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            They lived without applause,worked without witnesses,and waited without certainty.
If these stories remain,it is because they once did.
--Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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For those
who stand at doorways longer than necessary,
who count time by hunger and hope,
and who continue living
even when life offers little in return.
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These stories grew out of observation rather than invention.
They belong to people who never told their stories aloud—women waiting in courtyards, men returning from fields, children grow up too quickly, and elders remembering too much.
I acknowledge the literary path that taught us to look closely at ordinary lives, to listen before speaking, and to write without cruelty.

Any strength in these pages comes from that discipline.
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Preface
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There are lives that do not ask to be written about.
They simply happen.
This book follows such lives—quiet, persistent, often unnoticed. The stories do not chase dramatic endings. They pause instead at moments where something small changes: a look, a silence, a delayed step.

The settings are familiar—villages, stations, huts, markets—but the focus remains human. Not what people own, but what they endure. Not what they say, but what they cannot.

These stories are not judgments.
They are attentive companions.
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Introduction
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Every society produces grand narratives,
but it survives on small, unrecorded ones.
The stories in this collection move through spaces usually left unnamed: a broken bridge, a tea stall, a roof that leaks, a field that no longer gives. Within these spaces live people whose struggles are ordinary, and therefore invisible.

The writing leans toward restraint. Pain is suggested, not displayed. Hope appears briefly, often unannounced. The intention is not to explain poverty or injustice, but to stay with it long enough to be felt.

These stories believe that attention itself is an act of respect.
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Epigraph
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They lived without applause,
worked without witnesses,
and waited without certainty.
If these stories remain,
it is because they once did.
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1: The Deserted Lane
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The lane had no name.

In the government records it appeared as a thin, crooked line behind the village well, marked only to show that something passed there. For the villagers, it was simply the back lane—a place one crossed without thinking, the way one crosses silence.

Once, the lane had known noise. It had known the sound of feet running barefoot over warm dust, of marbles clinking in cloth pouches, of laughter that rose suddenly and disappeared just as fast. It had known quarrels too—children shouting over rules of games, women calling out from doorways, old men scolding boys for climbing walls meant to stay upright. But that was long ago. The lane remembered those sounds the way the body remembers a childhood fever: vaguely, without pain, without warmth.

Now it lay quiet, stretching from the broken banyan stump to the bend where the drainage canal began. The mud houses on either side leaned toward it, as if tired of standing alone. Their walls bore marks of past monsoons—waterlines that told stories of floods, repairs, and compromises. Doors stayed shut longer than they used to. Windows opened rarely, and when they did, they revealed faces that watched more than they spoke.

Every morning, the sun entered the lane hesitantly, slipping between roofs patched with tin sheets and plastic tarpaulins. It touched the ground softly, as if unsure whether it was welcome. Dust rose with the first footsteps—those of men leaving for daily wage work, carrying tools that had outlasted their expectations. They walked quickly, eyes fixed ahead, as though lingering might invite questions they had no answers for.

There were no children among them.

That absence had settled slowly, like a creeping shadow. At first, people noticed only that games ended earlier. Then they noticed that school bags no longer hung on door hooks. Finally, they noticed nothing at all. Absence, when given time, becomes normal.

Old Ramnath sat every morning on the broken stone slab near his doorway. He had lived in the lane for more than seventy years—long enough to remember when the slab had been a meeting place for children dividing teams, long enough to remember when his wife would scold him for blocking the passage with his body. Now, no one complained. No one passed close enough to be disturbed.

Ramnath watched the lane the way one watches a familiar face grow unrecognizable. He did not ask where the children had gone. He already knew. Some had left with their parents to the city, following rumors of work that paid more than survival. Some had been sent to relatives in nearby towns, where schools had roofs that did not leak. Some had simply grown older too quickly, turning into helpers, laborers, caretakers—anything but children.

What troubled Ramnath was not their departure, but the silence they left behind. The lane had lost its rhythm. Time moved differently now, stretching during the day and collapsing into exhaustion by night.

Across from Ramnath lived Shanta Devi, a widow who measured her life in routines. She swept the front of her house every morning, even though no one walked there. She said it kept the dust from entering her thoughts. As she worked, the broom scratched the earth, creating a sound that echoed faintly against the walls. Sometimes she paused, listening, half-expecting a child to complain that she had erased the chalk lines of a game. When no voice came, she resumed sweeping with deliberate care.

Shanta Devi’s son had left five years earlier. He sent money when he could, letters when he remembered. In his last letter, he wrote that the city lanes were crowded, that people lived stacked on top of one another, that children played on staircases and rooftops. Shanta Devi tried to imagine those children. She wondered if they laughed the same way village children once had—open-mouthed, unafraid, certain of being heard.

In the afternoon, the lane rested. Heat pressed down on it, flattening every shadow. Even flies seemed reluctant to move. The houses absorbed the warmth, holding it inside like unspoken grievances. This was the hour when, years ago, children would have been forced indoors, only to sneak out moments later with whispered plans. Now, doors remained closed. Dreams, if any, stayed inside.

Occasionally, a stranger passed through—the postman, a government surveyor, a man selling plastic goods from a sack. They walked faster here, uneasy with the stillness. Silence, when unexpected, makes people nervous. It suggests watchfulness.

Evening brought its own rhythm, slower, hesitant. The shadows stretched across walls and puddles, and the smell of wet earth from the last rain mingled with the faint aroma of cooking fires. Ramnath sometimes imagined that the lane could speak, and that it would whisper complaints about being ignored. Yet, the lane was patient; it had learned the endurance of absence.

One evening, a boy appeared at the entrance of the lane. He could not have been more than ten. He stood uncertainly, holding a thin stick, as if it were permission to exist. His clothes were dusty, his eyes alert. For a moment, the lane seemed to hold its breath.

Ramnath noticed him first. He leaned forward, heart tightening with a feeling he had almost forgotten—anticipation. The boy looked around, scanning the houses, the empty ground, the absence of play. He took a few steps inside, his feet cautious, testing the earth.

Shanta Devi saw him next. She paused mid-motion, broom suspended. Something in her chest stirred, fragile and sharp.

The boy walked halfway down the lane before stopping. He tapped the stick against the ground, listening to the sound it made. It echoed weakly, swallowed by walls that had heard better things.

“Anyone here?” the boy called out, his voice unsure.

No one answered immediately. Voices, like muscles, weaken with disuse.

Finally, Ramnath cleared his throat. “What do you want, beta?”

The boy turned toward him. “I’m looking for my aunt’s house. They said it’s behind the well.”

Ramnath nodded slowly. “That’s this lane.”

The boy hesitated. “Does anyone... live here?”

The question landed heavily, as if it had been waiting years to be asked.

“Yes,” Shanta Devi said, stepping forward. “People live here.”

The boy looked relieved, though confused. “It’s very quiet.”

Ramnath smiled, a thin, tired smile. “It has learned to be.”

Shanta Devi pointed toward the far end. “Second house after the bend.”

The boy thanked her and continued walking. As he passed, his eyes lingered on the empty spaces—places that seemed designed for movement but had forgotten how to invite it. He did not run. He did not shout. But with every step, the lane felt altered, as if a memory had brushed against it.

That night, Ramnath dreamed of children. They ran through the lane, their feet light, their voices careless. He woke before dawn, heart racing, unsure whether to feel comforted or betrayed.

The boy stayed for three days. He belonged to the city, where his parents worked long hours and trusted relatives to fill the gaps. In the mornings, he wandered the lane, drawing shapes in the dust with his stick. He did not play games—there was no one to play with—but he created boundaries, circles, paths. The lane watched him with a curiosity it had not felt in years.

Shanta Devi began leaving a glass of water outside her door at noon. Ramnath found himself sitting straighter, telling the boy stories he had not told anyone in decades—about how the lane once echoed, about games whose rules had changed daily, about friendships that felt permanent until they weren’t.

The boy listened politely, respectfully, but his eyes kept returning to the emptiness. He could not imagine the noise Ramnath described. Silence had shaped his expectations too, just differently.

By the fourth day, the boy left. His aunt hugged him, promised visits that would depend on circumstances. He walked out of the lane without looking back. The lane did not blame him.

After that, something shifted—not enough to be called change, but enough to be noticed. Shanta Devi continued sweeping, but sometimes she paused longer. Ramnath spoke aloud more often, even when alone. He hummed old rhymes, recited fragments of tales, murmured the names of children who had once lived here. The lane, briefly reminded of itself, carried that reminder quietly.

Life did not return. Children did not reappear. Development did not arrive with banners or plans. The lane remained what it was—a passage between places, a witness without testimony.

Yet, on certain evenings, when the light softened and the air cooled, it felt less empty. Not because something had been added, but because something had been remembered.

The lane understood then what people often learn too late: that absence is not merely the loss of bodies, but the loss of echoes. And that even a single voice, however brief, can remind silence of what it once held.

So the lane waited—not with hope, which requires expectation, but with patience, which requires endurance. And in that waiting, life continued, quietly, stubbornly, without applause.
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2: The Roof of Stones
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The roof had never been whole.

Even when it was first built, it carried cracks—thin, hairline fractures that ran through the stones like veins beneath tired skin. The mason had shrugged when asked. “Stone remembers pressure,” he had said, as if that explained everything. Over the years, the roof learned to live with its weakness. So did the people beneath it.

The house stood at the edge of the workers’ settlement, where the village ended and the quarry began. From a distance it looked sturdy enough—thick stone walls, low height, a confidence borrowed from the hills behind it. But up close, one could see how survival had replaced strength. Tin sheets were wedged between slabs. Cloth had been stuffed into gaps. Old cement sacks lay spread like tired blankets, weighed down with stones so the wind would not claim them.

This was Gopal’s house.

Every morning, before the sun climbed high enough to expose the roof’s wounds, Gopal stepped outside with a metal tiffin in one hand and a hammer in the other. The hammer was not for the house—it was for the quarry—but he carried it the way one carries responsibility: without choice, without ceremony.

Gopal was a stonecutter. He broke rocks for a living, shaping them into neat blocks that would travel far—to cities where people walked on smooth floors and looked up at ceilings without wondering whether they would fall. He never saw those places. But he felt them in his body, in the ache that settled into his shoulders, in the dust that coated his lungs.

His wife, Kamla, watched him leave every day from the doorway. She never said goodbye. Not because she lacked affection, but because goodbye sounded final, and life required repetition. Instead, she adjusted the end of her sari over her head and turned back inside, where the roof waited.

The roof determined everything.

In summer, it trapped heat like an accusation. By noon, the house became unlivable, and Kamla moved their children into the shade of the neem tree outside. She cooked early, before the fire made the air unbearable, and stored food carefully, knowing that flies found cracks more easily than people did.

In winter, the roof let cold settle in. Wind slipped through unseen gaps, brushing against sleeping faces. Kamla learned to layer blankets not for comfort, but for defense.

But it was during the monsoon that the roof revealed its true nature.

Rain did not fall inside the house—it arrived. It announced itself with slow, deliberate drips at first, as if testing boundaries. Then came the steady leaking, the sudden trickles, the streams that appeared without warning. Kamla placed pots and buckets in practiced positions. She had memorized the roof’s weaknesses the way one memorizes a loved one’s habits.

The children treated the rain differently. For them, it was a game. They counted drops, argued over which bucket filled faster, splashed barefoot on the wet floor until Kamla scolded them. Their laughter bounced off the walls, rising to meet the stones above, as if daring them to respond.

The roof remained unmoved.

Kamla often wondered what it would feel like to live under a roof that did not need watching. A roof that allowed sleep without calculation. She had heard such roofs existed. Cement, concrete, steel. Names that sounded firm, unyielding. She imagined lying down during a storm and not counting seconds between drips.

But imagination, like rest, was expensive.

One evening, after a long day at the quarry, Gopal returned home earlier than usual. His shirt was soaked, not with rain, but with sweat that had cooled too quickly. He sat down heavily on the floor, his back against the wall.

“The foreman says the contract might end,” he said quietly.

Kamla did not stop stirring the pot. She waited for his words to settle.

“They’re bringing machines,” he continued. “Faster. Cheaper.”

She nodded. Machines did not need roofs.

That night, rain arrived without warning. The wind pushed it sideways, forcing water through cracks that had stayed dry for years. Kamla moved the children, shifted the pots, spread old cloths. Gopal stood in the center of the room, looking up.

A small stone fell.

It did not hurt anyone. It landed near the wall, rolling to a stop like a warning. The children went silent.

Gopal picked it up. It fit easily in his palm. The same kind of stone he broke every day. Familiar. Manageable.

But this one had fallen on its own.

The next morning, Gopal climbed onto the roof. He examined it the way he examined stone at work—by touch, by sound, by instinct. He pressed, tapped, listened. The cracks had widened. Rain had found new paths.

Kamla watched from below, her neck strained, her breath held. She did not ask him to come down. She knew better than to interrupt a man trying to negotiate with his limits.

“We’ll need repairs,” Gopal said finally.

Kamla did not ask how much. She already knew the answer would be more than they had.

Days passed. The quarry reduced shifts. Gopal worked fewer hours. The roof leaked more freely, as if sensing vulnerability. Kamla’s routines tightened. Food was measured. Oil was saved. Silence filled spaces where conversation used to be.

One afternoon, their eldest son, Raju, came home from school carrying a folded piece of paper.

“Teacher says we need to pay,” he said softly.

Kamla took the paper, read it slowly. She folded it again, carefully, as though neatness could change its meaning.

That night, Gopal lay awake listening to the roof. Each sound felt amplified—the rustle of wind, the distant thunder, the quiet shifting of stones adjusting to gravity. He thought of the buildings his stones would become, of the roofs that would never leak. He wondered why strength always traveled away from the hands that created it.

The rain came again.

This time, a larger piece fell. It missed Raju by inches. Kamla screamed—not loudly, but sharply, the sound of something breaking open. The children huddled together, eyes wide.

That night, they slept outside under the tree. The sky above was open, honest. Rain fell freely, without betrayal.

In the morning, Gopal made a decision that did not feel like a choice. He borrowed money at interest that made Kamla’s chest tighten. He bought cement, sheets, nails. He worked on the roof himself, after hours at the quarry.

Stone by stone, patch by patch, he negotiated with collapse.

The roof did not become perfect. It became sufficient.

When the next rain came, water still entered, but cautiously. The stones held. The house breathed.

Kamla cooked inside again. The children slept without fear. Gopal lay down and closed his eyes, exhaustion heavy but clean.

The roof remained cracked. It always would be. But it had learned something new—that even broken things can be reinforced, that survival is not about completeness, but persistence.

Above them, the stones settled into place, carrying the weight they had been asked to bear.
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3: The Last Train
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The train was scheduled to arrive at 11:40 p.m.

No one believed it would.

The platform clock showed eleven already, its minute hand trembling slightly, as if unsure of its duty. The station itself looked tired—paint peeling from walls, benches cracked with age, tube lights flickering with the confidence of things that knew they would not be repaired soon. A stray dog slept near the tea stall, unmoved by footsteps or announcements.

This was not a station people remembered unless they were leaving.

Aasim stood near the edge of Platform No. 2, holding a small cloth bag slung across his shoulder. Everything he owned that mattered fit inside it—two shirts, one pair of trousers, a folded photograph of his parents taken years ago, and a letter of appointment that had already begun to feel imaginary.

He had read the letter many times. The words promised work, stability, a future shaped by effort rather than waiting. Come immediately, it said. Opportunity is limited. Cities always spoke like that—urgent, impatient, unforgiving.

Behind Aasim, his village sat quietly in the darkness, unaware that one of its sons was preparing to slip away. The fields would still be there in the morning. The well would still creak. The lane would still collect dust. Life would not pause to acknowledge his departure.

His mother stood a few steps away, her hands folded tightly at her waist. She had insisted on coming to the station, though he had argued against it.

“It’s late,” he had said. “There’s nothing to do but wait.”

“That is exactly why I should come,” she replied.

She did not cry. She did not offer advice. She simply stood there, watching the tracks, as though her gaze could summon steel and speed.

Aasim’s father had not come. He had left for work early that morning and returned late, his silence heavier than words. When Aasim bent to touch his feet, the old man placed a hand on his head briefly—an action that carried approval, worry, pride, and fear all at once.

Now the platform echoed with waiting.

A few other passengers were scattered around—two men sitting on a bench, speaking softly about wages in a distant factory; a woman with a sleeping child in her arms, rocking slightly; an old couple whose luggage suggested permanence rather than hope. Everyone carried a version of the same expression: uncertainty trained to look like patience.

The loudspeaker crackled to life. The announcer’s voice was dull, practiced.

“The train scheduled to arrive at 11:40 p.m. is delayed.”

No one reacted. Delay was expected. It was almost comforting—proof that nothing important happened on time.

Aasim shifted his weight. His bag suddenly felt heavier.

He remembered the day he decided to leave.

The harvest had been poor that year. Rain came late, left early, and took little interest in human planning. Aasim had spent days walking behind his father in the fields, feeling the soil crumble too easily between
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