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Dedication

[image: ]


To the ones who keep writing when the world seems to have turned its back.
To nights that don’t end and mornings that never start right.
And to the broken, the lost, the lonely, and the lit cigarette in a cold apartment.
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Preface
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I write because the nights are long, the mornings unforgiving, and the coffee never strong enough. These stories are not pretty. They do not offer answers, redemption, or neatly tied endings. They are fragments of life as I’ve lived it and as I’ve observed it—dirty streets, empty bars, broken hearts, unwashed sheets, unpaid bills, and the quiet despair and stubborn stubbornness that comes with being alive in a world that rarely makes sense.

In these pages, you will find men and women who stumble, falter, and sometimes rise, but not in the heroic way. They rise because they must, because there is no other choice, and often, because the alternative is just too quiet, too empty.

— Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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This collection is a journey through nights that never end and mornings that always start too soon. The stories are short, sharp, sometimes bitter, sometimes funny, and always honest. Each tale is a glimpse into the life of those who live in the cracks, who endure the cold apartments, the broken hearts, and the little humiliations that make life real.

You will meet men and women who are flawed, stubborn, angry, tender, broken, and sometimes lucky. You will see apartments full of smoke and despair, streets full of noise and laughter, and nights that feel longer than a lifetime.

This is not a guide. This is not advice. This is life as it comes, unvarnished, unrelenting, and occasionally, beautiful in its own way.

If you are looking for neat endings, moral lessons, or hope in a tidy package, you will not find it here. But if you want truth, grit, and a raw look at the human condition through the lens of the ordinary, the failed, and the stubbornly alive, then these stories are yours.

— Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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1. Another Night with No Cigarettes
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It was late. Or early. Whatever you call the hours when the streetlamps blink, the neon signs hum, and the city smells like piss and burnt coffee. I sat on the edge of the couch, my back sore, my head buzzing from the day I’d wasted like everyone else. The ashtray was empty. Not a single cigarette left. I cursed under my breath, but it didn’t make a difference. No cigarettes meant nothing else mattered tonight.

The room smelled like stale beer and old sweat. I had drunk too much, as usual, and the bottle of gin was empty too. I didn’t even care. I didn’t have anywhere to go. No one to see. No one who wanted to see me. The phone had been silent all evening. Maybe it was broken. Maybe it was me. May be both.

I thought about going outside, maybe walking to the corner store, maybe begging for a pack. But I knew they were closed. Closed. Always closed when you need something, always open when you don’t. I dragged myself off the couch and lit a match anyway. The match went out in my hands. I cursed again. Nothing worked tonight.

The streets outside were quiet. Not a soul in sight. Only the neon flicker from the liquor store sign across the street, buzzing like an electric mosquito in the dark. I stared at it. I thought about the last time I had a cigarette. I thought about the first time I had one. Smoking used to feel like rebellion. Now it felt like survival. Another night, another pack, another way to keep the world from swallowing you whole.

I sat by the window and watched the people who were still out. A drunk staggered past, laughing at nothing. A couple argued in whispers, their shadows stretching long and strange across the sidewalk. A car passed, headlights cutting through the darkness. The city smelled of wet asphalt and exhaust. I wanted to leave the apartment, but I stayed. There was nowhere better.

I thought about the money I didn’t have. Rent due tomorrow, as always, the landlord breathing down my neck like some sick vulture. Bills unpaid. Stomach growling. The refrigerator full of last week’s regret and half-empty bottles. I laughed at that. A hollow sound. I hadn’t eaten properly in days, but I didn’t care. Cigarettes mattered more. At least they used to.

I went to the kitchen. Opened the cabinet. Empty. Nothing. I checked the drawers. Empty. Even the matches were gone. I slammed the cabinet. It rattled. I sat on the counter and looked out the window. The city didn’t care. The neon buzzed. The streetlights hummed. The drunk staggered again, disappearing around a corner. And I thought: I could go. I could just leave, walk, find a pack, find a bar, find a woman who won’t call me back. But I didn’t. I couldn’t.

I poured water into a glass. Drank it in three long swallows. The water was cold and metallic. It didn’t matter. It never did. I went back to the couch and sat. I wanted a cigarette so badly it hurt. My fingers itched for the feel of it, the smell, the smoke curling into the room, curling around me, around everything. But nothing. Not one cigarette.

The clock on the wall ticked. Loud, slow, annoying. I looked at it for a while, trying to convince myself that time was moving. But time didn’t move. It waited. It waited for you to realize that you were stuck. Another night, another hour, another second, and you had nothing. No cigarettes. No friends. No hope.

I thought about the men I used to drink with. The ones who would laugh, shout, argue about everything, nothing, life, death, love, the city, women, the bar down the street. They were gone. Or I was gone. Or maybe we both were gone. No one called anymore. No one cared. The room was quiet except for the ticking clock.

I lit the stove just to see the flame, to feel something, anything, move in the darkness. It flickered. Shadows jumped. The walls seemed closer. My apartment was smaller than I remembered. I sat down again, my knees against the couch, my head in my hands. I thought about life. Not the big stuff. Not the heroic stuff. The small stuff. The pathetic stuff. Bills. Rent. Cigarettes. Empty bottles. Old regrets. Women who never call back.

I got up again. Walked to the window. The city stretched out, indifferent. Neon buzzing, streetlights humming, distant sirens wailing. And I thought about walking. Walking meant moving. Moving meant surviving. But I had nowhere to go. No cigarettes. No beer. No one. Just the city and me, and the endless hum of existence.

I went back to the couch. Sat. Closed my eyes. Thought about the cigarettes I smoked in better times. The taste, the smell, the fire on my tongue. I could almost feel it now, almost taste it, almost inhale it. But there was nothing. Only my empty apartment and my restless mind.

I poured another glass of water. Drank it slowly. Thought about love. Not the grand kind. Not the movies. The kind that hurts. The kind that leaves you awake at night, staring at an empty ashtray, thinking about a woman who won’t answer your calls, thinking about a hand you used to hold, thinking about words you never said, things you never did. That kind.

I went to the bathroom. Looked in the mirror. My face looked the same. Tired. Old. Worn. Eyes red from drinking. Hair unkempt. Teeth still there. I didn’t smile. I couldn’t. I didn’t need to. The reflection stared back at me, accusing, indifferent, empty. Like the night. Like the city. Like my life.

I thought about writing. Maybe a poem. Maybe a letter. Maybe something that mattered. But I didn’t have the energy. Words felt heavy tonight. Too heavy. Too useless. The cigarette would have helped. Maybe not. Probably not. But it would have been something. Anything.

The clock ticked. I counted the seconds. Tick. Tick. Tick. Each one a small death, a reminder that I was still here, still waiting, still wanting, still alone. I wanted to go out. I wanted to find a cigarette. I wanted to find a woman. I wanted to find a friend. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. I sat. I waited.

I thought about the bar down the street. Maybe they had someone left. Maybe I could trade water for smoke. Maybe the bartender would know me. Maybe he would care. Maybe not. I put on my coat and walked. The street smelled of rain, gasoline, and something dead. Perfect night for a cigarette. Perfect night for nothing.

The bar was empty except for the bartender and a man slouched over a stool. I nodded. He nodded back. I asked for a cigarette. He shook his head. Nothing. No cigarettes. No hope. Only the hum of the fridge, the clink of glasses, and the distant buzz of the neon sign outside.

I drank a cheap beer. Bitter, flat, warm. Didn’t matter. I thought about going outside, walking the streets, looking for a cigarette, looking for a sign, looking for something that made me feel alive. But the streets were empty. Dark. Cold. Lonely. Just like me.

I left the bar. Walked. The neon lights flickered. Shadows moved. Trash blew across the street. I wanted a cigarette. I wanted a friend. I wanted the world to stop being so indifferent. But the world didn’t care. The streets didn’t care. I didn’t care enough to care anymore.

I came back to my apartment. Locked the door. Sat on the couch. Stared at the empty ashtray. Empty. Nothing. I poured water again. Drank it. Listened to the hum of the fridge, the ticking of the clock, the city breathing outside my window.

I wanted a cigarette so badly it hurt. My chest ached. My hands itched. My mind spun. I lit a match. Flickered. Went out. Tried again. Same. I cursed. I swore. I laughed. A hollow, bitter laugh. Alone. Nothing left. Nothing coming. Just another night.

I thought about life. About death. About cigarettes. About the women I loved and lost. About the men I drank with and lost. About the city and its indifferent hum. About the apartment and the empty ashtray. About the clock that never stopped ticking.

I lit the stove again. Warmth. Flicker. Shadows. I sat in the dark, watched the shadows dance, thought about the cigarettes I would never smoke tonight, the words I would never say, the woman I would never call. I thought about the man I had become. Hollow. Bitter. Waiting.

The night moved on. The neon buzzed. The city slept. The streets empty. I sat on the couch. Ashtray empty. Bottle empty. Mind empty. Heart empty. Waiting for dawn. Waiting for something that would never come.

And then I realized: maybe the cigarette doesn’t matter. Maybe the smoke, the fire, the taste, is just a reminder that something exists, that something is real. And maybe, just maybe, nothing matters except waiting, breathing, surviving, existing in a world that doesn’t care.

I poured more water. Drank. Sat. Stared at the empty ashtray.

Another night with no cigarettes.
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