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            "The greatest stories are not always written in the pages of history.Some are whispered by old trees, carried by rivers, and remembered by the hearts of ordinary people."
— Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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Dedication
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For every child who found a universe in a small corner of the world.

For every parent who sacrificed silently so another generation could dream.

For every village that disappeared from maps but remained alive in memory.

And for all those who have ever looked back at a dusty road and remembered where they began.
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"The greatest stories are not always written in the pages of history.
Some are whispered by old trees, carried by rivers, and remembered by the hearts of ordinary people."
— Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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Preface
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There are places that exist not only on maps, but inside us.

A pond where children once chased the reflection of the moon. A dusty road where barefoot footsteps carried dreams. A tree beneath which generations rested, laughed, and shared stories. A small house where a mother counted coins, a father carried worries, and a child imagined a world beyond the horizon.

The stories in this collection are born from such places.

The Dust Road Beyond the Pond is not a book about extraordinary heroes or dramatic victories. It is about ordinary people whose lives are filled with extraordinary emotions—the quiet strength of a farmer, the patience of a mother, the dreams of a child, the loneliness of someone waiting, and the courage required to accept change.

These stories explore a world where poverty exists, but dignity survives. Where loss arrives, but love remains. Where time takes away many things, yet leaves behind memories that cannot be erased.

The village in these pages may belong to a particular landscape, but its emotions belong everywhere. Every reader has known a childhood road, a forgotten voice, a familiar tree, or a place that changed while they were away.

These stories are a tribute to those invisible moments that shape who we become.

Because sometimes the smallest lives carry the deepest truths.
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This book exists because of the countless people whose lives have taught us that simplicity is not emptiness—it is richness.

I am grateful to the storytellers, elders, farmers, craftsmen, teachers, and dreamers whose memories preserve the beauty of ordinary life. Their voices remind us that every person carries a story, even when the world does not stop to listen.

My deepest gratitude goes to those who understand the language of seasons—the farmers who wait for rain, the families who celebrate small joys, and the communities that survive through compassion and shared hope.

I thank everyone who has walked beside me during the creation of this collection: those who encouraged the first words, those who offered patience during difficult days, and those who believed that quiet stories deserve to be heard.

Above all, I thank the readers.

May these pages remind you of a place you once knew, a person you once loved, or a moment you thought you had forgotten.
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Every village has two histories.

One is written in records—dates, names, roads, and buildings.

The other lives in memories.

It exists in the laughter of children running through fields, in the sound of rain falling on old rooftops, in the hands of people who worked without recognition, and in the silent goodbyes of those who left searching for a better future.

The Dust Road Beyond the Pond follows the journey of a village across time. From childhood innocence to the weight of adulthood, from the abundance of seasons to the pain of drought, from crowded courtyards to empty homes, these stories explore how people change while carrying pieces of their past.

The village itself becomes a living character. The trees remember. The rivers witness. The soil holds footsteps long after people have gone.

These stories do not seek tragedy or heroism. They seek truth.

A child's imagination can transform broken glass into a kingdom. A poor craftsman's creation can hold years of hope. An old woman's window can become a doorway to decades of memories. A forgotten festival can awaken feelings buried for generations.

Life is often made of moments that seem too small to matter.

But these are the moments we remember.

A first pair of shoes.
A last letter.
A familiar song.
A road leading home.
This collection is a celebration of those quiet miracles—the beauty hidden inside everyday lives.
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The stories in this collection are inspired by the timeless human experience of growing up, belonging, leaving, and remembering.

They are not stories of one village alone. They belong to every place where children dream under open skies, where families struggle with dignity, where nature shapes human destiny, and where memories become the final homes we carry within ourselves.

The dust roads may disappear.

The ponds may dry.

The houses may change.

But the stories remain.
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1. The Tamarind Tree at the Edge of the Field
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The tamarind tree stood where the village slowly ended and the fields began.

Nobody remembered who had planted it. Some said it had grown from a seed dropped by a passing bird. Others said an old farmer had planted it when he was young and forgotten about it after his hair turned white. The oldest people in the village disagreed about many things, but they all agreed on one matter—the tree had always been there.

It stood beside the narrow mud path that led to the farthest fields, where the soil became darker and the morning mist stayed longer. Its branches spread wider than the roof of most houses, casting a large circle of shade where farmers rested, children played, and tired travelers placed their bags for a few minutes before continuing their journey.

To everyone else, it was only a tree.

To eleven-year-old Aru, it was someone.

Aru first discovered the tree during a summer afternoon when the heat had emptied the village streets. The goats had found shelter under walls, the birds had become silent, and even the wind seemed too tired to move. He had run away from home after his mother scolded him for breaking the clay water pot while trying to imitate his father carrying heavy buckets.

He had not gone far. Children rarely run away with a real plan. They only run far enough to feel that someone might come looking for them.

He sat beneath the tamarind tree with his knees pulled close to his chest and stared at the fields. The earth was cracked from the long summer, and the young plants looked as if they were waiting for someone to apologize.

“I know you are angry,” a voice seemed to say.

Aru looked around.

Nobody was there.

The fields were empty. The path was empty. Even the old farmer who usually rested beneath the tree was missing.

He looked up at the branches moving gently above him.

The leaves whispered.

Not words exactly.

More like a feeling.

Aru smiled.

“You talk?” he asked.

The tree did not answer.

But the leaves moved again.

From that day onward, Aru believed the tamarind tree spoke to those who listened long enough.

Aru lived with his parents and younger sister, Meera, in a small house at the edge of the village. The walls were made of mud mixed with straw, and during heavy rains, his mother, Sita, would spend hours repairing the places where water found its way inside.

Their house was not large, but it was always full.

Full of voices.

Full of smells.

Full of small arguments that disappeared as quickly as they arrived.

His father, Hari, worked in the fields of a wealthy landlord who lived in the nearby town. He woke before sunrise every morning, tied a cloth around his head, and walked to work while the village was still covered in darkness.

Aru often watched him leave.

There was something mysterious about his father’s early mornings. The quiet way he tied his worn sandals. The way he checked the sky before stepping outside. The way he carried his lunch wrapped in an old cloth as carefully as if it contained something precious.

When Aru was younger, he thought his father was simply going to work.

As he grew older, he began to understand that his father was carrying much more than a lunch box.

He was carrying the house.

The school fees.

The medicines.

The rice that needed to last until the next harvest.

The dreams that he never spoke about.

Every afternoon after school, Aru went to the tamarind tree.

Sometimes he talked.

Sometimes he sat quietly.

Sometimes he brought Meera with him, though she never believed the tree could speak.

“Trees don’t talk,” she said one evening while collecting fallen tamarind pods.

“Only because you don’t know how to listen,” Aru replied.

Meera rolled her eyes.

“You always say that.”

“Because it is true.”

“What does it say?”

Aru thought for a moment.

“It says you take too many tamarinds.”

Meera laughed.

“Then the tree is clever.”

Their laughter traveled across the fields.

The farmers working nearby looked toward them and smiled.

Children’s laughter was a sound that belonged to every village. It did not need permission. It did not care whether there was enough money in the house or whether the harvest had been good.

It simply arrived.

The seasons changed slowly in the village.

Summer arrived with hot winds carrying dust from the roads. The ponds became smaller, and the buffaloes stood in the remaining water like tired statues.

Then came the first rain.

Everyone waited for that first rain.

Farmers looked at the sky more often than they looked at their own children. Women placed empty containers outside to collect rainwater. Children ran barefoot through the muddy lanes, shouting as if the clouds had brought them a gift.

Aru loved the rain most beneath the tamarind tree.

The dry branches became darker. The leaves shone. Small streams formed around the roots.

He believed the tree was happiest during the monsoon.

“You like rain?” he asked one day.

The wind moved through the branches.

“Yes,” Aru whispered.

He knew the tree had answered.

Years passed in the quiet way years pass in villages.

Not suddenly.

Not loudly.

One day, a child notices that his shirt has become too small. Another day, he realizes he can lift a bucket that once felt impossible to carry. One morning, he hears his parents discussing money and understands that adults have worries they hide from children.

Aru grew taller.

His voice changed.

His feet became less often covered in mud because he began wearing sandals to school.

But he still visited the tamarind tree.

His father noticed.

“You spend too much time there,” Hari said one evening.

“It listens,” Aru replied.

His father smiled.

“Then perhaps you should tell it to bring us a good harvest.”

Aru looked at him.

“You don’t believe me?”

Hari looked toward the tree.

“I believe some things know more than people think.”

It was the closest his father ever came to admitting that he understood.

When Aru was fifteen, the village changed.

A road was built connecting the village to the highway. The old mud path became less used. A few families sold their land and moved to the city. Young men began leaving to work in factories and shops.

The village became quieter.

Not empty.

Just quieter.

The tea shop that once stayed crowded until late evening had fewer customers. The playground where children played cricket became part of someone’s farmland. The festival celebrations became smaller because many familiar faces were missing.

Aru began thinking about leaving too.

His teacher, Master Dev, told him he had a sharp mind.

“You should study in the city,” the teacher said.

“Can I?”

“Why not?”

Aru did not answer.

Because he knew the question was not whether he could leave.

The question was whether he could leave behind everything that had made him who he was.

The year Aru turned seventeen, the rains failed.

The clouds came.

They passed.

They did not stay.

The fields waited.

The farmers waited.

The village waited.

Hari came home every evening more tired than before. He spoke less. He looked at the sky longer.

One night, Aru saw his father sitting outside alone.

The lantern beside him was almost finished.

“You should sleep,” Aru said.

Hari smiled.

“Children always think sleep solves everything.”

“Doesn’t it?”

His father looked toward the dark fields.

“Sometimes we sleep because we need rest. Sometimes we sleep because tomorrow is easier to face after closing our eyes.”

Aru sat beside him.

For the first time, he saw his father not as a father, but as a man.

A man who had dreams.

A man who had given some of them away.

A few months later, Aru received a letter of acceptance from a college in the city.

Everyone celebrated.

His mother cooked sweet rice even though sugar was expensive. Meera told every neighbor that her brother would become an educated man.

Only Aru felt something heavy inside him.

The night before leaving, he went to the tamarind tree.

The village was silent.

The moonlight covered the fields.

He placed his hand on the rough bark.

“I am leaving,” he whispered.

The leaves moved softly.

Aru smiled sadly.

“You knew?”

The tree said nothing.

But he understood.

Trees did not stop people from leaving.

They only remembered that they had been there.

Many years passed.

The city gave Aru many things.

A job.

A home.

A life he had once imagined beneath the tamarind tree.

But it also took many things.

The smell of morning fields.

The sound of his mother calling from the kitchen.

The freedom of walking without knowing where the road ended.

He returned to the village only after many years.

The road was wider now.

The houses had changed.

Some were made of brick and concrete.

Some old courtyards had disappeared.

The pond where children once chased the moon’s reflection had become smaller.

He walked toward the edge of the field.

The tamarind tree was still there.

Older.

Rougher.

But standing.

Aru sat beneath it.

For a long time, he said nothing.

Then he laughed softly.

“You are still here.”

The wind moved through the branches.

He closed his eyes.

And suddenly he was eleven again.

A boy with dusty feet.

A broken clay pot.

A world full of questions.

A tree that listened.

Years later, when Aru brought his own daughter to the village, she looked at the old tamarind tree and asked:

“Does it really talk?”

Aru smiled.

“What do you think?”

She touched the bark.

“I don’t hear anything.”

“Then listen longer.”

She sat beside him.

The afternoon slowly moved across the fields.

Birds returned to their nests.

Farmers walked home.

The sky turned golden.

And beneath the old tamarind tree, where generations had rested and remembered, a child learned the first lesson of silence:

Sometimes the world speaks softly.

Only those who love it enough can hear.
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2. The Girl Who Collected Broken Bangles
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In the village of Keshavpur, where the road became a narrow brown ribbon after the last row of tamarind trees, there lived a girl who believed broken things were only waiting for someone to understand them.

Her name was Meera.

She was eight years old when she began collecting broken bangles from the dry edges of the village pond. The pond was not much to look at during summer. The water shrank into a dark green patch in the middle, leaving behind cracked mud, fallen leaves, and pieces of glass that glittered under the harsh afternoon sun. The women who came there to wash clothes often broke their old bangles while beating wet saris against the stones. The pieces sank into the mud, forgotten.

But Meera noticed them.

She noticed everything.

She noticed the way her mother folded her father’s old shirts before putting them away, even though everyone knew he would never wear them again because the cloth had become too thin. She noticed the sound of the school bell changing when the wind came from the west. She noticed how the old neem tree near the temple had one branch that flowered earlier than the others, as if it had its own calendar hidden inside its bark.

Most children ran past the world.

Meera stopped and looked at it.

Her father, Raghunath, was a small farmer who owned two acres of land that had belonged to his grandfather. The land was not generous, but it knew his footsteps. He could walk through the field at night and tell where the soil was thirsty and where the seeds had settled well. He often said the earth had a memory longer than people.

“Land remembers everyone who touches it,” he told Meera once while repairing a broken wooden fence.

“Does it remember me?” she asked.

He smiled without looking up.

“Especially you. You ask too many questions. The soil must be tired of answering.”

Their house stood at the edge of the village, beside a fading mango tree that had been planted before Raghunath was born. The walls were made of old bricks covered with layers of lime that had peeled away in places. During monsoon, water entered through the roof in three familiar places. The family kept three steel bowls beneath the leaks, and every year, after the first rain, Meera laughed as if the house itself had started playing music.

Her mother, Savita, did not laugh.

Not because she was unhappy. She simply carried too many small responsibilities to waste laughter carelessly.

She stitched clothes for the village women. In the evenings, after cooking dinner and washing utensils, she sat near the lantern and repaired torn sleeves, loose buttons, and faded school uniforms. Her fingers were always moving. Even while talking, they searched for the next broken thread.

Meera sometimes watched her mother and wondered if there was anything in the world Savita could not fix.

One night, she asked, “Can you repair a broken bangle?”

Savita looked at the small collection of glass pieces in her daughter’s hand.

“Why would you repair something that can cut you?”

“Because it was beautiful before it broke.”

Her mother looked at her for a long moment.

Then she took one piece of green glass and placed it near the lantern.

The light passed through it and painted a tiny green shadow on the wall.

“Maybe,” Savita said softly, “some things become beautiful in a different way after breaking.”

Meera remembered those words.

She did not know then that adults often spoke truths without knowing they were giving away treasures.

The kingdom began during the summer when the village pond dried almost completely.

The children stopped going there because there was no water to splash in. The buffaloes stood lazily under the banyan trees, flicking their tails at flies. The fields turned pale. The air smelled of dust and old grass.

Meera went alone.

She carried a small cloth bag that had once held rice. Inside it were her treasures: blue, red, yellow, and green pieces of broken bangles.

One afternoon, she arranged them on the dry mud.

The blue pieces became rivers.

The green pieces became forests.

The red pieces became houses with painted doors.

The yellow pieces became fields where imaginary farmers grew golden crops.

She placed tiny stones around them as mountains.

“This is not a village,” she told her younger brother Kittu, who had followed her quietly.

“What is it?”

“A kingdom.”

“Where is the king?”

“There is no king.”

“Then who rules?”

Meera thought for a while.

“The trees.”

Kittu accepted this because he was six and still believed many things adults had forgotten how to believe.

“What happens here?”

“Everyone who loses something comes here.”

“Like what?”

“People who lose toys. People who lose friends. People who lose old houses. People who lose things they don’t tell anyone about.”

Kittu picked up a broken white bangle.

“Who lost this?”

“Someone who once wore it every day.”

“Who?”

Meera looked toward the village where smoke from cooking fires rose above the rooftops.

“Maybe someone’s grandmother. Maybe someone who is now a grandmother herself.”

From that day, they called it Glass Kingdom.

The children of Keshavpur began visiting it.

They brought broken buttons, colorful stones, fallen feathers, old coins, and pieces of clay pots. Nobody questioned why a kingdom was made from things nobody wanted anymore.

Children understand forgotten things better than adults.

They know that a broken wheel can become a flying machine and a fallen leaf can become a letter from a tree.

Years passed slowly, the way they do in villages.

A season was never just a season.

Summer meant sleeping on rooftops beneath a sky full of stars. It meant mangoes cut into slices and sprinkled with salt. It meant waiting for the first cloud to appear like a promise.

Monsoon meant muddy feet, frogs singing from hidden places, and children running barefoot through wet soil after rain. The village roads became slippery. The old houses smelled of damp walls and stored memories.

Winter meant morning fires outside homes and sunlight carefully collected on blankets.

Through all of it, Glass Kingdom remained near the pond.

But things changed.

Raghunath’s crops failed two years in a row. The rain came late and left early. The seeds he planted with hope returned nothing but dry stalks.

One evening, Meera saw him sitting beneath the mango tree after sunset, looking at the field.

He was not crying.

That frightened her more.

A person crying still has something moving inside them. A person sitting silently with an empty face carries a heavier weight.

“Baba?”

He turned.

“Hmm?”

“Will the field become better?”

He looked toward the dark land.

“Fields are like people,” he said. “Sometimes they need time before they speak again.”

Later, Meera learned that her father had borrowed money from a relative. She learned that her mother had stopped buying the sweets she liked during festivals. She learned that adults had entire worlds of worry hidden behind ordinary conversations.

But nobody in the house talked about hardship as if it had defeated them.

They simply adjusted.

A little less oil in the cooking pot.

A little more stitching work at night.

A little longer walk to save bus fare.

A little more sharing from the same plate.

On difficult evenings, the family sat together on the floor and ate simple meals. Sometimes there was only rice, lentils, and onions. Yet Meera remembered those dinners more clearly than the festival meals.

Her father always gave the largest portion to Kittu.

Her mother always pretended she was not hungry.

Meera noticed.

Children notice everything.

They just understand it later.

When Meera was sixteen, Kittu left for the city.

He wanted to study and find work. The village school ended at a certain point, and beyond that, dreams needed roads.

The morning he left, nobody cried.

The family stood near the bus stop where the dust rose every time a vehicle passed.

Savita adjusted his shirt collar three times.

“You will eat properly,” she said.

“Yes.”

“You will not spend all your money on useless things.”

“Yes.”

“You will call.”

“Yes.”

Each answer became quieter.

Raghunath handed him a small cloth bag.

Inside was some roasted grain and a photograph of the family taken years ago.

“It is old,” Kittu said.

“That is why you keep it,” his father replied.

The bus arrived with a cough of smoke.

Kittu climbed aboard.

Meera watched her brother wave from the window. She wanted to tell him something important, something that would remain with him in the city where nobody knew the sound of his childhood.

But all she said was:

“Come back before the mango tree forgets you.”

Kittu laughed.

Years later, he would remember that sentence more than any advice anyone gave him.

The city changed him.

Not completely.

But enough.

His voice became faster on the phone. He spoke about buildings taller than anything in Keshavpur, roads that never slept, and people who walked without knowing each other’s names.

He sent money home.

He also sent photographs.

In one picture, he stood beside a glass building wearing a clean shirt.

Savita kept the photograph wrapped in cloth.

Raghunath looked at it and said, “He looks tired.”

“He looks successful,” Savita replied.

“Both can be true.”

Meera had become a teacher in the village school. She taught children beneath the same trees where she had once played. Every year, new children discovered Glass Kingdom.

But the pond was changing.

A road was built nearby. Some houses became concrete. The old banyan tree was cut because it stood too close to the new road.

The village was becoming something else.

Not better.

Not worse.

Just different.

That is how time works. It does not ask permission.

When Meera was thirty-five, she returned to the pond one evening after school.

The Glass Kingdom was still there.

Smaller than she remembered.

The stones had moved. The colors had faded. Some pieces were buried beneath soil.

She sat beside it.

For the first time in many years, she understood why she had made it.

It was never a kingdom.

It was a place for everything that people thought had no value.

A broken bangle.

An old memory.

A childhood that had disappeared.

A father’s tired hands.

A mother’s quiet sacrifices.

A brother leaving home.

A village changing its face.

She carefully picked up a small piece of green glass.

It was from one of the first bangles she had collected.

She held it against the evening sun.

The light passed through it just as it had when she was a child.

Behind her, the village sounds continued.

A bicycle bell.

A woman calling her child home.

A farmer closing his gate.

Birds returning to trees.

Someone singing an old folk song from a distant courtyard.

Nothing had stopped.

Nothing ever really did.

Years later, when Kittu returned with his own children, they walked to the pond together.

His daughter found a broken blue bangle.

“What is this?” she asked.

Meera smiled.

“A river.”

The girl looked confused.

“It is only glass.”

Meera knelt beside her.

“Only glass today.”

The child placed it carefully on the mud.

“And tomorrow?”

Meera looked at the fields, the trees, the village road, and the fading light resting on everything.

“Tomorrow depends on who finds it.”

The girl smiled and began collecting more pieces.

Above them, the old mango tree moved gently in the evening wind.

It had watched people arrive and leave.

It had watched children become parents.

It had watched houses grow old and dreams travel far away.

And beneath its branches, among dust and broken glass, another kingdom quietly began.
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