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    For those who answer the callWhen the world falls silent and stillFor those who carry the stories forwardAcross time, against all will
For Marie, who kept the promiseFor Rajesh, who loved and wroteFor every voice that echoesIn the words we carry, the songs we quote
This is for the listenersThe keepers of the flameThe ones who know that love survivesEven when we cannot speak its name

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Some calls are answered long before the phone rings."— Marie's Journal

      

    


PROLOGUE – The Thing That Should Not Ring

––––––––
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THE RAIN HAD STOPPED an hour ago, but Rose Hill still smelled like wet concrete and bruised leaves—that particular tropical humidity that clings to everything long after the sky has cleared. The small hospital room on the third floor was too bright for a man who had spent most of his life writing in dim corners, by the amber glow of a single bulb that flickered when the ceiling fan spun too fast.

Rajesh Naidoo lay half-turned toward the window, watching the last light of the day thin into evening. Outside, the frangipani trees swayed gently, their white petals scattered across the pavement like confetti from a celebration no one remembered. His mother sat beside him in silence, folding and unfolding the edge of a cloth she had brought from home—a faded yellow towel with embroidered flowers that had once adorned his grandmother's kitchen. She had been doing this for hours now, the repetition both comforting and unbearable.

Rajesh was not afraid in the way people expected.

The illness had been long, uneven, and strangely instructive—teaching him the shape of endings before they arrived. Each hospital visit had brought him closer to understanding something he had spent his life avoiding: that time, like a river, eventually reaches the sea. He had watched his body betray him slowly, methodically, each small failure a lesson in letting go. First the breathlessness that interrupted his stories. Then the weight loss that hollowed his cheeks. Then the days when teaching became impossible, when he could barely lift the chalk to write on the blackboard for his students.

But death itself did not frighten him.

What unsettled Rajesh now—what gnawed at him through the sleepless hours of these final nights—was not the end of his own existence, but the unfinished feeling of everything he had not yet said. Stories still half-formed. Characters still waiting for voices. Manuscripts stacked in his apartment, gathering dust, their pages crisp and silent as unopened letters.

And one particular question he had never managed to answer properly: whether anyone, somewhere beyond his reach, would ever listen.

His mother shifted in her chair, adjusting the blanket over his chest with the careful tenderness that only mothers possess. She had stopped trying to talk to him hours ago, respecting his silence as she had always respected his need for solitude. He loved her for that—for understanding that some sorrows did not need to be filled with words.

"I should go home soon," she said quietly. "I'll come back in the morning."

He nodded, not trusting his voice. The words had become difficult lately, as if his throat had forgotten how to shape them. But his hands still worked—he could still hold a pen, still scratch out sentences on the notepad beside his bed. He had written more in the past month than in the previous year, as if his body knew something his mind was still refusing to accept.

The door clicked shut behind his mother, and Rajesh was alone with the evening.

The room settled into a different kind of silence—not absence, but waiting. The fluorescent lights hummed their low, constant note. A mosquito traced lazy circles near the ceiling. From somewhere down the corridor, a radio played a Sega song, its rhythm muffled by distance but still unmistakable, still carrying that particular longing that only Mauritian music seemed to capture.

Rajesh closed his eyes and let himself drift.

He thought about his students—the way their faces lit up when he read them poetry, the way they argued about history as if the past were still negotiable. He thought about the fishermen he had interviewed for his stories, their hands rough from ropes and salt, their voices rich with languages that had survived centuries of displacement. He thought about the old woman who sold dholl puri from her veranda, who had told him once that recipes were the only inheritance that mattered because they fed both the body and the memory.

He thought about his father, who had died too young, leaving behind a library of books that Rajesh still opened when he needed guidance. He thought about his mother, who would soon outlive her only son, and the weight of that grief pressed against his chest like an extra organ.

And he thought about the words he had not yet written—stories of a Mauritius that was disappearing, of mango trees and sugar cane fields, of children running barefoot through dusty lanes, of cyclones that brought neighbours together and storms that separated families forever. He had tried so hard to capture it all, to preserve something that seemed to slip through his fingers no matter how tightly he held on.

But perhaps that was the nature of things. Perhaps some things could only be held by letting go.

The evening deepened.

The sky outside shifted through shades of purple and orange, then settled into deep blue, then black. The frangipani petals were invisible now, but Rajesh could still smell them, their sweetness mixing with the antiseptic scent of the hospital room.

It was near dusk when the visitor arrived.

Rajesh did not hear the door open. There was no announcement from the nurses, no footsteps in the corridor. The first indication that anything had changed was a shift in the air itself—a subtle rearrangement of pressure, as if the room had drawn a slow, deliberate breath.

And then Marie was suddenly standing at the doorway, as if she had always been part of the room's geometry.

She carried no flowers, no dramatic expression of grief—only a worn leather bag and the kind of quiet presence that made the air feel slightly more ordered. Her hair was streaked with grey now, though her eyes remained the same dark brown that had always seemed to see through him, to the version of himself he had not yet become.

She pulled a chair close without asking permission.

Rajesh smiled when he saw her. Not surprised so much as relieved—as if a part of him had been waiting for her all along, though he could not say why.

"You're late," he said softly. The words came out easier than he expected, as if her presence had loosened something in his throat.

Marie gave a small, tired smile in return. "You're early."

It was the kind of exchange that made sense only between people who had already stopped measuring time in ordinary ways. Outside the window, the sky had shifted toward deep blue, as if listening.

Marie placed something on the bedside table.

A small object, unremarkable at first glance: a Nokia phone, slightly older than most in circulation, its plastic body worn at the edges from use rather than age. The keypad was slightly faded, the screen scratched in patterns that suggested years of service. It looked like any phone one might find in a secondhand shop or a forgotten drawer.

But Rajesh recognized it immediately.

His hand moved toward it before his mind caught up, fingers brushing the surface as if confirming it was real. The plastic was cool against his skin, familiar in a way that made no sense. He had not seen this phone in months. He had assumed it was lost, or discarded, or simply gone.

"I shouldn't have this anymore," he said.

"You were never keeping it," Marie replied.

He laughed faintly, then coughed once, the sound sharp enough to remind them both of the body's limits. The phone lay between them like an unfinished sentence—something waiting to be completed, though neither of them knew by whom.

Rajesh had always written about ordinary objects carrying hidden lives inside them. A grandmother's cooking pot that held the memory of every meal prepared in it. A child's marble that contained entire worlds of possibility. A fisherman's net that caught not fish but stories.

This phone felt uncomfortably literal.

"Does it still work?" he asked.

Marie looked at him for a long moment before answering. Her eyes held something he could not quite read—not sadness, not resignation, but something older and more patient. Like she had been waiting for this question for a very long time.

"It works when it is needed," she said.

That was not an explanation. It was a boundary.

Rajesh did not ask further questions. He had learned, in recent months, that some truths did not arrive through curiosity but through acceptance—that there were things beyond understanding that could still be true, still real, still worthy of belief. He had spent his life trying to make sense of everything, to fit the world into stories that were neat and comprehensible. But the world was not neat. It was wild and strange and full of mysteries that refused to be solved.

He placed his hand lightly on the phone, as if confirming it was real.

"If it ever rings," he said quietly, "don't answer it for me."

Marie's expression shifted—not surprise, but recognition, as though she had been waiting for the sentence for a long time. Her eyes softened, and something passed between them that did not need words.

"And if I don't?" she asked.

Rajesh turned his gaze back toward the window. The last strip of sunlight was dissolving into night, the streetlights flickering on one by one along the road below. From somewhere in the distance, he could hear the laughter of children playing in the darkness, their voices carrying through the warm air like fragments of a song.

"Then someone else will," he said. "Eventually."

Neither of them spoke for a while after that.

The room filled with the soft, ordinary sounds of hospital life beyond the door: distant footsteps, a trolley rolling, someone laughing too loudly in another corridor. Life continuing without permission, without regard for the endings happening behind closed doors. Rajesh found it strangely comforting—the knowledge that the world would keep turning, that the sun would rise and set, that children would laugh and fishermen would cast their nets and stories would continue to be told.

He thought about all the things he had not told Marie. About the conversations he had had with someone who existed in a future he would never see. About the voice that had answered his impossible call, that had heard his stories and promised to remember. About the love that had grown between two people separated by decades, connected only by a phone that should not exist.

He wanted to tell her everything. But the words would not come.

Instead, he said, "You always knew, didn't you?"

Marie did not pretend to misunderstand. "Not everything," she said gently. "But enough."

"Enough for what?"

She reached out and took his hand in hers. Her fingers were cool and dry, her grip firm but gentle. "Enough to know that some connections are not meant to end at the moment of silence."

Rajesh closed his eyes.

The phone sat on the table between them, dark and silent, holding secrets that neither of them fully understood. He had been given it years ago by an old man in a shop that no longer existed—a shop that had appeared in Rose Hill one day and vanished the next, as if it had never been there at all. The old man had said nothing memorable, only handed him the phone and told him to answer when it rang.

Rajesh had thought it was a joke at first. A prank, perhaps, or a misunderstanding.

But then the phone had rung, and a voice had come through the speaker—a voice from a future that had not yet been written, speaking words that could not have been invented. And everything he had believed about the world had shifted, just slightly, like a tectonic plate moving beneath an ocean too deep to see.

"Marie," he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

"Yes?"

"Promise me something."

"Anything."

He opened his eyes and looked at her. In the dim light of the hospital room, her face was both familiar and strange—the face of the woman who had believed in his stories when no one else would, who had edited his manuscripts and encouraged his dreams and stayed by his side even when the rejections came too often to count.

"If the phone rings," he said, "don't answer it."

She did not argue. She simply nodded.

"But don't throw it away either," he added. "Someday—when the time is right—someone will need to hear what it can tell them."

Marie squeezed his hand. "I understand."

The night deepened around them.

The fluorescent lights hummed. The mosquito continued its lazy circles. Somewhere in the distance, the Sega music had faded, replaced by the quieter sounds of the night—crickets and wind and the distant murmur of the sea.

Rajesh felt his eyelids growing heavy. The exhaustion that had been his constant companion for months was finally pulling him under, and he did not have the strength to resist. He had said what needed to be said. He had entrusted what needed to be entrusted.

Marie stayed until the light outside fully disappeared.

When she finally stood to leave, she did something unusual—she did not say goodbye. Instead, she adjusted the blanket over Rajesh's chest with deliberate care, as if arranging something that would later need to be remembered exactly. She smoothed the folds, tucked the edges under his arms, made sure the fabric covered his shoulders.

At the doorway, she paused.

"You always wrote as if someone was listening," she said.

Rajesh closed his eyes. "Maybe I was right."

Marie looked back at him once more, her face unreadable in the dim light. Then she left the room without sound, the door clicking shut behind her with a soft, final press.

The phone remained on the bedside table, unmoving.

For a long time, nothing about it suggested it belonged to anything other than the present moment. It was just a phone—old, worn, ordinary. The kind of object that could be found in any drawer, any secondhand shop, any forgotten corner of the world.

And yet, as the corridor lights shifted with the passing hours, as the night deepened and the stars wheeled slowly overhead, it waited.

Not for him.

Not for Marie.

For whoever would come after.



Rose Hill, Mauritius
September 2003
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Chapter 1 – The Last Apartment
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The mist rolled in from the mountains just before dawn, curling through the streets of Curepipe like a secret the city was not quite ready to share. Priya Ramgoolam stood at the base of her grandmother's apartment building, clutching a ring of old brass keys that still felt unfamiliar in her hand after all these weeks. The metal was cool against her palm, the edges worn smooth by decades of use, and she turned them over absently as she studied the building's facade.

It was one of the older structures in the neighbourhood, a colonial-era building with high ceilings and wooden shutters that had faded to a soft grey over the years. Bougainvillaea crept up one wall in a cascade of magenta, and the frangipani tree in the small front garden had grown so large that its branches now brushed against the second-floor balcony. The tree had been there as long as Priya could remember, its flowers falling like confetti every summer, its scent permeating every memory of her grandmother's home.

The building had witnessed so much—a century of monsoons and cyclones, of laughter and tears, of families arriving and departing. It had seen the British flag lowered and the Mauritian flag raised. It had survived the political turmoil of independence, the economic shifts of the seventies, the tourist boom of the nineties. And now, it stood quietly on this misty morning, waiting for someone to unlock its doors and remember what had been left behind.

Priya had been putting this off for three months.

Three months since Marie had passed, quietly and without fuss, in her sleep. Three months since the funeral, the condolences, the endless stream of relatives who had appeared and disappeared like monsoon rains. Three months since Priya had accepted the responsibility of sorting through her grandmother's belongings, a task she had avoided with the determination of someone who did not want to face the finality of it all.

But the lease was ending. The building was being sold. And if Priya did not act now, everything Marie had collected over nine decades of life would be lost to the garbage trucks and the scrap dealers and the relentless tide of forgetting.

She took a deep breath and climbed the stairs.

The key turned in the lock with a resistance that felt almost reluctant, as if the apartment itself was unsure whether to let her in. The heavy teak door swung open, and Priya stepped over the threshold into the silence.

The smell hit her first—the distinctive scent of Marie's home, compounded of wax-polished furniture, old books, vanilla tea, and the faint floral sweetness of the frangipani tree drifting through the open balcony doors. It was a smell that Priya had carried in her memory since childhood, a smell that meant safety, comfort, and unconditional love. She had not realized how much she missed it until this moment, standing in the doorway with her grandmother's keys still in her hand, feeling the absence like a physical weight.

She closed the door behind her and stood still, letting the silence settle around her.

The apartment was exactly as she remembered it. The same worn floral sofa that had been there since the eighties. The same mahogany bookshelves crammed with novels in French, English, and Creole. The same photographs on the mantelpiece—Marie at her wedding, Marie with her children, Marie at the beach with her grandchildren, Marie laughing with friends at a literary gathering. The same faded carpet that had been threadbare before Priya was born.

Nothing had changed. And yet everything was different.

Because Marie was not here to call out from the kitchen, to offer tea and biscuits, to ask about Priya's work and her life and whether she was eating properly. The absence was a presence of its own, filling every corner of the apartment like a ghost that had forgotten how to leave.

Priya walked slowly through the rooms, her fingers brushing against familiar objects. The carved wooden elephant that had always sat on the sideboard. The ceramic bowl that had held Marie's keys for as long as anyone could remember. The framed embroidery of the Mauritian flag that Marie had stitched with her own hands. Each object was a memory, a story, a fragment of a life that had been lived fully and completely.

She paused at the photographs on the mantelpiece, picking up one of the oldest ones. It showed Marie as a young woman, perhaps twenty-five, standing on a beach in the 1960s. Her hair was long and dark, her smile wide and unselfconscious. She wore a simple sundress and carried a woven bag, and behind her, the sea stretched endlessly toward the horizon.

Priya had never known that version of her grandmother—the young woman with dreams and ambitions, the woman who had not yet become a mother, a widow, a grandmother. She had only known Marie as an old woman, a woman who had already lived most of her life, who had already weathered her storms and harvested her joys.

But looking at the photograph now, Priya saw something she had not noticed before: a restlessness in Marie's eyes, a sense that she was on the verge of something. The look of someone who was still becoming, even then.

She wondered what Marie had wanted, in those early years. What she had dreamed of. What she had sacrificed.

The question stayed with Priya as she moved through the apartment, cataloguing its contents with the careful eye of someone trained to preserve memories. She was a digital archivist by profession, employed by the Mauritius Tourism Authority to document the island's cultural heritage. Every day, she photographed crumbling buildings, recorded oral histories, and digitised old photographs, all in the service of preservation. It was work she loved, work that gave her purpose.

But it was also work that left her with a persistent sadness. Every archive she created felt like another farewell. Every photograph she took was of something that was already disappearing. She was not preserving the present; she was documenting the past, trying to hold onto things that were slipping away faster than she could capture them.

And now, here she was, doing the same thing in her grandmother's apartment.

She began sorting through the bookshelves first, a task that was more challenging than it should have been. Marie had been an avid reader, and her collection ranged from the classics to contemporary novels to obscure volumes of poetry that Priya had never heard of. There were books with spines cracked and pages yellowed, books with inscriptions inside the covers, books that had been read and reread until they fell apart.

Priya set aside a few volumes she wanted to keep—the first editions, the books with personal inscriptions, the ones that had clearly been Marie's favourites. The others would be donated to the local library, to find new readers and new lives.

Hidden among the books, she found Marie's journals.

There were dozens of them, bound in leather and cloth, their pages filled with Marie's elegant handwriting. Priya had known about the journals, of course—her grandmother had been a prolific writer, documenting her life in careful detail. But she had never read them. Marie had always been protective of her private thoughts, and Priya had respected that boundary.

Now, with Marie gone, the journals felt different. They were no longer private; they were a legacy, a testimony, a gift left behind for someone to find. Priya opened the first one, the one dated the earliest, and read a few sentences in her grandmother's clear script:

"February 14, 1963. I have decided to keep a record of my days, not because I believe anyone will read them, but because I want to remember. Memory is a strange thing—it erases the small moments and magnifies the large ones. I want to remember both. I want to remember everything."

Priya smiled, a bittersweet ache in her chest. She understood that impulse completely. It was the same impulse that had driven her to become an archivist, to document and preserve, to hold onto the small moments before they slipped away.

She set the journal aside and continued sorting.

It was while she was emptying the third drawer of Marie's old teak dresser that Priya found something unexpected. The drawer was filled with the usual detritus of a long life—old letters, dried flowers, a collection of seashells from some forgotten beach. But beneath a layer of yellowed photographs, her fingers brushed against something hard and cool, something that did not belong with the sentimental clutter.

She pulled it out, curious, and found herself staring at a small velvet pouch.

It was deep burgundy in colour, the velvet soft and worn from handling. Priya weighed it in her hand, surprised by its heaviness. Whatever was inside was small but dense, the weight of something solid and substantial.

She untied the drawstring and tipped the contents into her palm.

A phone fell out.

Not just any phone—a Nokia 3310, the kind that had been everywhere in the early 2000s, the kind that Priya remembered her mother carrying when she was a child. It was pristine, untouched by age, its plastic surface smooth and unscratched. The screen was dark, but when Priya turned it over, she saw that the battery cover was firmly in place, and there was no sign of wear on the keypad.

It was impossible. The phone should have been obsolete, its battery long dead, its circuits corroded. But it looked as though it had been manufactured yesterday.

Priya stared at it, trying to make sense of what she was holding. There was no charger, no SIM card, no explanation for why her grandmother had kept it hidden in a drawer, wrapped in velvet like a precious object.

She pressed the power button, expecting nothing.

The familiar Nokia startup tone filled the room, startling her so badly she nearly dropped the phone. The screen glowed bright blue, and then displayed the word "Nokia" before settling into the home screen. The battery icon showed a full charge.

Priya's heart was racing. This was not possible. The phone had been sitting in a drawer for years—decades, maybe—and yet it was working as if it had just been charged. There was no logical explanation.

She was still processing this when the phone began to ring.

The sound was unmistakeable—a tinny, polyphonic melody that she remembered from a thousand memories of early 2000s life. It was the kind of ringtone that had been everywhere once, ubiquitous and unremarkable, but now it felt alien and strange.

Priya nearly dropped the phone again. Her thumb hovered over the "Answer" button, her mind racing with a dozen questions. Who was calling? How were they calling? The phone had no SIM card. It should not have been able to receive any calls at all.

But it kept ringing.

And ringing.

And ringing.

She answered. The words came out before she could stop them, barely more than a whisper.

"Hello?"

A pause. Then a voice—male, warm, with the careful English of someone speaking their second language:

"Marie? You finally got it working?"

Priya's breath caught in her throat. She knew that voice, or she thought she did. It was familiar in a way that made no sense, a way that stirred something deep in her memory, though she could not place it.

She opened her mouth to explain that she was not Marie, that Marie was gone, that this phone should not exist and this call could not be happening. But the words refused to come.

Instead, she said, "Who is this?"

The voice on the other end laughed—a gentle, self-deprecating laugh that seemed to come from somewhere far away, as if the speaker was standing at the bottom of a long tunnel.

"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to surprise you. My name is Rajesh. Rajesh Naidoo. I'm a teacher at the secondary school in Rose Hill."

Priya's mind reeled. Rose Hill. That was a town on the other side of the island, about an hour's drive from Curepipe. She had visited it once, years ago, on a school trip. The name was familiar, but the name Rajesh Naidoo was not.

"I'm sorry," she said, finding her voice at last. "I think you have the wrong number. This phone doesn't belong to me. I just found it. There's no SIM card. You shouldn't be able to call it."

There was silence on the other end. Then the voice spoke again, more carefully this time.

"I purchased this phone from a shop in Rose Hill. The owner told me to wait for a call. He said someone would be trying to reach me. He said I should answer when it rings."

Priya's heart was pounding now. "What shop? What owner?"

"I don't know how to explain it," the voice said, and there was a note of uncertainty creeping into it now. "The shop was between a tailor and a bakery. I'd never noticed it before, but I needed a new phone, and it was there. The owner was old, strange. He didn't seem interested in payment. He just kept saying I would understand soon enough."

Priya closed her eyes, trying to make sense of something that made no sense. The apartment was silent around her, the frangipani scent drifting through the balcony doors, the photographs on the mantelpiece watching her with their frozen smiles.

"Mr. Naidoo," she said slowly, "can I ask you something?"

"Of course."

"What year is it?"

Another pause. Then, carefully: "It's November 2000. Why?"

Priya felt the room tilt around her. November 2000. That was before Marie had retired. Before Priya had been born—she had not come into the world until 1997, three years after the date the voice on the other end was claiming.

She looked down at the phone in her hand. The screen was still glowing, the call still connected. The impossible ringtone had stopped, replaced by the sound of a man breathing on the other end of a line that should not exist.

"I'm Priya," she said, her voice barely steady. "Priya Ramgoolam. Marie was my grandmother. She died three months ago."

The voice on the other end was silent for a long moment. Then, almost a whisper:

"I'm sorry."

Priya did not respond immediately. She was trying to understand what was happening, trying to fit the pieces together into something that made sense. But the more she tried, the less the pieces wanted to cooperate.

"Mr. Naidoo," she said, "I'm going to ask you something else, and I need you to answer honestly."

"Ask."

"Do you know what a smartphone is?"

"A what?"

"Do you know about the COVID-19 pandemic?"

"Pandemic? There's been no pandemic. The weather has been fine. The only news is about the upcoming elections."

Priya took a deep breath. "Mr. Naidoo," she said, "I think we have a problem."



She stayed in the apartment until dusk, long after the sun had set behind the mountains and the mist had lifted from the streets. The phone sat on the coffee table beside her, dark and silent, as if the call had never happened. But it had happened. She knew it had happened.

She spent the afternoon searching online archives, cross-referencing the details the voice had given her. November 2000. The elections. The political figures he had mentioned. The weather patterns he had described. Every detail matched exactly what the newspapers had reported at that time.

It was impossible. And yet it was true.

Priya did not know what to do with the knowledge. She was a person of logic and reason, someone who had built a career on preserving facts and documenting reality. The impossible was not supposed to happen to her.

But it had.

And as the night deepened around Marie's apartment, as the frangipani tree rustled outside the balcony and the city of Curepipe settled into its evening rhythm, Priya did the only thing she could think of. She picked up the phone and called again.

The voice answered on the first ring.

"Priya?"

"I'm here."

"Good," Rajesh Naidoo said. "I was afraid you wouldn't call back."

And in that moment, Priya understood that something fundamental had shifted in her world. Something beyond logic, beyond reason, beyond anything she had ever believed possible.

The phone was a bridge. And she was standing on one side of it, ready to step across.



She did
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