
Title Page

Ten Percent Human

Stories of the Emotions We Hide

By

Fazal Abubakkar Esaf

Copyright Page

Copyright © 2026 Fazal Abubakkar Esaf

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations in reviews or scholarly works.

This is a work of literary fiction. Names, characters, place, and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

First Edition: 2026


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Epigraph

Epigraph

Preface

Introduction

Acknowledgements

1. The Smile That Did Not Belong to the Moment

2. The Drawer No One Opened

3. The Woman Who Spoke in Weather

4. Ninety Percent after Midnight

5. The Calm Voice on the Phone

6. The Art of Not Being a Burden

7. The Man Who Edited Himself

8. A Polite Kind of Suffering

9. The Ten Percent Smile

10. Conversations That Almost Happened

11. The Woman Who Was “Fine”

12. The Gentleman of Restraint

13. The Quiet Celebration

14. The Man Who Listened Too Well

15. Feelings in Parentheses

16. The Habit of Composure

17. The Room inside Him

18. The Last Person to Know

19. The Woman Who Changed the Subject

20. The Man Who Didn’t Need Help

21. A Life of Small Confessions

22. The Unsent Apology

23. The Performer of Normalcy

24. A Heart Under Lock

25. The Person Everyone Trusted

26. The Man Who Chose Control over Relief

27. The Woman Who Laughed at the Right Time

28. The Weight of Untold Things

29. Ten Percent Human

Conclusion

About the Author

Further Reading: He Loved Me in Parentheses

Also By faz

Also By Fazal Abubakkar Esaf



  	
        
            
            "Some people do not hide because they are dishonest.
They hide because their truth has been expensive."
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"Some people do not hide because they are dishonest.

They hide because their truth has been expensive."

— Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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Preface
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This book is not loud. It does not arrive with explanations or demand that you feel anything in particular. It simply sits beside you and waits.

The people in these pages live ordinary lives. They work, laugh, attend weddings, answer phone calls, and say “I’m fine” when asked. But beneath that ten percent of visible emotion is a much larger world—full of grief, love, regret, longing, and tenderness—that rarely finds language.

These are stories about those inner rooms.

Not everyone hides because they are weak. Some hide because they have learned that honesty is not always safe. This book is for those who have learned to be composed while quietly breaking.
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Most of us live two lives.

One is the life we perform: the smiles, the appropriate reactions, the polite responses, the carefully edited versions of ourselves that we offer to the world. The other is the life we feel: the unsaid apologies, the grief that never found an audience, the love that stayed hidden, the fear that learned to dress itself as calm.

This book explores the distance between those two lives.

Each story in Ten Percent Human is about someone who reveals just enough emotion to survive socially—and hides enough to survive emotionally. They are not dramatic. They do not beg to be understood. They simply exist, quietly carrying more than they show.

If you recognize yourself in them, that is not coincidence. It is the shared language of people who have learned restraint too well.
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To those who taught me silence by not listening, and to those who taught me language by staying. To the people who carry their worlds privately and still manage to be kind.

And to the readers who will see themselves in the quiet between these sentences—this book belongs to you.
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1. The Smile That Did Not Belong to the Moment
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The room was warm in the polite, unremarkable way of offices that tried to appear friendly. A kettle hissed in the corner. Someone had brought samosas in a cardboard box that left a faint trail of oil on the table. There were the usual sounds—chairs shifting, cups being filled, and low laughter that never quite rose to joy. It was Rahul’s birthday, and his colleagues had gathered around a cake that was too sweet and too small for the number of people pretending to care.

Arif stood among them, holding a paper plate in one hand and a plastic fork in the other. When someone cracked a joke about Rahul getting older, Arif smiled. It was a good smile—well-timed, easy, and almost warm. It was the kind of smile that allowed a man to move unnoticed through a room; no one would look at him twice and think something was wrong.

But grief was seated beside him. It sat there as quietly as an old acquaintance, not demanding attention, not asking for anything. It simply existed, close enough that he could feel its weight. He had learned to live with that sensation—the heaviness in the chest, the faint ache behind the eyes—as if it were part of his body, as ordinary as a second heartbeat.

Someone cut the cake. Applause fluttered weakly through the room. “Say something, Arif,” Rahul said, half-joking. “You’re always the poetic one.”

Arif looked at him, at the earnest face flushed with sugar and attention. He wanted to say something kind—something that would sound sincere without revealing too much. He chose carefully, the way one always does when the truth feels dangerous. “Another year,” he said. “May it be gentle with you.”

People nodded, satisfied. The moment moved on. That was how it always worked. He offered ten percent—just enough to be useful, to be present, to be liked. The rest stayed folded neatly inside him, unseen.

The truth was that the cake smelled like the one his wife used to bake. It was an ordinary cake, nothing special—vanilla sponge, cream frosting, a few careless swirls of icing. But scent has a cruel way of reaching where memory lives, and suddenly Arif was standing in their small kitchen, watching Sara lick icing from her finger, laughing at herself for being childish. That memory arrived with a sharpness that made him swallow hard. No one in the office noticed. He took a bite of cake; it tasted nothing like hers.

Sara had been gone for two years. The doctors used long words to describe what happened, but none of them explained the simple truth: she had walked into the world one morning and never quite returned. A sudden illness, a complication, a matter of hours. Arif had been in a meeting when the hospital called. By the time he reached her, she was already quiet in a way he had never known her to be.

Grief, he learned, does not behave like sadness. Sadness is loud; it cries, it begs, it collapses. Grief is disciplined. It wakes up with you, sits beside you at meals, and travels with you on crowded trains. It never raises its voice. In the beginning, people had come. They brought food, awkward condolences, and small prayers they were not sure he believed in. Arif had thanked them all. He had learned how to look appropriately devastated. After a few months, they stopped coming. After a year, they stopped asking. That was the mercy of time—it teaches the world to move on.

Arif did not. But he learned to hide it.

At work, he was known as the calm one. Reliable. Polite. The man who never brought personal troubles into professional spaces. When projects were delayed, he did not complain. When meetings ran long, he stayed. When people talked too much about themselves, he listened. Listening required no exposure. Sometimes, a colleague would say, “You’re so composed, Arif. I don’t know how you do it.” He would smile. Composure was not strength; it was a habit—a skill learned out of necessity.

At night, in his small apartment, there was no one to perform for. That was when the ninety percent emerged. It came in the form of empty chairs, of unused coffee mugs, and of conversations he still had with Sara in his head. He spoke to her while washing dishes. He told her about Rahul’s birthday, about the joke someone made. He imagined her laughing, gently, the way she used to. Sometimes he answered himself in her voice. He was not ashamed of this, but neither did he want anyone to know.

One afternoon, weeks after the birthday, a new woman joined the office. Her name was Nisha. She had a careful way of speaking, as if she weighed every word before letting it go. During lunch breaks, she sat quietly, observing the small rituals of the workplace. One day, she chose the chair beside Arif.

“You don’t talk much,” she said, not unkindly. “I talk enough,” he replied. She smiled, not offended. “Enough for whom?” “For the room,” he said.

She looked at him for a moment longer than most people did. “That’s an interesting answer.”

Arif shrugged. He had not meant to say anything revealing. It was simply the truth, filtered. Over the next few weeks, they spoke occasionally. About books, about the city, about nothing in particular. Nisha had a way of not demanding anything from him. That made him comfortable. One evening, as they were leaving together, she asked, “Were you always this quiet?”

Arif considered the question. “No,” he said. “I used to be louder.” “What happened?” He smiled the smile that did not belong to the moment. “Life,” he said. She did not push.

Grief does not disappear; it rearranges itself. There were days when Arif felt almost normal. He would laugh at something, genuinely. He would enjoy a meal. He would walk through a park and admire the way sunlight filtered through leaves. In those moments, he felt guilty, as if he were betraying Sara by not missing her enough. Then there were days when he could not breathe without feeling the absence.

The smile he wore in public was not a lie. It was a fraction of the truth—a carefully selected fragment that would not frighten anyone. He often wondered what would happen if he let more show. If he spoke about the nights when he could not sleep, about the way he still reached for Sara in the dark. Would people step back? Would they become uncomfortable? He suspected they would. So he stayed careful.

One rainy evening, Nisha found him sitting alone in the office long after everyone else had left. “Did you forget to go home?” she asked. “No,” he said. “I just didn’t feel like being there yet.”

She hesitated, then sat across from him. “Do you ever get tired of being okay?”

The question startled him. It was not something people usually asked. “Yes,” he said, quietly. Something in his voice must have shifted, because she did not smile this time.

“You don’t have to answer,” she said. “I was just... wondering.”

Arif looked at the rain streaking down the windows. “Sometimes,” he said, “being okay feels like another job.”

Nisha nodded slowly. “I know that feeling.” They sat in silence. It was not uncomfortable. For a moment, Arif felt the urge to tell her everything. About Sara. About the cake. About the grief that never left his side. The words gathered at the edge of his mouth. But habits are strong. He let them go. Instead, he said, “It’s late. We should go.”

On the train home, he stood among strangers, their faces reflected in the glass. Everyone looked tired in their own private way. He wondered how many of them were carrying something they never spoke about.

He reached his stop and walked the familiar path to his apartment. Inside, the quiet greeted him. He turned on a light. The room looked as it always did—clean, orderly, empty. “Hi,” he said softly, to no one.

He took off his shoes and made tea. He sat at the small table where Sara used to read. He imagined her there, legs tucked under her, glasses slipping down her nose. “Rahul had cake today,” he told her. “It wasn’t very good.”

He smiled, this time without an audience. The smile did not belong to the moment, but it belonged to him. And for now, that was enough.
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2. The Drawer No One Opened
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There was a drawer in Meera’s bedroom that no one ever opened. It was not locked; it did not need to be. It sat quietly in the lower half of her old wooden dresser, tucked beneath neatly stacked clothes and a careful arrangement of silk scarves that smelled of lavender and ironed cotton. Anyone could have pulled it open with a simple tug of the brass handle, but no one ever did. Even Meera rarely touched it. Over the years, the drawer had learned the art of remaining unseen, blending into the heavy grain of the wood until it seemed less like furniture and more like a secret kept by the architecture of the room itself. Inside it, beneath old letters tied with a fading blue ribbon, lay the things she did not show the world.

She had once tried to throw those letters away. It was a Saturday morning, years ago, when the sun was too bright and the need for a fresh start felt like a physical itch. She had stood by the dustbin with a handful of them, their edges soft and furred from being touched too often, and felt a strange, visceral resistance in her body—as if her very bones were saying, Not yet. Her fingers had refused to let go. So she had walked back to the bedroom, smoothed the paper, and placed them back into the dark. Since then, they had remained there, folded into a quiet archive of feelings that had never found another home.

To the world, Meera was something else entirely. She was the personification of the "Ten Percent"—the portion of a human being that is functional, reliable, and fundamentally digestible for others. She was neat, polite, and dependable—the kind of woman who replied to emails within the hour, remembered the birthdays of distant cousins, and never, under any circumstances, raised her voice. At work, her composure was the stuff of office legend. “Meera is so organized,” her manager would say during performance reviews. “So balanced. Nothing rattles her.” They admired her ability to handle chaos without a single complaint, unaware that what they were admiring was merely the curated surface.

Meera worked in a small publishing house that specialized in textbooks and academic guidebooks. Her days were a rhythmic exercise in containment. She spent eight hours a day correcting grammar, aligning margins, and ensuring that no stray thought or errant punctuation mark spilled outside its assigned boundaries. She liked the order of it; it felt like a sanctuary. There was something deeply comforting about a world where every paragraph had a place and every mistake could be fixed with a few strokes of a red pen. People often mistook her attention to detail for a desire for control, but it was not control she sought—it was shelter. If the world on the page was perfect, perhaps the world in her chest didn't have to be.

During lunch breaks, she moved through the office like a quiet ghost. She ate her meals slowly, sometimes sitting with colleagues who filled the air with talk of mortgages and weekend plans, and sometimes sitting alone by the window. She was an expert listener. She knew the names of her coworkers' children and the breeds of their dogs, yet they knew almost nothing of her. When asked how she was, she always said, “Fine,” with a soft, practiced smile that made the word sound like a finished sentence. No one thought to look past it. After work, she returned to an apartment that was an extension of her "Ten Percent" life—clean, sparse, and undisturbed.

The letters in the bottom drawer were from a time when Meera had been louder, when her edges were less polished and her heart was more porous. They were from Arun. They had met years ago in a city café where the tables were pushed so close together that the conversations of strangers overlapped like waves. He had asked her what she was reading—a book on ancient history—and she had answered with a sudden, uncharacteristic spark. They had talked for four hours, ignoring the cooling coffee and the darkening windows.

Their relationship had not been cinematic; it didn't need to be. It was built on the quiet intimacy of shared jokes, long walks through the park when the air was crisp, and the profound comfort of sitting in the same room for an entire evening without the pressure to speak. Arun had known her when her feelings were raw and unshaped. He had seen the "Ninety Percent" before she learned how to hide it.

Then, on an ordinary Tuesday afternoon, the shift happened. He told her he was leaving—not leaving her, he had insisted with a desperate kind of kindness, but leaving the city for an "opportunity." He said all the right things: he would write, he would call, and nothing had to change. But Meera, even then, was a student of subtext. She heard the way his voice had already traveled to the new city, miles away from her. She had nodded. She had smiled. She had said she understood, even as she felt the first brick of the "Ten Percent" wall being laid in her chest. That was the day the drawer began to form.

Arun did write, at first. His letters were vibrant, filled with descriptions of new streets, new faces, and the intoxicating rush of a fresh start. Meera read them late at night, sometimes underlining phrases that felt like they still included her, searching for the ghost of the man who had sat in the café with her. Her replies were masterpieces of restraint. They were warm and encouraging, but never demanding. She did not want to be a weight on his wings. She didn't tell him that the apartment felt twice as large without him or that she had stopped reading history because it reminded her of their first meeting.

Slowly, the letters became shorter. Then
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