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Danger in the Quiet

Winnie Mo

Danger often hides in the quiet rhythms of everyday life. When vigilance fades,
it slips in unnoticed. Between a city’s glow and its darker corners, safety, survival, and

desire remain tightly entwined, seldom finding lasting equilibrium.

Abi moved out of the apartment she had shared with Ajie and Aying. There had
been no conflict; over time, their schedules and inner rhythms simply drifted apart,
and exhaustion accumulated in the fabric of daily life. The independent space she had
long wanted finally became real. To make her commute to Shenzhen University easier,

she rented a small unit in Gangxia Village.

The village housing was close to Shennan Boulevard, with convenient access
both to the city centre and toward Nanshan. Nearby stood the university’s staff
residences. The location gave her a sense of reassurance. She rented one-bedroom
unit on the top floor—recently renovated, clean, and uncluttered. What pleased her
most was the light. When she opened the window, the opposite rooftop felt almost
within reach, yet daylight still poured in freely. The room was quiet and well ventilated.
In summer, a breeze often passed straight through, making air conditioning

unnecessary.

Outside the window was a broad platform. Compared with the sealed, airless
apartments common in the city, this space felt unusually open and self-contained, a

place where one might unconsciously lower their guard.

The densely packed low-rise buildings in this area were known as “handshake
buildings.” Less than a meter separated them; looking up, one could see only a narrow

strip of sky. Because of the convenient location, tenants were always coming and



going—Hong Kong residents renting homes for family members on the mainland,

Shenzhen’s working class, and drifters still searching for a place to land.

The space was cramped, the population mixed. In the main alleys, motorcycle,
pedestrians, and street vendors overlapped and stalled one another. The side lanes
were narrower still, permitting only one person to pass at a time. Overhead, tangled
electrical wires formed a web that occluded the sky. Fragments of sunlight filtered

through the gaps, scattering mottled shadows across the ground.

During the first few days after moving in, Abi felt an unexpected calm. The
apartment seemed like a buffer zone within Shenzhen’s relentless momentum. At
night, the moment she closed the door behind her, her body instinctively relaxed. She
no longer needed to measure her movements or lower her voice under the lights. The

quiet that belonged solely to her allowed her to adapt quickly to living alone.

Each evening after returning from the university, she would open the door and
place her backpack on the sofa beneath the window, as if setting down the weight of
the entire day. The next morning, she would lift it just as easily, sling it over her
shoulder, and leave. The action required no thought; it had become habit. Toward this

space, she carried almost no suspicion.

For a time, Abi’s life seemed to be settling into a steady rhythm. Each morning,
she woke, opened the window, drew in the air, and watched the light fall across the

rooftops opposite.

Until one day, she happened to notice a black backpack resting on a
neighbouring rooftop. The PUMA logo stood sharply against the morning light. The

zipper was half open, papers scattered across the cement by the wind. She glanced at



it—something about it felt familiar—but thought nothing of it. She washed, dressed,

and prepared to leave as usual.

Just before going out, she bent down to retrieve her backpack and found the
sofa empty. She paused, searched again. The apartment was small, with no forgotten
corners. Then she suddenly recalled the bag outside and returned to the window for

another look.

This time, it was no longer a resemblance. It was unmistakably the one she

carried every day.

Panic rose at once. Without stopping to think, she slipped on her slippers and
ran outside, climbing onto the opposite rooftop. The distance was short—almost
absurdly so—yet during that brief run, she felt a long-unfamiliar sense of alarm. That
backpack accompanied her everywhere: from classroom to library, from campus gate
to bus stop. Inside were her books, notes, documents, money—and everything she

needed to sustain her life in Shenzhen.

She held the backpack close to her chest and returned to the apartment, sitting
down to examine its contents one item at a time. The books were still there. The
notebooks were still there. Even the pen she used most often was untouched. Only the

cash in her wallet—never much to begin with—was gone entirely.

She said nothing. The buildings outside remained just as close as before, so close
it felt as if she could trace the paths of ants moving along the concrete. In that moment,
she understood that the person who had taken the money was likely doing everything
possible simply to stay alive in this city. They had taken only what they needed, leaving

everything else exactly as it was.



She felt neither anger nor gratitude. She merely noted one thing in silence: from

then on, she would remember to lock the windows and the doors.

Not long afterward, one night as Abi turned off the light and was about to fall
asleep, a faint rustling sound came from outside the window. She rose quietly, walked
over, and peered through a narrow gap in the curtain. Several figures were moving

between the narrow spaces separating the buildings.

Their faces were covered with black cloth, iron hooks held in their hands, feet
braced against the window ledge. They forced the window open, then used long,
slender hooks to pull items out of the room one by one, quickly passing them to an
accomplice. Moments later, they vanished through another window. The entire

process was almost silent—efficient, calm, and clearly rehearsed countless times.

Abi stood in the darkness, watching. She did not cry out. She knew these people,
too, were risking themselves for the sake of survival. A single misstep would send a
body plummeting into the nearly invisible gap between buildings, where a life could

be swallowed by the city without a trace.

In that moment, she developed a more complex understanding of safety,
survival, and desire. The city’s splendour and its shadows always moved in parallel, day
and night interwoven. Some people let their guard down in moments of quiet, while
others regain their vigilance only after losing balance. Perhaps only when safety is no
longer under threat and survival is basically assured can desire gradually recede into

the background.



