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            We lived in fragments, like nations drawn on wet paper—and every border was a story someone forgot to finish."
Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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For the ones who walk into storms without umbrellas, and those who map the world with memory instead of certainty.
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“We lived in fragments, like nations drawn on wet paper—

and every border was a story someone forgot to finish.”

—Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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This book began with images rather than plots—flickering, half-dreamed sequences that came while watching rain fall into gutters or wind move across the sea. I wasn’t looking to write a novel, or even a collection. I was trying to hold onto ghosts: gestures, weathers, names misheard in train stations.

Each story here came as a whisper, something barely audible under the louder machinery of the world. I followed them carefully, letting them keep their silences, their jagged edges, and the spaces where meaning fades into metaphor.

This is a book for those who don’t always need clarity. For those who feel the truth in a scent, a shoreline, or a suitcase full of ash.

If these stories speak, they do so like footsteps in sand—disappearing even as they carry us somewhere else.

—Fazal Abubakkar Esaf

August 2025
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These stories would not exist without the quiet guardians of memory and image: the poets, filmmakers, musicians, and wanderers whose work reminded me that a moment, if seen clearly enough, contains an entire world. To my family—thank you for never asking me what I was writing, but always asking if I needed tea. To those unnamed friends who appear as silhouettes throughout these pages, thank you for the shared nights, lost trains, letters written and never sent. And to the readers—those who trace storylines like veins through a map faded by rain—I am grateful you found this book.

—Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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If the novel is a house, this book is a shoreline. The stories in Maps Left in Rain were not constructed with scaffolding or linear foundations. They arrived like postcards from an unreliable past—each carrying a smudged return address. I did not write them to explain; I wrote to preserve what explanation might erase: the glint of sunlight on a flooded runway, the shape of a mango tree’s shadow long after the tree is gone. Some of these pieces unfold in a single moment, others across decades. They are unified not by plot but by weather: emotional, literal, or imagined. Memory here is not chronological—it is tidal. There are stories that begin in endings, and others that dissolve before they resolve. You may enter this collection in any order, like wandering a museum of forgotten rooms. I invite you to read slowly. Let each piece echo. There are no final maps. Only the ones we leave behind in rain.

—Fazal Abubakkar Esaf

August 2025
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1. The Harbour Without Names
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He sits on the cracked seawall each evening, his toes curled around its cool, water-smoothed edge, feeling the slow, rhythmic climb of the tide beneath him. The water breathes in and out, a slow, ancient sound that is the only constant thing in this place. The harbour is not a harbour, not in the way that grand cities understand the word. It is merely a curve of land embracing a basin of salt water, a rickety dock with splintered wood, and the ghosts of three boats that have remained for years—their hulls bleached by the sun and their sails tattered like old flags—and twenty more that leave before dawn and never return.

No one names the ships here. There are no names painted on the sterns, no bright flags snapping in the wind. Just the husks of boats, anonymous and silent, their hulls shining with the memory of brine and countless forgotten voyages. The boy, Iskander, believes this is because naming is too heavy, too much of a promise to a world that offers none. If you give something a name, it might be expected to come back. And these boats, he knows with the certainty of a boy who has lived a lifetime of observation, do not come back.

He watches them with the patience of someone who has never been far, who has never felt the hurried press of time. He is ten. Or perhaps twelve. His grandmother, her face a map of fine lines etched by sun and worry, insists he is ten, but on certain days, he feels older, the way boys do when they have seen something too clearly—like the slow, quiet rot of a beached fish or the hollow of his father’s coat still hanging on the hook after three winters.

The ships slip away just before sunrise, when the world is draped in a violet haze and the water is quiet enough to fool itself into forgetting the stormlight that sleeps beneath its surface. The crewmen are ghosts in the half-light, hoisting their things silently, as if they were never meant to be seen. No one says goodbye. The act of leaving here is not a fanfare; it is a final, wordless ritual.

Only Iskander watches. From his perch on the seawall, he imagines everything they leave behind: wives with hair like long weeds curling in sleep, their faces turned to the rising sun; sons who still press small, grubby hands against kitchen windows, listening for the lost cries of gulls; girls with necklaces made of river glass and teeth too sharp for their age, already tracing the same invisible maps as their fathers. He breathes in the stories they shed like skin.

And he imagines everything they carry with them. Not just the rice in canvas sacks or the letters sealed with wax. He imagines old radios that only pick up the sound of rain from faraway countries. He decides that one ship, all brass-riveted and sleek like a heron, is taking a shipment of rare blue moths to Istanbul. Another, he believes, is full of mirrors, bound for a city that exists without a single reflection. He does not tell anyone this. It would be a truth wasted on them, too fragile to survive the harsh light of their world.

He is not lonely. Not in the way that people imagine boys are when they have no siblings and no friends. Iskander’s days are filled with the rustle of stories. He finds them in the palm of a crab, in the algae that smears green like paint across the rocks, and in the rolled-up letters that wash ashore. These letters, swollen with ink and brine, never bear names, only the faint, crumbling memory of someone who once knew how to love.

He collects them, these brittle, waterlogged testaments to absence. He folds them into the pages of a book he carries always with him. It has no title, no author. Just a simple canvas cover and two pressed feathers from a sandpiper he once found in the dune grass—its neck twisted, its eyes dark like the sea at night.

The fishermen know of him. They call him the Looker. Not cruelly, but with the detached air of men who belong more to the water than to the ones who stay on land. They are used to people not returning. They don’t ask questions when someone disappears; they know that names are too brittle to tie to a life.

One afternoon, the boy hears his grandmother singing to the sea. She is waist-deep, her hair silver and flowing like moonlight under water. Her voice rises like steam from a kettle, thin and wild. She does this when she thinks he is not watching, when she believes she is alone with her grief. He writes in his book: "She is calling to the ones she lost. Her voice is a compass she throws into the waves." His mother, when she was alive, used to hum that same song while peeling mangoes in the shade. Iskander remembers her hands, slick and yellowed, the way she would lift a slice to his lips and whisper: “The world is soft if you eat it right.” After she died, his father stopped speaking altogether. He would leave before dawn and return after dark, a shadow of a man. No one knew where he went. Some said he went looking for her. Others said he was the one who built the nameless boats, launching them into the night like a thief giving away stolen things. He never came back. Only the coat remained.

Sometimes, late in the dusk, when the sea is the color of burned paper and the sky the soft blue of someone’s forgotten wedding dress, Iskander would dream himself onto the decks of the ships. He would walk them barefoot, smelling the salt that clung to the ropes and to his own skin. He would meet silent people, their eyes like wind-scraped glass, who would teach him the names of constellations that didn't exist in his sky. They would speak in tongues that tasted like metal and honey. One of them, a woman with fingers like burnt matchsticks, told him, in a dream, that the sea was stitched with stories that only boys could untangle. He wrote that down, too.

There is one boat he waits for. A blue one with red trim and a single torn sail. He saw it leave when he was six, and he remembers the man at its helm wore white and no shoes. He never saw him again. But the image stayed, lodged like a shell in his mind. He believes this boat carries the maps of all the others, that it alone knows where the rest go, and that one day, it will return, and the man in white will lean over the edge and call his name. He practices answering. Alone. On the wall. "Here," he whispers. "Here."

The village does not grow. It just wears itself thinner each year. Paint peels. Window shutters rattle more in the wind. The salt air eats wood and memory alike. People die quietly, their stories folding in on themselves. A woman who sold saltfish, gone in her sleep. The baker, whose hands were always dusted with flour, found curled around his radio as if he’d fallen asleep to the sound of a foreign waltz. Iskander watches all of it. He does not grow taller. Only more silent. His hair thickens and his hands brown with sun. He listens more now—to the tide, to the wind moving through eelgrass, to the spaces between people’s words. He thinks stories live there, like minnows slipping through fingers.

Sometimes, he walks to the edge of the reef and stands where the earth breaks into coral and nothing. He imagines walking on water, following the ships. He knows they do not go to cities. Not real ones. They go to places that exist only in the breath between memory and forgetting. He writes: "There is a city made of rain. All its buildings are the shape of boats turned upside down. People walk barefoot. The air smells like rust and cloves. This is where names go when they’ve been forgotten."

When he is seventeen, a storm comes. The kind that breathes in heat for days before exhaling all at once. It peels the sky in half. The sea foams and howls. Boats rip from their moorings and slam against the pier like stones. Iskander does not run. He stands on the seawall, eyes closed, arms open. Rain pelts him. Salt cuts his lips. He feels it—everything. The weight of those ships. The ache of names never spoken.

In the morning, the dock is gone. Splintered. The boats, too, are gone. All but one. The blue one. Red trim. Torn sail. It is there, rocking gently, like it has always been waiting. He
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