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            "Sometimes the loudest thing a person can do is become quiet."
— Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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For those who grew tired of explaining themselves.

For those whose silence was mistaken for absence.

And for anyone who has ever felt the weight of a world that never stops speaking.
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"Sometimes the loudest thing a person can do is become quiet."

— Fazal Abubakkar Esaf

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Copyright Page

[image: ]


THE MAN WHO STOPPED RESPONDING

Copyright © 2026 by Fazal Abubakkar Esaf

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission from the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations used in reviews and scholarly works.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

First Edition -June 2026

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Acknowledgements

[image: ]


This novel emerged from observing ordinary people carrying invisible burdens.

My gratitude goes to readers who appreciate quiet stories, to those who understand that transformation is not always dramatic, and to everyone who has questioned the expectations placed upon them by society.

Thank you to family, friends, and fellow readers whose conversations—and silences—inspired reflection.

Most importantly, thank you to those who continue searching for meaning in a world that often demands constant participation.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Preface

[image: ]


There are stories about heroes who rise, rebels who fight, and visionaries who change the world.

This is not one of those stories.

This is the story of a man who gradually withdraws from the demands placed upon him—not through anger, violence, or dramatic rebellion, but through silence.

At first, his silence appears harmless. Then it becomes concerning. Eventually it becomes something others cannot tolerate.

What happens when a person stops responding to the expectations that define everyday life? What remains when conversation, obligation, and performance begin to fall away?

This novel does not attempt to provide easy answers. Instead, it explores the fragile boundary between self-preservation and disappearance, between peace and isolation, between freedom and surrender.

The man at the center of this story is ordinary. Perhaps that is what makes his transformation unsettling.
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Modern life rewards participation.

We answer messages, attend meetings, maintain relationships, express opinions, and perform versions of ourselves for others every day. Communication is often treated not merely as a social tool but as a moral obligation.

Yet beneath these expectations exists a quieter reality. Many people move through life carrying exhaustion they cannot explain. They continue smiling, speaking, and cooperating long after their inner resources have been depleted.

The protagonist of The Man Who Stopped Responding begins as one such person.

He is not extraordinary. He is kind, dependable, and almost invisible in his ordinariness. The people around him trust him because he never causes problems. He fulfills expectations. He participates.

Until, gradually, he does not.

As his silence grows, those around him struggle to understand what is happening. Their reactions reveal fears, assumptions, and anxieties that extend far beyond one individual.

This novel explores emotional fatigue, social conformity, identity, and the unsettling power of withdrawal. Through a slow psychological transformation, it asks a simple but uncomfortable question:

What if silence is not a symptom, but a response?
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1: The Man Who Spoke Softly
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The city woke before dawn, as if sleep were an inconvenience it could no longer afford.

By five in the morning, buses were already coughing black smoke into the streets. Metal shutters rattled upward. Vendors dragged carts across cracked pavement. Motorcycles threaded through intersections with the impatience of insects. Somewhere, a dog barked at nothing. Somewhere else, a radio announced tragedies in a cheerful voice.

The noise arrived before the sunlight.

Yet every morning, before the city gathered itself into motion, Arun sat quietly on the small balcony outside his apartment and listened to the hour that belonged to no one.

He lived on the third floor of an aging building squeezed between newer towers. The balcony was barely large enough for a chair and a clay pot containing a dying basil plant. Rust stained the railing. The paint had peeled away years ago.

Still, it was his favorite place.

He would wake before his alarm, boil water for tea, and sit outside while the sky slowly changed color. He rarely thought about anything specific during those moments. His mind drifted without direction.

The neighboring apartments remained dark. The streets below were mostly empty. The city seemed temporarily relieved of its own existence.

Arun appreciated that.

Not because he disliked people.

On the contrary, people generally liked him.

At forty-one years old, he had become one of those individuals whose presence inspired trust without attracting attention. He worked in the records department of an insurance company. He paid his bills on time. He greeted security guards by name. He remembered birthdays. He helped elderly neighbors carry groceries upstairs.

He existed in a way that caused no disruption.

The world rewarded loudness. It celebrated confidence, ambition, certainty.

Arun possessed none of those qualities.

When he spoke, people leaned closer because his voice never rose above necessity.

"Could you pass the salt?"

"Take care on your way home."

"Thank you."

Simple phrases.

He treated language like a limited resource.

Others filled silence because they feared it. Arun entered silence comfortably, as though returning to a familiar room.

His coworkers often joked about it.

"You know," one of them once said during lunch, "if everyone talked like you, meetings would last three minutes."

The table laughed.

Arun smiled politely.

"What would we do with the extra time?" he asked.

The laughter grew louder.

People always seemed pleased when he spoke. Perhaps because he did so infrequently.

His words arrived like small stones dropped into water—brief disturbances that disappeared quickly.

Most days followed the same shape.

He left home at seven.

The bus carried him through crowded roads lined with concrete buildings and unfinished dreams. Passengers stared into phones. Advertisements promised transformation. Learn Faster. Earn More. Become Better. Upgrade Yourself.

Every surface appeared engaged in an argument against ordinary existence.

Arun watched the city pass through the window.

He never understood why everyone seemed in such a hurry.

The destination was always another day.

At the office, rows of desks stretched beneath fluorescent lights that flattened every face into the same tired expression.

The records department occupied the back corner of the building.

No windows.

No natural light.

Just filing cabinets arranged with mathematical precision.

Many employees disliked working there.

Arun did not.

Records were honest.

A document never pretended to be something else.

A number remained a number.

A date remained a date.

The files asked nothing from him except attention.

He spent hours organizing paperwork while conversations drifted around him like weather.

Promotions.

Relationships.

Politics.

New restaurants.

Economic forecasts.

Celebrity scandals.

The endless exchange of opinions that seemed to fuel modern life.

Occasionally someone would ask for his perspective.

"What do you think, Arun?"

The question always surprised him.

Not because he lacked opinions.

Because he rarely felt compelled to release them into the world.

Most discussions resembled competitions disguised as conversations.

People spoke to win.

To prove.

To occupy space.

Arun preferred listening.

Listening required less violence.

Around him, voices collided.

Inside him, a different landscape existed.

A quiet one.

Not empty.

Just quiet.

When lunchtime arrived, he usually ate alone in a small park behind the office building.

The park consisted of six benches, three trees, and a patch of grass struggling against pollution.

Children rarely played there.

Office workers considered it too ordinary.

But Arun liked ordinary things.

He liked pigeons.

He liked rain.

He liked old books purchased from street vendors.

He liked tea that had cooled enough to drink slowly.

These preferences seemed increasingly unusual.

The world appeared obsessed with intensity.

Everything had to be extraordinary.

Exceptional.

Life-changing.

Meanwhile, Arun found comfort in repetition.

The same route.

The same bench.

The same tea vendor who nodded when he approached.

Perhaps this was why people trusted him.

Predictability had become rare.

His mother trusted him.

His neighbors trusted him.

His coworkers trusted him.

Even strangers occasionally trusted him.

There was something about his face.

Not handsome.

Not memorable.

Simply gentle.

People sensed they could place their worries beside him for a moment.

And often they did.

The woman downstairs discussed her son's academic problems.

A colleague described his failing marriage.

The grocery store owner complained about rising prices.

Arun listened.

He listened so often that other people's frustrations accumulated inside him like rainwater collecting in a neglected container.

He never considered whether this affected him.

Good people were expected to listen.

Good people were expected to care.

Good people were expected to absorb discomfort without complaint.

Arun had spent most of his life being good.

That evening, after work, he stopped at a market to buy vegetables.

The aisles overflowed with movement.

People pushed carts aggressively.

Children cried.

Announcements echoed through speakers.

Music played from somewhere overhead.

The combined noise produced a strange pressure behind his eyes.

He stood motionless beside a display of tomatoes.

For a moment, he forgot why he had come.

The sensation lasted only seconds.

Then it passed.

He selected vegetables and joined the checkout line.

A woman arguing with an employee occupied the register ahead of him.

The disagreement appeared trivial.

A discount.

A receipt.

Something small.

Yet both individuals spoke as though defending national borders.

Their voices climbed higher.

Faces tightened.

Hands moved sharply through the air.

Arun watched them.

Neither seemed angry about the actual problem.

The argument had become a container for something larger.

Exhaustion.

Fear.

Loneliness.

The countless invisible pressures people carried through their days.

Eventually the dispute ended.

The line moved.

Life continued.

But the scene remained with him.

That night he sat alone in his apartment.

The television remained off.

The windows were open.

Outside, traffic murmured in the darkness.

He ate quietly.

Washed dishes.

Watered the basil plant.

The routine unfolded with familiar precision.

Yet something felt different.

Not wrong.

Just slightly altered.

Like entering a room and sensing that an object had been moved.

He couldn't identify the source of the feeling.

Perhaps it was fatigue.

Perhaps nothing at all.

Before sleeping, he stood by the window.

Across the street, hundreds of illuminated windows glowed against the night.

Inside those apartments, entire worlds existed.

Arguments.

Celebrations.

Secrets.

Regrets.

People speaking endlessly to one another.

Explaining.

Defending.

Negotiating.

Performing.

A strange thought entered his mind.

It arrived quietly.

So quietly he almost missed it.

What would happen if someone simply stopped?

Not disappeared.

Not died.

Not escaped.

Just stopped participating.

Stopped explaining.

Stopped responding.

The thought lingered.

Then dissolved.

Arun laughed softly at himself.

An odd question.

Meaningless.

He turned off the light and went to bed.

Outside, the city continued speaking.

Sirens.

Engines.

Televisions.

Phones.

Conversations spilling from balconies.

An endless stream of human noise flowing through the darkness.

Eventually sleep arrived.

In his dream, he stood alone in a crowded room.

Hundreds of people surrounded him.

Their mouths moved constantly.

Words filled the air like insects.

The sound grew louder.

And louder.

And louder.

Yet he could not understand a single sentence.

Then something strange happened.

One by one, the voices disappeared.

Not abruptly.

Gradually.

Like lights extinguishing across a distant landscape.

The room became silent.

The people remained.

But no one spoke.

No one moved.

No one demanded anything.

For the first time, he felt completely at peace.

When he woke the next morning, the feeling remained for several seconds before reality returned.

The city was already making noise.

The alarm clock blinked.

A motorcycle accelerated outside.

Someone shouted from the street below.

Arun sat on the edge of the bed.

The dream faded quickly.

Still, its silence lingered in some hidden corner of his mind.

He rose, boiled water for tea, and stepped onto the balcony.

The sky was pale gray.

Morning stretched across the rooftops.

Everything appeared normal.

Everything was normal.

Yet somewhere beneath the familiar routines of his life, something had shifted.

A tiny crack had opened.

So small it could not yet be seen.

So small that even Arun himself failed to notice it.

But the crack was there.

And through it, slowly, quietly, another version of himself had begun to enter the world.
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2: Bread, Water, and Routine
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For most people, a life was measured in years.

For Arun, it was measured in repetitions.

He woke at five-thirty every morning without needing an alarm. His eyes opened naturally, as though some invisible mechanism inside him had been wound years ago and never stopped turning.

The room was always the same.

The pale walls.

The narrow bed.

The small bookshelf.

The clock hanging above the doorway.

Nothing moved during the night except time itself.

For several moments he would remain still, staring at the ceiling while the city slowly assembled itself beyond the window.

Then he would rise.

The floor felt cool beneath his feet.

The kettle would be filled.

The stove would click.

Water would begin its slow transformation from silence into sound.

Every morning followed this sequence.

Every morning felt nearly identical to the one before.

Arun had never considered this a problem.

Routine seemed natural to him.

The world outside already contained enough unpredictability.

Why invite more into his home?

While the water heated, he folded his blanket carefully.

Not because anyone would see it.

Not because anyone demanded it.

Simply because disorder unsettled him.

A folded blanket suggested that one thing, at least, remained under control.

The tea leaves were measured with the same spoon.

The same cup was used.

The same chair on the balcony waited for him.

Steam drifted upward.

The sky brightened gradually.

And another day began.

Sometimes he wondered whether people truly noticed their lives while they were living them.

Or whether existence was merely a collection of habits performed so often they became invisible.

The thought appeared frequently now.

Not as a concern.

Only as a curiosity.

At work, he often watched people rushing between departments carrying phones, folders, coffee cups, complaints.

They seemed busy every second.

Urgent.

Necessary.

Yet if someone paused them unexpectedly and asked what exactly they were pursuing, would they know?

Would they have an answer beyond the next task?

The next deadline?

The next month?

Arun wasn't certain.

He wasn't certain about himself either.

His own life contained very little ambition.

No grand plans.

No hidden dreams.

He earned enough to survive.

He paid his rent.

He visited his mother every Sunday.

Years passed.

The pattern continued.

There were moments when he suspected he should want more.

Society certainly believed so.

Advertisements constantly informed him that happiness existed somewhere ahead.

In a larger apartment.

A better job.

A newer phone.

A different version of himself.

But the desire never arrived.

Instead he continued drinking tea on his balcony and watching pigeons gather on electrical wires.

Sometimes this made him feel strangely guilty.

As if contentment itself had become irresponsible.

One morning, while riding the bus to work, he observed the passengers around him.

Nearly every face was illuminated by a screen.

Thumbs moved continuously.

Messages appeared.

Messages disappeared.

News.

Photos.

Arguments.

Advertisements.

Opinions.

The endless flow of information seemed less like communication and more like weather.

Something people endured.

A young man beside him stared into his phone with exhausted concentration.

His fingers moved rapidly.

For several minutes he typed.

Deleted.

Typed again.

Deleted again.

Finally he sighed heavily and lowered the device.

The expression on his face resembled defeat.

Arun wondered who was waiting on the other side of that conversation.

A friend.

A lover.

A boss.

Perhaps all modern relationships eventually became negotiations conducted through glowing rectangles.

The thought lingered.

Then disappeared.

The bus continued moving.

The city continued speaking.

And Arun continued listening.

That evening he stopped at the bakery near his apartment.

The owner, an elderly man named Rahim, greeted him immediately.

"The usual?"

Arun nodded.

"The usual."

A loaf of bread.

Nothing more.

Rahim smiled.

"One day you'll surprise me."

"I doubt it."

"That's exactly what someone planning a surprise would say."

Arun laughed softly.

The exchange was nearly identical to dozens they had shared before.

Neither man seemed tired of it.

Perhaps familiarity possessed its own kind of comfort.

The bread was still warm when Arun carried it home.

He liked holding it beneath his arm while walking through the neighborhood.

The warmth felt strangely reassuring.

Evidence that something had recently emerged from fire and become useful.

Back in his apartment, he sliced the loaf carefully.

Bread.

Water.

Tea.

Simple things.

Yet increasingly he found himself paying attention to them.

The texture of crust beneath his fingertips.

The sound of water filling a glass.

The movement of sunlight across a kitchen counter.

Tiny details most people ignored.

Sometimes these observations felt more real than entire conversations.

The world revealed itself differently when viewed slowly.

But slowing down carried its own consequences.

The more carefully Arun observed life, the more exhausted everyone else appeared.

Not physically.

Spiritually.

A weariness hidden beneath movement.

People smiled while checking emails.

Ate meals while watching videos.

Held conversations while thinking about something else.

No one seemed entirely present.

Even happiness looked distracted.

The realization unsettled him.

One afternoon, while organizing records at work, he noticed something peculiar.

His hands continued filing documents correctly.

His body performed every task without error.

Yet his attention had drifted elsewhere.

Minutes passed.

Perhaps longer.

When he finally became aware of himself again, several folders had already been sorted.

The work was finished.

He had no memory of completing it.

The experience frightened him briefly.

Then he dismissed it.

Everyone became distracted occasionally.

Still, a small discomfort remained.

A feeling that portions of his life were occurring without him.

As though routine had become so efficient it no longer required his participation.

That evening rain fell across the city.

Heavy rain.

The kind that transformed streets into rivers and reduced traffic to frustration.

Arun stood beside his window watching droplets strike the glass.

The world outside blurred.

Buildings dissolved into gray shapes.

Headlights stretched into liquid lines.

The rain seemed to erase detail from everything it touched.

He found himself envying it.

Not the storm itself.

The simplicity.

Water did not explain itself.

Water did not defend its choices.

It fell.

It flowed.

It disappeared.

No meetings.

No expectations.

No endless communication.

Just movement according to nature.

The thought felt absurd.

Yet it returned repeatedly.

For several weeks afterward, small moments of detachment appeared unexpectedly.

While eating lunch.

While riding the bus.

While standing in line at a store.

The world would suddenly seem distant.

Not unreal.

Merely separated by an invisible layer.

Voices became muffled.

Movement slowed.

People appeared trapped inside patterns they could neither recognize nor escape.

Then the sensation would vanish.

Everything returned to normal.

Arun never mentioned these experiences to anyone.

There seemed no reason to.

Besides, describing them would require language.

And language increasingly felt inadequate.

How could he explain a feeling that possessed no clear shape?

How could he describe an absence?

One Sunday he visited his mother.

She lived alone in the apartment where he had grown up.

The furniture remained largely unchanged.

The same curtains.

The same dining table.

The same photographs decorating the walls.

Time moved differently inside that home.

His mother served lunch while asking familiar questions.

"Are you eating enough?"

"Yes."

"Sleeping enough?"

"Yes."

"Working too hard?"

"No."

She studied him carefully.

Mothers possessed a unique talent for noticing invisible things.

"You seem tired."

"I'm fine."

"You always say that."

Arun smiled.

"What else should I say?"

She considered this.

"Something true."

For a moment neither spoke.

Rain tapped softly against the windows.

The clock in the hallway ticked.

His mother looked older than he remembered.

The observation arrived suddenly.

Not because she had changed overnight.

Because he had failed to notice the gradual process.

The realization filled him with guilt.

How many important things disappeared while people were busy surviving?

How many transformations occurred unnoticed?

He wanted to tell her something meaningful.

Something honest.

Instead he said, "The food is good."

She nodded.

The conversation moved elsewhere.

Later, while walking home, he wondered why expressing concern felt more difficult than discussing the weather.

Why genuine emotions seemed buried beneath layers of politeness.

Perhaps everyone was exhausted from translating themselves.

Weeks became months.

The routines continued.

Tea.

Bus.

Work.

Bread.

Sleep.

Again.

And again.

And again.

From the outside, nothing appeared unusual.

Arun remained dependable.

Kind.

Quiet.

The same man everyone trusted.

Yet internally, a subtle shift was occurring.

The routines that once comforted him had begun changing shape.

They no longer felt like choices.

They felt like rails.

Invisible tracks carrying him through predetermined movements.

Wake.

Work.

Eat.

Sleep.

Repeat.

The sequence stretched endlessly into the future.

He imagined following it for another decade.

Then another.

The image produced a strange pressure in his chest.

Not panic.

Something quieter.

A sadness without a specific cause.

One evening he returned home to discover a power outage affecting the neighborhood.

The building sat in darkness.

No elevators.

No television.

No internet.

No humming appliances.

Only silence.

The residents gathered outside temporarily, complaining about inconvenience.

Children played in the street.

Adults checked their phones repeatedly despite the lack of signal.

Everyone seemed restless.

Uncomfortable.

As though silence itself represented a malfunction.

Arun climbed the stairs and entered his apartment.

Darkness occupied every room.

He sat beside the window.

Hours passed.

Without electricity, the city seemed transformed.

Quieter.

Softer.

Human.

For the first time in months, he experienced complete stillness.

No notifications.

No advertisements.

No expectations arriving through screens.

Just darkness and breathing.

And within that darkness, he noticed something unsettling.

He did not miss any of it.

Not the television.

Not the internet.

Not the constant flow of information.

The absence felt peaceful.

Dangerously peaceful.

When electricity finally returned near midnight, lights appeared across the city like wounds reopening.

Televisions resumed talking.

Phones resumed vibrating.

Machines resumed working.

Life resumed.

Yet Arun remained seated beside the window.

A feeling had emerged inside him.

Small but undeniable.

For years he had believed exhaustion came from working too much.

Now he wondered whether exhaustion came from responding too much.

Responding to messages.

Responding to expectations.

Responding to requests.

Responding to endless demands for attention.

Perhaps people weren't tired because life was difficult.

Perhaps they were tired because life never stopped asking questions.

The thought stayed with him long after he went to bed.

In the days that followed, it grew quietly.

Like a seed buried beneath soil.

Invisible.

Patient.

Waiting.

Arun continued smiling.

Continued helping others.

Continued performing every responsibility expected of him.

No one noticed anything unusual.

No one suspected that beneath the familiar routines of bread, water, work, and sleep, another process had begun.

A slow inward movement.

A retreat so subtle it resembled thought.

And somewhere deep inside him, beyond language, beyond explanation, a question was forming.

Not what he wanted from life.

But what life wanted from him.

And for the first time, he was no longer certain he wished to answer.

They become part of the background architecture of other people's lives, as ordinary and dependable as staircases or streetlights.
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Arun was one of those people.

If someone in the apartment building had been asked why they trusted him, they might have struggled to answer. There was no dramatic reason. No memorable event that transformed him into a source of comfort.

He simply existed.

And somehow that existence had become useful to everyone around him.

The building itself was old enough to possess its own personality. Cracks stretched across walls like faded rivers on ancient maps. Pipes groaned behind concrete. Elevators hesitated before accepting commands. During the rainy season, moisture climbed stubbornly upward through the lower floors.

Yet despite its flaws, the building contained a strange sense of community.

People knew one another.

Not deeply.

Not intimately.

But enough.

Enough to exchange greetings.

Enough to borrow sugar.

Enough to recognize familiar footsteps in hallways.

Arun knew nearly everyone.

The retired schoolteacher on the second floor.

The young couple with the newborn child.

The tailor who worked from home.

The widower who spent afternoons feeding stray cats.

The elderly sisters who argued constantly yet never spent a day apart.

Each of them occupied a small place within his awareness.

And over time, he had become part of theirs.

The requests arrived naturally.

"Arun, could you help me carry this?"

"Arun, could you look at my water bill?"

"Arun, could you check on my mother while I'm away?"

He rarely refused.

Not because he particularly enjoyed helping.

Not because he sought praise.

Refusal simply felt unnatural.

The easiest response was always yes.

So he said yes.

Again and again.

Year after year.

Until people stopped asking whether he would help.

They assumed he would.

One evening, while returning from work, he found Mrs. D'Souza waiting near the entrance.

She was nearly eighty years old and permanently concerned about something.

Today it was her groceries.

"Arun!"

He smiled.

"Good evening."

"Thank goodness you're here."

Without explanation, she pointed toward two heavy bags resting beside a bench.

"The delivery boy left them there and disappeared."

"I'll carry them upstairs."

"Of course you will."

The statement contained no arrogance.

Only certainty.

Together they climbed slowly toward the fourth floor.

Mrs. D'Souza talked continuously.

About rising prices.

About television programs.

About a neighbor's nephew who had apparently become successful abroad.

Arun listened.

Occasionally nodding.

Occasionally smiling.

Mostly listening.

When they reached her apartment, she touched his arm gently.

"I don't know what we'd do without you."

The comment embarrassed him.

"It's only groceries."

"No," she said. "Not only groceries."

Then she disappeared inside.

The door closed.

The hallway became silent.

Arun stood there for a moment.

The words remained with him longer than expected.

Not because they pleased him.

Because they frightened him slightly.

What would happen if people truly depended on him?

The thought felt heavier than the grocery bags.

Over the following weeks, similar moments accumulated.

The tailor downstairs asked him to translate an official letter.

A young father requested help assembling furniture.

An elderly resident needed assistance scheduling a medical appointment.

Each task appeared small individually.

Together they formed something larger.

An invisible responsibility.

A network of expectations stretching quietly through the building.

Arun never discussed this burden because he wasn't entirely sure it existed.

After all, nobody forced him.

Nobody demanded anything.

People merely asked.

And he answered.

Yet increasingly, he sensed that answering had become automatic.

A reflex rather than a choice.

One Saturday morning, he planned to spend the day alone.

The weather was pleasant.

A cool breeze moved through open windows.

He intended to read a book and drink tea slowly.

Nothing more.

The plan lasted approximately thirty minutes.

At eight o'clock someone knocked.

The young couple from upstairs.

Their washing machine had stopped working.

Could he take a look?

Arun wasn't a technician.

But he agreed.

An hour later another knock arrived.

The widower needed help moving a cabinet.

Then Mrs. D'Souza required assistance connecting a television channel.

Then the tailor wanted advice about a landlord dispute.

By evening the entire day had disappeared.

Arun returned to his apartment exhausted.

The unread book remained on the table.

The tea had gone cold.

A strange resentment flickered briefly inside him.

Not toward anyone specific.

Toward the situation itself.

The feeling surprised him.

Immediately he felt guilty.

The neighbors were good people.

They weren't exploiting him.

Were they?

The question lingered.

Uncomfortable.

Unanswered.

That night he sat beside the window.

Across the building, illuminated rectangles revealed fragments of other lives.

Families eating dinner.

Children doing homework.

People watching television.

People
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