
Title 

The Road North and Other Stories
By Fazal Abubakkar Esaf

Copyright Page

© 2025 Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
All rights reserved.
No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without written permission from the publisher, except for brief quotations in critical reviews or articles.

This is a work of fiction.
Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.
Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.
First Edition — 2025


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Acknowledgements

Preface

Introduction

1. The Road North

2. Men Without Maps

3. A River That Does Not End

4. The Quiet After the Guns

5. Three Days in the Port

6. The Old Mule in the Dust

7. Waiting for the Train at Dusk

8. The Knife in the Field

9. No Letters Came

10. The Sun on the Empty Table

11. A Woman from Cádiz

12. Soldiers Drinking at Dawn

13. The Wind Beyond the Hills

14. A Dog That Would Not Leave

15. A Bottle in the Shade

16. The Dead Mule Road

17. The Silence After the Shot

18.The Boy Who Stayed Behind

19. Nights of Cheap Wine

20. The Horse That Would Not Run

21. Girl at the Border

22. Lost Boots in the Rain

23. The Men in the Barbershop

24. A Place With No Shadows

25. The Last Time He Wrote

26. Two Fish in the Boat

27. The Clock That Stopped at Noon

28. Room of Empty Chairs

29. The Hill Where Nothing Grew

Conclusion

About the Author

Sign up for Fazal Abubakkar Esaf's Mailing List

Further Reading: Between the Silence and the Step

Also By Fazal Abubakkar Esaf

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication

[image: ]


For the ones who left quietly,
and the ones who stayed to remember.
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These stories were written over many quiet mornings and long nights.
I owe thanks to those who kept me company through both — the friends who said little but meant much, and the readers who find meaning where I left silence.
To the old roads, the empty bars, and the sea — all teachers in their way.
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The stories in The Road North and Other Stories come from a place where distance and memory meet.
They are about men and women who have lost something — a war, a love, a piece of themselves — and keep moving anyway.
There are no heroes here. Only people who did what they could with what they had.
The road is long, the bottle half-empty, and the sea, always, just beyond sight.
These are stories of small courage and quiet defeat.
They were written to be read slowly — one at a time, perhaps at dusk, when the day is mostly gone and the world is still.
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A story is like an iceberg — most of it is unseen.
The same could be said of the people in these pages.
They are men without maps, soldiers after the noise, women waiting by windows.
They live in towns that could be anywhere, and times that could be yesterday or tomorrow.
Each story stands alone, but together they tell of the same journey — the road north.
It’s the direction we take when we’ve lost the trail south, when the dust settles and we must choose what’s left to carry.
There are fields, bars, rivers, and borders.
There is the old mule, the empty table, the hill where nothing grew.
And in every silence, there’s a truth that cannot be spoken aloud.
Read them as you would watch the sea: not for what happens, but for what stirs beneath.
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1. The Road North
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The road ran along the coast for a while before turning inland. It was a narrow road, broken in places, with the sea close enough that the wind carried salt across it. He drove with the window down and his arm hanging out. The sun was low and the air was thick with the smell of kelp and hot tar.

He had not meant to come back. He told himself that as he passed the sign for the town. The letters were faded and a bullet had punched a hole through the middle of the name. He remembered when the sign was new and the paint was clean. That had been years ago.

The town looked smaller now. The old gas station was gone. There was a new café by the docks, painted white, with a red awning that flapped in the wind. A few men stood by the edge of the pier, talking, smoking. He did not know them.

He parked by the water and shut off the engine. The gulls were crying over the tide, and the sound of them was like a memory he couldn’t quite place. The tide was out, the sand dark and wet, and small pools of seawater reflected the pale light.

He lit a cigarette and leaned against the truck. The lighter was old, brass, scratched from years of use. He had bought it in a market in a different country, a long time ago. He turned it over in his hand. The engraving had worn away.

A woman came out of the café. She had dark hair tied back with a red band and she wiped her hands on her apron. She saw him and stopped. Then she came closer, shading her eyes from the sun.

“You came back,” she said.

“Yes,” he said.

“How long has it been?”

“Too long.”

She looked at the truck, then at him. “You still driving that old thing?”

He smiled. “It still runs.”

She nodded and looked toward the water. The wind blew a strand of hair across her face and she brushed it away.

“You hungry?” she asked.

“I could eat.”

Inside the café the air was cooler. The place smelled of coffee and frying fish. There were a few tables, all wooden, the kind that had been scrubbed so many times the grain was pale and rough. He sat by the window. From there he could see the road curve out of town and the sea beyond it.

She brought him a plate of fried sardines and a glass of white wine. He ate slowly, the way people eat when they are not sure if they are staying.

“You still working the boats?” he asked.

“Not anymore. My brother runs the charters now. I keep the café.”

He nodded. The sardines were salty and good. He drank some wine and looked out at the road.

“You look the same,” she said.

“You don’t,” he said, and smiled.

She laughed. “That’s what happens.”

He finished eating and put the fork down. “How’s your father?”

“Gone,” she said. “Three years now.”

He looked down. “I’m sorry.”

“He liked you,” she said. “He said you had sense.”

“He was a good man.”

They sat in silence for a while. The light through the window shifted as a cloud passed.

“You staying long?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” he said.

“You should go see the house. It’s still there.”

“I might.”

When he left, the sun was lower, and the sea had turned a dull silver. He drove through the narrow streets where the stones were cracked and weeds grew between them. The houses were the same — white walls, blue doors, a few with fishing nets hanging from the railings.

He parked near the old house. It was smaller than he remembered. The paint had peeled from the shutters. The fig tree by the wall was still there, though its branches were dry. He walked to the gate and stood looking at it. The door was closed, the windows dark.

He did not go inside.

He walked down to the beach instead. The sand was cool under his shoes. There were no people there, only a few gulls walking near the surf. The wind blew strong from the north. He could see the outline of the headland where the cliffs rose up dark against the sea.

He remembered the last time he had stood there. It had been night then, the moon full over the water. They had talked quietly, and she had asked him if he would stay. He said he would. But the next morning he had gone.

He picked up a small stone and turned it in his hand. It was smooth and white. He threw it into the water and watched the ripples fade.

He sat on the sand. The air smelled of salt and dry grass. He thought about the years since. The cities, the rooms that never felt like home, the jobs that ended without reason. He had always thought he could come back when it was time. He did not know when that time was supposed to be.

The light began to fade. He walked back to the truck. On the way he saw the woman closing up the café. She waved to him, and he waved back.

“Come tomorrow,” she called. “We open early.”

He nodded.

That night he slept in the small hotel above the harbor. The walls were thin and he could hear the wind moving through the shutters. Downstairs, someone was playing a guitar softly. He lay awake for a long time, listening to it.

In the morning, the air was clear and cold. He went down to the café. She was there, setting out chairs.

“Coffee?” she said.

“Please.”

He sat outside. The sunlight was sharp and the waves broke white against the rocks. She brought him coffee and sat across from him.

“You going north?” she asked.

“That’s the plan.”

“Still looking for something?”

He smiled. “Maybe.”

“You won’t find it up there.”

“Maybe not. But I can’t stay.”

She looked at him for a long time. “You never could.”

He drank his coffee. The cup was warm in his hands.

“I used to think leaving meant something,” he said. “That there was always another place. But it’s all the same, in the end.”

“Then stay,” she said.

He looked out at the sea. “You have the café. You belong here.”

“And you don’t?”

He didn’t answer.

When he finished the coffee, he stood. “Thank you.”

“You’ll write?”

“Maybe,” he said.

“You won’t.”

He smiled. “No, I won’t.”

He walked to the truck. She watched him go. He turned once and lifted his hand. Then he started the engine.

The road north rose through the hills. The sea fell away behind him. The air smelled of pine and dust. At a bend in the road he stopped and got out. From there he could see the town below, small against the water. The café’s red awning was a dot of color by the pier.

He stood there for a while, watching the gulls circle over the harbor. Then he got back in the truck.

The road climbed higher. The sky was pale and hard, the kind that comes after wind. He thought of her standing in the doorway, the red band in her hair, the smell of coffee and sea salt. He thought of the house, the fig tree, the years he had wasted running from places that would have kept him.

He drove until the road turned inland. There were olive trees on the slopes, and the sound of insects in the grass. A man walked along the roadside with a bundle of nets over his shoulder. He waved as the truck passed.

By noon he reached the top of the ridge. From there the coast disappeared and the land opened wide — dry hills, scattered farms, a few cypress trees. He stopped the truck again and sat for a moment. The wind came from the sea, faint but steady.

He thought about turning back. It would be easy. The road was still there. The café would still be open. She would pour the coffee, and they could talk again about small things — the boats, the wind, the way the gulls cried over the water. It would be simple.

But he knew he would not. There was something in him that would not let him. Maybe it had always been there — that restlessness, that pull of the unknown road. He had mistaken it once for courage. Now he knew it was only habit.

He drove on.

In the afternoon he reached a small village where the road forked. He stopped for fuel and bought a bottle of water. The man at the station asked where he was headed.

“North,” he said.

The man nodded, as if that explained everything.

Beyond the village the land grew emptier. The sea was gone now, but he could still taste the salt on his lips. The road was rough, and the truck rattled as it climbed the long incline toward the mountains.

At dusk he stopped again. The air was cool and still. He sat on the hood of the truck and watched the light fade from the hills. Somewhere below, a bell rang. It was a slow, even sound.

He thought again of the woman. Of the way she had said, “You won’t find it up there.”
Maybe she was right.
He stayed there until the stars came out. Then he climbed back into the truck and started north again.

The road narrowed. The headlights caught the dust and made it glow. He drove with the window open, the cold air on his face.

He did not know where he was going anymore, only that the road kept rising.

And somewhere behind him, far away now, the sea broke white against the rocks, and the town slept under the sound of it.
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2. Men Without Maps
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They left the town before dawn. The streets were still dark and the only light came from the lamps along the port. The air was cold and the smell of diesel hung over the water. Tomas drove the truck and the others sat in silence.

The road ran north along the coast and then turned inland. The sea faded behind them. The land rose into low hills and dry fields. They did not talk much. There was nothing to say.

They had been told there would be work — fences to mend, ground to clear, maybe even a new bridge being built in the hills. No one was sure. The man who told them was already gone when they went to look for him.

By sunrise the road had narrowed to gravel. They passed an old house with broken windows. A dog stood by the gate and barked once, then watched them go.

They stopped near a stream. The water was low and ran thin over the stones. Tomas killed the engine. The others got out and stretched.

“Is this it?” one of them asked.

Tomas looked at the road ahead. “I don’t know.”

The man laughed without humor. “You never do.”

Tomas smiled. “No one does.”

They sat by the stream and ate bread and cheese. The sun came up over the ridge and the air turned warm. After a while, they walked up the road.

The hills were dry, covered with low brush and olive trees gone wild. In the distance, they could see smoke rising from a cluster of houses.

“There’ll be work there,” Tomas said.

They walked until noon. Their boots were dusty and their shadows short. When they reached the houses, they found the village quiet. There was an old man sitting outside a shop, smoking. He looked up as they came.

“You from the south?” he asked.

“Yes,” Tomas said.

“Looking for work?”

Tomas nodded.

The old man shook his head. “There’s nothing here. Maybe at the river, where they’re fixing the bridge. But that’s two days’ walk.”

Tomas thanked him. They bought water and a little bread, then left.

By evening they had made camp under a stand of pines. The air smelled of resin. One of the men, Luis, built a small fire. They sat around it, passing a bottle of wine.

“It’s a long way to the bridge,” Luis said.

“It’s longer going back,” Tomas said.

Luis looked into the fire. “You ever think we’re lost?”

Tomas smiled. “You can’t be lost if you don’t know where you’re going.”

The others laughed quietly.

When the fire died, they lay down on their blankets. The stars were sharp above the trees. Tomas lay awake, listening to the wind in the branches. He thought about the town they had left — the empty docks, the broken nets, the sound of the sea against the pier. He had never meant to leave for good, but
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