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For everyone who has held something precious against their chest in the dark.

And for the ones who kept the lights on.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Phone
* * *
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THE PHONE COST HIM nothing, which was probably why he almost left it behind.

It was a Saturday morning, the kind that arrived grey and stayed grey, and Ethan had gone to the community hall on Jalan Besar because his colleague Priya had forwarded him a flyer about a charity redistribution drive and he had nothing else to do and felt vaguely guilty about that. He was not, in general, a man who went to things. He was a man who meant to go to things, which is a different condition entirely.

The hall smelled of industrial cleaning fluid and old upholstery. Trestle tables ran in two long rows under fluorescent lights that flickered at one end and buzzed steadily at the other. There were clothes in sorted piles, kitchenware in stacked boxes, a rack of books with their spines turned out. Volunteers in yellow vests moved between tables with clipboards. Someone had put on a radio that was playing a song Ethan didn't recognise, turned too low to make out properly, just a voice and a guitar coming from somewhere near the entrance.

He made his way along the tables without urgency. He picked up a ladle and put it back. He looked at the books. He was not actually in need of anything in particular, which he was beginning to understand was the problem — he had come to a redistribution drive without anything to redistribute and without any clear sense of what he was missing. He was here because Priya had forwarded him a flyer and he had nothing else to do on a Saturday and he was twenty-four years old and that felt, lately, like an accusation.

The tech table was near the back. A cardboard box held a tangle of old cables. Beside it, laid out in a row on a piece of folded cloth: three phones in varying states of retirement. One with a cracked screen. One so old it still had physical buttons across the bottom. And one that looked, at a glance, like it might still work.

He picked it up. It was heavier than his current phone. The case was scratched at the corners but the screen was intact. He pressed the side button. Nothing. He found a charging cable in the tangle that looked compatible and plugged it into a power bank the volunteer at the table produced from a drawer. They waited. After thirty seconds, a charging symbol appeared on the screen. The volunteer nodded as if this confirmed something.

"It was donated a while back," she said. "I think it still runs. You'd have to wipe it and start fresh."

"How much?"

"Free," she said. "That's the whole point."

He took it.

* * *
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HE CHARGED IT OVERNIGHT on his kitchen counter, plugged into the same socket as the kettle. He was in bed by the time it finished, and by morning it had turned itself on, and he found it propped against the kettle with a full battery and a lock screen he didn't recognise.

A girl, laughing at something off-camera.

She was sitting on a low wall somewhere — the background suggested a street market, strings of lights, the edge of a crowd — and she was holding a guitar across her lap and laughing the way people laugh when they've caught someone doing something ridiculous, her head tipped back slightly, completely unguarded. She looked like someone in the middle of their life. She looked like someone with somewhere to be.

Ethan stared at the photo for a moment. Then he put the phone down and made coffee.

He came back to it after breakfast. The lock screen was still her. He swiped up and found no passcode — whoever had owned this had either trusted the world or forgotten to set one — and the phone opened directly into her life. Her apps. Her wallpaper, which was a photo of a rainy street taken from what looked like a café window. Her name in the top corner of the settings menu, where phones put the name of whoever the account belongs to.

Cara.

He noted it the way you note the name written in the front of a library book. Briefly, without feeling anything about it, and then moved on.

He found the factory reset option in the settings. It was straightforward enough — three taps, a confirmation, and the phone would wipe itself and start again as nobody's. His thumb hovered over confirm.

The phone buzzed.

It was just a system notification — low storage warning, already irrelevant since he was about to delete everything — but his thumb moved away from confirm and by the time it had moved back, he had accidentally opened her photo gallery instead.

He scrolled through it without meaning to.

There were hundreds of photographs. She had the slightly excessive documentation habit of someone who paid attention to things — blurry shots of food, careful shots of sunsets, photos of friends mid-sentence and presumably mid-objection to being photographed, photos of handwritten notes and coffee cups and the inside of what looked like a music venue. He scrolled past them all at speed, not looking at any one for long, until he stopped on the same one that had been on the lock screen.

Up close she was clearer. She was probably early twenties. She had the kind of face that looked like it was usually doing something — reacting, considering, about to speak. The guitar across her lap was a worn acoustic, held with easy familiarity. Whatever was happening off-camera must have been genuinely funny because she wasn't performing the laugh for anyone. She had forgotten there was a camera. She was just there, in that moment, fully and completely there.

Ethan put the phone down.

He did not press confirm.

He told himself he would do it later. He told himself he would find the right cable, set up the new account, go through the setup process properly — later, when he had more time, when he was less tired, when it was not Saturday morning and the cleaning he'd been meaning to do wasn't staring at him from every corner of the flat.

Later stretched into evening. Evening became night. He ate leftover rice in front of the television and kept the phone on the cushion beside him, face up, her wallpaper — the rainy street — visible at the edge of his vision. When he went to bed he put it on the nightstand and plugged it in to charge.

He would reset it tomorrow.

* * *
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HE DID NOT RESET IT tomorrow.

He did not reset it the day after that either. By the third day it had simply become the phone — a fact of the flat, like the damp patch above the bathroom tiles or the kitchen tap that needed an extra quarter-turn to fully close. He moved through his mornings with it on the counter, moved through his evenings with it on the sofa arm, and somewhere between Tuesday and Wednesday he stopped thinking of it as something that needed dealing with and started thinking of it as just there.

He used it to check the time. He found her music library and discovered she had good taste — unhurried and a little melancholy, the kind of playlist that suited late evenings and the last train home. He left it playing sometimes while he cooked. He learned to step around the fact of her — her apps, her saved contacts, the small evidence of her preferences accumulated everywhere — with the practiced ease of someone who has learned to navigate around furniture in the dark.

Her name stayed in the corner of the settings. Cara. He saw it every time he went to change something and changed nothing.

He was saving for a new phone anyway. This was fine for now. This was just a phone.

That was all.

* * *
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HIS FLAT WAS ON THE fourth floor of a block off Tiong Bahru, the kind of neighbourhood that had been old and was now pretending to be new and had not quite committed to either. The coffee shops had been there for forty years; the café three doors down had been there for eight months and served things in bowls with edible flowers on top. Ethan was indifferent to the edible flowers and loyal to the coffee shop, where the kopi was cheap and the uncle behind the counter had never asked him a single personal question in three years, which was a quality Ethan valued in a person.

He worked in accounts administration for a mid-sized logistics company whose name meant nothing to anyone outside the industry and sometimes nothing to people inside it either. He was good at his job in the way that people are good at things they have done long enough to do without thinking. His desk was near a window but the window faced another building's wall. He ate lunch at his desk most days. He had colleagues he liked well enough and friends he saw occasionally and a family he called on Sundays and a life that was, by any reasonable measure, fine.

Fine was not the same as full. He knew this in the abstract way that people know things they have not yet found the words for. There was no dramatic lack. He was not unhappy. He was not fully awake, but that was different, and the difference was not something he spent much time examining.

He had learned, early and thoroughly, that stability was the point. His parents had worked hard for stability — his father in construction, his mother in school administration — and they had transmitted this value to their children with the sincerity of people who had once lacked it and never wanted to again. Ethan had absorbed the lesson deeply and without complaint. He had taken the practical degree, the practical job, the practical flat. He did not cause trouble. He did not ask for much. He had stopped, somewhere along the way, expecting life to surprise him.

He was twenty-four years old and he had forgotten that surprise was something you could want.

* * *
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THERE HAD BEEN A GIRL, once, who understood this better than he did.

She was younger than him by three years, which had always felt like more when they were children and felt like nothing at all by the time she was fifteen and he was eighteen and already planning his careful, sensible future. Her name was Mei. She had their mother's stubbornness and their father's laugh and an absolute refusal to be bored by anything that drove him mildly insane and that he would, later, understand to be one of the rarest things about her.

She was sick from the time she was twelve. The illness had a long name that their parents learned to pronounce with careful precision and that Ethan learned not to say out loud in the way you learn not to touch a bruise. It progressed slowly, then quickly, in the way those things do. She died two weeks before her seventeenth birthday. He was twenty, in his second year at university, and he came home for the funeral and went back to university a week later because that was what you did, that was the practical thing, you went back and you continued, and he had been continuing ever since.

He did not think about her often. He thought about her always.

She was the reason he understood something about urgency without being able to name it — the reason that, when someone later told him about living with a shortened horizon, about not wasting a single day, about the particular recklessness of people who know that time is not guaranteed — he would recognise it before he could explain why. He had been near that before. He knew the shape of it.

But that was later. On the Tuesday evening in his fourth-floor flat, with her music playing softly from the phone on the sofa arm beside him, he was just a man eating instant noodles and watching a show he'd already seen and not thinking about anything in particular.

The phone lit up.

A message. Main SMS thread. He glanced at it the way you glance at things that aren't meant for you, already composing the sorry, wrong number in his head.

Then he read it again.

Hello? Is anyone there?

He put down his chopsticks.

He picked up the phone. He stared at the message for a moment. He typed wrong number and stopped. He deleted it. He looked at the message again — the slightly anxious punctuation of it, the smallness of the question — and he typed something else instead.

He pressed send.

Outside, a bus went past. The music played on. The overhead light was on, which it usually wasn't this late, and the room felt strange in its brightness, too visible, like something was paying attention.

He didn't notice. He was reading her reply.
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CHAPTER TWO
[image: ]


Hello
* * *
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HE ALMOST DIDN'T REPLY.

That was the thing he would come back to, later, when he was trying to make sense of the sequence of events that had produced his current life. The almost. He had typed wrong number and deleted it, which was not the same as not thinking it. He had thought it. The sensible, frictionless response was three words and a full stop and then back to the show he'd already seen, back to the cooling noodles, back to the ordinary Tuesday evening that had asked nothing of him and would continue to ask nothing.

Instead he typed: yeah / who is this

He didn't know why. He pressed send before he could examine the decision and then sat with the phone in his hand, aware that he had just done a small thing that felt, for no reason he could name, like it might not be small.

* * *
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CARA: Hello? Is anyone there?

ETHAN: yeah

who is this

CARA: oh

um. this is awkward

ETHAN: a little yeah

CARA: I had this number saved from a while back

wasn't sure if it still worked

ETHAN: it works

just got this phone recently though so

whoever you're looking for probably doesn't have it anymore

CARA: right

yeah I figured

sorry to bother you

* * *
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HE PUT THE PHONE DOWN.

That was the natural end of it. She had figured. She was sorry to bother him. The conversation had a clear conclusion and he had reached it and he could now pick up his chopsticks and finish his noodles and get on with the evening. He did, in fact, pick up his chopsticks.

He put them back down.

He picked up the phone.

* * *
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ETHAN: it's fine

are you okay

* * *
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HE STARED AT WHAT HE'D sent. Are you okay. He had no idea where that had come from. The question was too personal for a wrong number, slightly too careful for a stranger, the kind of thing you said to someone you already knew a little. He didn't know her at all. He had no reason to ask.

And yet something about the message had asked it of him — the slight anxiety of hello? is anyone there?, the punctuation of a person sending a signal into uncertain space and not being sure anything would come back. He had felt that. He recognised it without being able to say why.

He waited.

* * *
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CARA: ...yeah

just checking in on an old thing

you know how it is

ETHAN: not really but okay

CARA: lol

are you always this blunt with strangers

ETHAN: only the ones who text me at 10pm

usually I'm much worse

* * *
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SHE DIDN'T RESPOND for a few minutes. He finished his noodles. The show played on without him paying attention to it — some episode he had definitely seen, a plot point he could recall the resolution of without watching. He rinsed his bowl in the sink. He came back to the sofa. He checked the phone.

Nothing.

He turned off the television. He was about to take the phone to the bedroom when it lit up.

* * *
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CARA: okay that was actually funny

ETHAN: thanks I've been workshopping it

* * *
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HE LAUGHED — A SMALL, involuntary sound, just breath really, the kind of laugh that escapes before you've decided to make it. He sat back down on the sofa. The overhead light was still on. Her music was still playing from the phone's speaker, something slow and guitar-led that he didn't know the name of, and the room was brighter than he usually kept it this late, and he sat in the brightness with the phone in his hand and kept talking to a stranger.

They talked for two hours.

He couldn't have said, afterwards, what exactly they talked about. It wasn't any one thing. It was the way a conversation goes when both people are more interested in the other person than in any particular subject — moving between topics with the light, glancing quality of people getting used to each other's voices. She was funny in a way that was dry and quick and occasionally made him take a second to catch up, which he found he liked. She asked more questions than she answered, which he noticed without minding. He answered them more fully than he usually would have, which he also noticed.

At some point she asked him what he did for work. He told her — logistics, accounts, the window that faced a wall.

that sounds like a lot of spreadsheets, she said.

it is, he said. I've made peace with it.

made peace, she repeated. not the same as liking it.

no, he said. not the same.

She didn't push. She moved to something else. He appreciated the not pushing, and appreciated more that she had noticed the distinction without making a thing of it. He was not used to people noticing.

At midnight she said she had to go. He said okay. She said same time tomorrow? in a way that was light and casual and assumed nothing, and he said maybe in a way that meant yes.

He put the phone on the nightstand and lay in the dark with his eyes open for a while.

He didn't know her name. He didn't know where she was. He didn't know who she'd been trying to reach, or what an old thing meant, or why she'd sent that first message into a number she wasn't sure still worked. He knew she was funny and perceptive and asked better questions than most people he'd known for years.

He thought: I'll find out.

Then he thought: same time tomorrow.

He closed his eyes. Outside, the city made its ordinary sounds. The phone sat on the nightstand and didn't light up again and he slept better than he had in some time, which he told himself was coincidence and didn't examine any further.

* * *
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HE RESET THE PHONE the next morning. Or rather: he opened the settings with the intention of resetting it, saw her name in the top corner — Cara — and found, for no reason he could sensibly articulate, that his thumb did not move to the factory reset option.

He made coffee instead.

When he got home from work that evening, he had the phone in his pocket. He ate dinner. He watched something. He checked the time at 9:48 and then again at 9:53 and then again at 10:02 and then, at 10:04, a message arrived.

okay so I've been thinking about the spreadsheet thing, she said. how many would you say. in a day. ballpark.

He laughed again, the same involuntary kind, and typed back before he'd finished laughing.

He told himself he was just being polite. He was just responding, as any person would, to a message that had been sent. There was nothing unusual about it. He was just a man with a phone, responding to messages. That was all.

He believed this, approximately, for another week.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The Rhythm
* * *
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IT BECAME A THING WITHOUT either of them deciding it would.

That was the only way Ethan could have explained it, if anyone had asked, which no one did because he hadn't told anyone. It was just — a thing. An evening thing. A thing that happened after dinner when the flat was quiet and the day had finished asking anything of him. He would be on the sofa, or at the kitchen table, or lying on his bed with the ceiling fan turning slowly overhead, and the phone would light up, or he would open the chat first, and then they would talk.

Not about anything, specifically. About everything, loosely. The way conversations go when the conversation is not really the point — when the point is just the presence of another person, the back-and-forth of it, proof that someone on the other end is there and thinking and finding you worth responding to.

Three weeks passed like this. Then four. He stopped counting.

* * *
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HE LEARNED THINGS ABOUT her in pieces, the way you learn things about people when neither of you is being deliberate about it.

She had opinions — sharp, held with conviction, deployed with a timing that was sometimes so dry he couldn't tell immediately if she was joking. She usually was not entirely joking. She read more than she let on. She had a complicated relationship with sleep, which she described only as I keep strange hours, and he didn't push because he kept strange hours
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