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            "You do not cross a river only once.It crosses you, again and again,until you become something it remembers."
—Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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Dedication
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To those who grew up beside silence
and learned to call it home.
And to the rivers that never asked
why we returned.
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“You do not cross a river only once.
It crosses you, again and again,
until you become something it remembers.”
—Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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Preface
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This book is not a story in the traditional sense. It is a sequence of moments—fragments of memory, imagination, and emotional inheritance stitched together like reflections on moving water.

Each chapter stands alone, yet none are complete without the others. Together, they trace a life shaped less by events and more by absence, longing, and quiet persistence.

The river in these pages is not only a place, but a witness. It listens when people do not. It remembers what time erases. It carries what the heart refuses to release.

If there is a journey here, it is not toward arrival, but toward understanding what it means to continue.
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We often believe life is defined by turning points—decisions, departures, arrivals. But more often, it is shaped by what remains unresolved: the words never spoken, the journeys never taken, the people who leave without closure.

The River Beyond Childhood follows a life through such unresolved spaces. It begins with a boy who watches trains he cannot board and ends with a man who returns to the river that once held his earliest sense of belonging.

Between these points lies a world of love that arrives quietly, work that demands more than it gives, relationships built on silence, and loss that reshapes even the architecture of memory.

The river is not a metaphor for escape. It is a mirror. It reflects every stage of becoming—childhood, uncertainty, love, responsibility, loss, and acceptance—without judgment, without interruption.

This is not a story of answers. It is a story of what remains when answers do not come.
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1. The Boy Who Counted Trains That Never Stopped for Him
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By the time Arin was nine, he knew the timetable of trains better than the calendar hanging beside the kitchen door.

He never owned one. The paper timetable belonged to the stationmaster, folded and tucked into the back pocket of his faded trousers, soft with years of use. But Arin had memorized it anyway. Six-fifteen. Seven-forty. Nine-oh-two. One by one, the trains announced themselves long before they appeared—first as a tremor beneath the earth, then as a distant horn drifting across the fields, and finally as polished steel gliding through the afternoon heat.

None of them stopped.

The station stood on the edge of a small town that seemed to have forgotten it had once expected to grow. A faded sign leaned slightly toward the tracks, its paint surrendered to years of sun and rain. Wild grass reached through cracks in the platform. Pigeons nested beneath the rusted roof where passengers rarely waited anymore.

Still, every morning, Arin walked there after finishing his chores.

His mother never asked where he went.

She knew.

She simply handed him a cloth bag with two pieces of flatbread wrapped inside and reminded him not to stay after dark.

Their house sat less than a kilometer away, close enough that the whistle of every passing train reached the kitchen before its sound dissolved into the evening. It was a house built from patched brick and stubbornness. During the monsoon, water found its own doors. During summer, sunlight entered through every crack. His mother repaired both with the same quiet determination she used to mend shirts by lantern light.

His father had left before Arin learned to remember faces.

There were no stories about him.

Only objects.

A wooden chair no one used.

An old enamel cup with a chipped rim.

A photograph kept inside a drawer that remained closed except when his mother searched for sewing needles.

Arin had seen the picture only once.

A young man stood beside a bicycle, smiling toward someone outside the frame. His mother's fingers had covered half the photograph before Arin could ask who had taken it.

She placed it back inside the drawer without explanation.

After that, he stopped asking questions whose answers seemed to make the room smaller.

The railway platform became easier to understand than home.

Trains followed schedules.

People did not.

He liked standing near the yellow safety line, careful never to cross it. Wind arrived before every locomotive, carrying the smell of hot iron, diesel, and distant places. Newspapers fluttered across empty benches. Loose gravel danced beneath invisible pressure.

Then came the windows.

That was what fascinated him most.

Hundreds of moving rectangles, each holding another life.

A woman peeling an orange for a child.

A man asleep against a backpack.

Students laughing over something hidden inside a notebook.

An elderly couple sharing tea from a steel flask.

Sometimes someone looked out.

For a second their eyes met his.

Then the train carried them away before either could decide what the moment meant.

Arin began counting the windows instead of the carriages.

Forty-three.

Ninety-eight.

One hundred twelve.

Some afternoons he imagined every window belonged to a chapter in a book no one in town had read.

Where did they all go?

Did people miss home while they were leaving it?

Did another boy somewhere count trains arriving instead of departing?

Questions became companions.

Answers never stepped onto the platform.

One evening, as the sky dissolved into copper and smoke, the stationmaster found him sitting on an abandoned luggage trolley.

"You'll wear out the tracks by looking at them."

Arin smiled without speaking.

The old man sat beside him.

Neither looked at the other.

"The funny thing about trains," the stationmaster said after a while, "is that everyone thinks they're carrying people away."

"Aren't they?"

"Sometimes."

He watched the rails glow beneath the setting sun.

"Sometimes they're carrying people toward something they don't understand yet."

Arin turned the thought over quietly, like a smooth stone in his pocket.

The old man stood.

"You should go home."

Another silence.

"My mother says the same."

"They usually do."

He walked away before Arin could ask another question.

That night electricity failed again.

The house breathed differently in darkness.

His mother lit a kerosene lamp and continued sewing without complaint. The flame trembled whenever the wind slipped through the window frame.

"You were at the station."

It was not a question.

"Yes."

"Many trains?"

"A few."

She nodded.

Nothing more.

Needles moved through cloth with soft, patient sounds.

Outside, somewhere beyond the fields, another train announced itself.

Neither of them spoke until its whistle disappeared.

The next morning school resumed after a week of heavy rain.

The classroom smelled of damp notebooks and chalk. Ceiling fans rotated with uneven determination. Water stains bloomed across the walls like faded maps.

During geography, the teacher unfolded a large railway map of the country.

Colored lines stretched toward cities Arin had never heard pronounced aloud.

His classmates searched for places where relatives lived.

He searched for the longest line.

It disappeared beyond the edge of the paper.

That evening he returned to the platform carrying a small notebook.

He had found it beneath old newspapers at home, only half its pages used.

On the first page he wrote:

Train No. 118. Did not stop. Blue curtains. A girl reading beside the window. Rain on the glass.

On the second:

Express. One man sleeping. One child waving. Someone left a newspaper on seat seventeen.

He never intended to become a writer.

He simply feared forgetting.

Days became seasons.

Seasons became different colors of light across the same tracks.

Winter brought long shadows.

Summer turned the rails into silver ribbons that shimmered above the earth.

Monsoon filled the ditches with brown water where reflections broke apart each time another train passed.

The notebook grew heavier.

Not because of paper.

Because every page held somewhere he had never been.

One afternoon, while counting another passing train, Arin noticed a boy about his own age looking back through a window.

Neither smiled.

Neither waved.

For three or four heartbeats they simply looked at one another.

The train moved on.

The boy disappeared.

Yet Arin continued staring long after the last carriage vanished around the bend.

He wondered which of them had been watching life pass by.

The one standing still—

or the one who could not choose where the train would finally stop.

The rails settled back into silence.

Grass leaned gently in the evening breeze.

A white egret landed near the tracks as though nothing remarkable had happened.

Arin closed his notebook.

For the first time, he understood that waiting could become a way of living without anyone noticing.

He stood, brushed the dust from his knees, and began the walk home.

Behind him, the station remained exactly as he had left it.

Ahead, the lights in his mother's window had already begun to glow.

Between those two places stretched the narrow road he walked every day—a road that belonged to neither departure nor arrival, only to the quiet distance between them.

He did not know it then, but childhood often ends that way.

Not with a single event.

Only with the slow realization that the world keeps moving, whether or not it remembers to stop for you.
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2. The Room With No Father’s Voice
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The room had a habit of sounding fuller than it was.

Arin learned this early—how silence can occupy space the way furniture does, how it settles into corners and refuses to move even when the door is opened.

It was his father’s room, though no one ever called it that aloud.

His mother referred to it as “that side room.”
Neighbors called it “the closed room.”
Arin called it nothing.
The door stayed half-latched, never locked, as if even secrecy required permission to remain soft.

Inside, time moved differently.

A wooden cot stood against the wall, its frame slightly uneven, one leg propped on folded newspaper. A ceiling fan hung above it, still and dusted with the memory of motion. The window faced the back lane, where water collected during rain and reflected broken pieces of sky.

Nothing in the room announced departure.

Everything suggested interruption.

Arin would stand at the doorway sometimes, barefoot, holding his breath without knowing why. He never entered fully at first. He only looked.

The air inside carried a faint smell—old soap, dry cloth, something metallic he could not name.

His mother never stopped him.

She also never invited him in.

That was how the room taught boundaries.

One afternoon, when Arin was still small enough to mistake curiosity for courage, he stepped inside.

The floor creaked beneath him.

The sound felt too loud, as if the room itself was surprised.

He moved slowly, as though the cot might remember him.

On
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