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Dedication

心

For every woman who loved after loss, doubted after tenderness, and still found the courage to choose herself.

For the lantern that appears in the darkest hour, even when it cannot stay.




Author’s Note

灯还在


What this memory is

This book is a memory, but it is also an examination. It is not a novel written entirely from imagination and not a diary written day by day. It is something between the two: a story lived through messages, silence, expectation, fear, and the fragile intimacy that can grow between two people who have never touched.

The first version of this story followed Ju’s reasoning. It asked what trust means when love develops in a digital space, when the heart begins to believe before the evidence arrives. The second version followed the night itself: the voice, the lantern, the panda, the flower, and the words 想你 that became a place to rest.

This mixed version brings both together. It keeps the structure of the decision and the tenderness of the memory. It allows Ju to feel and to think at the same time, because that is how the experience was lived. She did not only love. She interpreted. She did not only doubt. She remembered. She did not only leave. She learned the shape of her own limits.

Liu remains, in many ways, unknown. Ju remains with that absence. What exists between them in these pages is not certainty. It is the trace of a connection that opened something in her, even as it could not provide the confirmation she needed to continue.

Some stories do not end. They stop where understanding stops. And sometimes, even after the last message, the lantern is still there.

灯还在。

The lantern is still there.

But she is no longer waiting beneath it.





Prologue

灯笼之间

灯笼之间 · Between Lanterns

Some stories are not written on paper.

They are written in the night,

between messages,

between silence,

between two people

who should have never met

and yet did.

He said: 想你. I miss you. Ju answered with the kind of simplicity that hides a whole storm: I know.

That was the first lantern. Not the red one in the street, not the one hanging in a festival, but the one that lights inside the chest when someone far away says your name as if it belongs to him.

Liu called her his fierce flower. She called him her panda. They laughed, but the heart did not laugh. The heart believed. And from that night, without understanding what they were doing, they began writing a book made of distance.




Part I — Before the Screen

夜


Chapter One





The Silence After Love

静

Ju’s life had already been divided once: before and after. Before, there had been continuity. She had loved a man who belonged to real life, to shared rooms, shared decisions, and the ordinary stability that becomes a home before anyone understands its value.

He was a Spanish lawyer she met in Rio de Janeiro in 2003, at a moment when her own life still felt open and structured. She was completing her master’s degree, standing in a future that seemed possible. Their relationship did not begin with urgency. It developed through presence, through time, through the quiet accumulation of trust.

They married. They built a life that did not need to be explained because it functioned from within. In 2004, their daughters were born, and love became not only emotion but continuity.

Then, without warning, coherence disappeared. A cardiac arrest. Suddenly. Final. One moment, there was a shared life; the next, there was a void that could not be negotiated.

Ju continued because she had to. There were daughters. There was work. There were responsibilities that did not pause because the heart had broken. From the outside, her life maintained its structure. Internally, something withdrew. Grief did not always look like collapse. Sometimes it looked like functioning without fully being present.

For two years, she lived inside that silence. She did not search. She did not rebuild. She maintained.

After love,

time did not move.

It stayed heavy and silent.

Two years passed

inside grief.

Until one day,

not searching for love,

she went online

looking only for a voice.




Chapter Two — The First Message

信

The decision to go online did not come from desire. It came from fatigue: the exhaustion that develops when silence becomes repetitive and every day resembles the one before it, not in structure, but in emotional absence.

The messages came quickly. Names, introductions, attempts at charm, predictable phrases that seemed almost interchangeable. Ju read them without involvement. There was no resistance, but there was no interest.

Until one message remained.

There was nothing extraordinary about its content. What distinguished it was the absence of effort. It did not try to convince her. It did not claim immediate intimacy. It simply existed.

She opened his profile. Chinese. Almond-shaped eyes. A calm, distant expression. He did not appear to be performing himself for her. He appeared to be there.

Ju paused. This was not recognition in a rational sense. It was attention. A small light entering a room that had stayed dark for too long. Then she answered.

Within twenty-four hours,

he wrote.

Among many voices,

his stayed.

A small light

entered the dark.

And she answered.




Chapter Three — The Formation of Presence

在

In the beginning, Ju maintained distance. She answered intermittently, often stepping away without explanation. She was not ready to engage fully. Part of her remained cautious of the place where they had met.

What distinguished Liu was not what he said. It was what he did not do. He did not punish her absence. He did not demand explanations. He did not try to increase intensity artificially. He remained.

This created something Ju had not expected: continuity. Their conversations extended not because the content was extraordinary, but because repetition gave them weight. They spoke about daily routines, food, tiredness, work, family, and nothing in particular. Little by little, nothing became a place.

They spoke mostly at night. This was not an agreement; it was a convergence. Night was when Ju was no longer required to perform. The hospital lights faded. The responsibilities receded. The phone glowed. The green light appeared.

It always started late.

Almost midnight.

Sometimes later.

The world sleeping,

phones glowing,

two lives connected

by a small green light.

He said:

Preta… you there?

She answered:

I’m here.

And suddenly

the distance disappeared.


Chapter Four



