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​The Man Who Collected Shadows
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In a narrow alley between two shophouses—one painted turquoise, the other faded yellow—an old man spent most of his days with a stick of white chalk in one hand and a small folding stool in the other.

No one knew his name. Some said he used to be a teacher, or an artist, or maybe a tailor who went quiet after his wife passed. Others said he simply appeared one day and never left.

He had a canvas bag filled with bits of chalk: white, grey, and the occasional pale blue. And what he did, day after day, was this—he traced shadows.

The shadows of people walking past, the outline of a child’s hand as they paused near the wall, the slant of an umbrella caught in the late afternoon sun. Sometimes he asked, “May I?” with a gentle wave of his chalk. People usually nodded, more amused than annoyed. Then he’d squat low and trace around the edges of their shadow, careful and slow, as if the shape itself might bruise if he rushed.

"Strange man," Auntie Ros from the corner noodle stall said.

"But harmless," Uncle Tan the cobbler replied.

"Maybe lonely," added Amal, the florist’s daughter.

They watched him from their shops. At first, he was background noise. But over time, something shifted. They began to notice how people stayed longer after speaking with him. How they left quieter, or lighter, or more thoughtful.

Because what the man did best—more than tracing shadows—was listen.

He listened as Mrs. Koh told him about her son who hadn't visited since Chinese New Year. He nodded while Ali, the delivery boy, talked about his dreams of owning a bicycle shop. He traced a teenager's shadow while she cried about an exam gone wrong. He listened and nodded, and never offered advice unless asked.

Once, a young man in a suit sat beside him and said nothing for fifteen minutes. The old man waited, looking at the traffic light turn green, then red, then green again. When the man finally spoke, he said:

"I haven’t spoken to my father in years."

The old man said nothing.

The man looked at the chalk in his hand.

"Could you draw his shadow, if I described it?"

The old man nodded. And so he did. A quiet figure in mid-step, outlined in pale grey.

Children loved him. They'd bring him chalk from their school bags or tug on his sleeve, asking, “Can you draw mine again?” He never refused. The walls filled up with outlines—of people, umbrellas, bags, bicycles, a dog, a stack of books. But what stayed with people most was the feeling: that for one moment, someone had really seen them.

Then one Monday morning, he didn’t appear.

At first, no one worried. Maybe he was late. Maybe he was drawing somewhere else. But by Tuesday, the stool was still folded against the wall, and his favourite spot—under the big tree near the alley mouth—remained empty.

By Wednesday, children came and looked around.

“Where is he?” they asked.

No one had an answer.

Uncle Tan tried to sit in his place, but he felt silly after five minutes. Mrs. Koh brought a thermos of tea and left it on the stool, untouched.

By the weekend, the shadows he’d drawn began to fade with the rain. People started to feel it then—that strange, quiet emptiness. As if something invisible and important had gone missing.

But the man had left something behind. Not a note. Not a goodbye. Just a small phrase, written low on the alley wall in soft blue chalk:

"Every person leaves a shadow. Sometimes, that’s how we know they were really here."

And just below, the outline of a seated figure with a stick of chalk in one hand and a folded stool beside him.

After that, people began tracing shadows for each other. Not often. Not every day. But sometimes, a child would outline their grandmother’s walking stick. Or a young couple would draw their hands on the pavement. It was never quite like before, but that was all right.

Because somehow, in that narrow alley of Kampong Glam, people had learned to stop, to listen, and to look closely—not at what was said, but what was quietly left behind.
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​Der Mann, der Schatten sammelte
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In einer engen Gasse zwischen zwei Ladenhäusern – eines türkis gestrichen, das andere verblasst gelb – verbrachte ein alter Mann die meiste Zeit mit einem Stück weißer Kreide in der einen Hand und einem kleinen Klapphocker in der anderen.

Niemand kannte seinen Namen. Manche sagten, er sei früher Lehrer gewesen, oder Künstler, oder vielleicht ein Schneider, der nach dem Tod seiner Frau still geworden war. Andere behaupteten, er sei einfach eines Tages aufgetaucht und nie wieder weggegangen.

Er hatte eine Leinwandtasche voller Kreidestücke: weiß, grau und gelegentlich blassblau. Und was er Tag für Tag tat, war folgendes – er zeichnete Schatten nach.

Die Schatten der vorbeigehenden Menschen, den Umriss der Hand eines Kindes, wenn es an der Wand stehen blieb, die Schräglage eines Regenschirms, der von der Nachmittagssonne erfasst wurde. Manchmal fragte er: „Darf ich?“ und winkte sanft mit der Kreide. Die Leute nickten meistens, eher amüsiert als genervt. Dann hockte er sich nieder und zeichnete vorsichtig und langsam die Umrisse ihres Schattens nach, als könnte die Form zerbrechen, wenn er sich beeilte.
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