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            "Just as the hills endure, shaping the sky with their quiet strength, so too do stories settle in the land, becoming part of its timeless, living heart."
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There are stories that come to you like the drifting mist—quiet, uninvited, and somehow familiar. You don’t write them; you live them. Some were born during silent evenings when the wind played with the pine needles outside my window, while others knocked gently during a walk through an old bazaar or a chance meeting with a stranger at a hillside tea stall.

The Himalayas don’t just hold mountains; they hold memories, secrets, laughter, and sorrow folded between rustling leaves and forgotten footpaths. These stories are not of kings and queens, but of ordinary people—shopkeepers, children, widows, cats, dogs, ghosts, and dreams.

If even one story here reminds you of your own childhood, or makes you miss a loved one, or simply nudges you to listen more carefully to the wind among trees—I shall consider this book to have done its job.

Let’s walk together, slowly, without hurry. The hills don’t run, and neither should we.

— Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
Under the deodar, Mussoorie
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In the towns that hug the lower Himalayas, life unfolds slowly. People speak less, but their eyes say more. Trees lean in to listen, and even the old houses seem to remember.

These stories are shaped by those slopes and the thin mountain air. Many are drawn from life, and others from dreams that felt too real to ignore. I do not claim grandeur or adventure in these pages. There are no revolutions here—only small, silent moments of love, longing, mystery, and hope.

Each story is a window. Look through it and you might find a girl waiting at a forest path, a boy watching clouds go by, or a letter tucked away in a pine box that smells faintly of old winters.

We write what we know. And what I know is this: the hills have more stories than stones. I only tried to collect a few.

Now, come sit with me by the window. I’ll begin from the very beginning—when the clouds were low, and a boy began to chase them.

— Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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1. The Boy Who Chased Clouds
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It was the kind of morning when the clouds stooped low enough to touch the rooftops, and the smell of wet earth drifted into homes through half-opened wooden windows. In a quiet hill village nestled between folds of oak and deodar trees, lived a boy named Arjun—with wide eyes, untied shoelaces, and the most peculiar habit of staring up at the sky for hours.

His grandmother often said, “He’s made of sky and stories, that one,” while she stirred lentils on a slow fire. Most children in the village ran after kites or tried to catch dragonflies. Arjun? He chased clouds.

Each day after school, he’d climb a narrow path behind his home, leading up to an old, unused watchtower. From there, he would watch the clouds roll in from the horizon, sometimes slow like sleepy buffaloes, sometimes quick like children late for school. The old tower had no roof, but it gave him a full view of the sky—a sky that seemed endless, full of wonder, and full of something he could never quite explain.



The Old Man by the Tower

One afternoon, as Arjun sat sketching a cloud that looked like a whale with wings, a voice behind him said, “That one’s been visiting this valley since I was your age.”

Startled, Arjun turned to find an old man leaning on a crooked stick, his eyes sharp but kind, wrapped in a muffler that had seen many winters. Arjun smiled, unsure of what to say.

“You chase clouds too?” he asked.

The man chuckled. “Once. Long ago. Then I got busy chasing trains, and deadlines, and people who forgot me.”

They sat in silence for a while, as two crows flew across the tower, cawing like town criers.

“Why do you chase them?” the man asked, finally.

Arjun shrugged. “Because... they look free. And maybe... if I keep watching long enough, I’ll understand something the grown-ups forgot.”



The Cloud That Waited

Over the next few weeks, the old man returned, always at the same time, with a small flask of hot tea and a few roasted peanuts. Arjun would bring his drawings—pages filled with cloud-shapes: horses, boats, a lion dancing with an umbrella. They talked of clouds, school, memory, and once, even of lost love.

The old man never said where he came from. He’d simply say, “I’m just passing through,” with a soft smile, like someone on a journey with no end date.

Then came the monsoon. Rain fell hard and heavy. The clouds came lower than ever, and Arjun raced to the tower, even though his mother warned him against going out.

The path was slippery, the wind cold, but Arjun had seen something—a giant silver cloud, shaped like a winged elephant, hovering right above the hill.

As he reached the tower, soaked and shivering, he looked up. The cloud was still there. Waiting.

And beside him, the old man stood. But something was different.

He wasn’t leaning on his stick.

He was standing tall, smiling, eyes full of something Arjun had never seen—peace, perhaps. Or return.

“Will you still chase them when you grow up?” he asked.

“I hope I never stop,” Arjun replied.

The man nodded, gently placed his hand on Arjun’s shoulder, and said, “Then you’ll never lose your way.”

And then, just like the cloud above them, he began to fade into the mist.

Not suddenly, not magically—but like someone who had finished his part in the story and was ready to turn the page.



Long After the Rain

The rain lasted three days. When the sky cleared, Arjun returned to the tower. The spot where the man sat was empty, though his old walking stick leaned gently against the stone wall, as if saying goodbye.

Years passed.

The sketches turned into paintings. The hill boy became a quiet artist, whose cloud paintings were hung in faraway galleries. But even now, when monsoon begins and the skies darken with stories, Arjun climbs the hill, sits at the old tower, and waits—not for fame or answers—but for the cloud that looks like a winged elephant.

Because some friendships don’t need addresses.
And some stories don’t end—they drift.
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