turned back to the desk, and the strings were fading, and behind the milky glass Sid already had the next one cued, and she brought the woman's voice back up out of the music like drawing a face up out of dark water, and said, warm and slow, that she was still here, she hadn't gone anywhere, she'd been thinking about that song and did the woman know it had a second verse that hardly anybody remembered.

There was a silence on the line. Not the dead click she dreaded, the small catastrophe of it, four seconds she could have counted, she did count, she counted them the way she counted everything. One. Two. Three.

"Does it," the woman said.

Marion let her breath go without letting it be heard. "It does. Two verses and a chorus, and the second verse is the one that undoes you, if you're the undoing sort. I'll not sing it, I've a voice like a gull, but I'll tell it you, if you like. We've all night."

"You keep saying that," the woman said. "All night. As if there's such a lot of it."

"There's more than you'd think, at this hour," Marion said. "It's the longest part of the day, this. Everybody else has given it up as done. But it's not done. It just goes slow







OEBPS/cover.jpg
] 8 —
, “..w”
i - = \\\\“
B ——————

——— AN
— . B

THE ALL-NIGHT WIRELESS

Edi oston

*
BRIDIE CALLOWAY






