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            "What the wind forgets, the dust remembers."

      

    


“If we want the old days back, we must first bring ourselves back.”

PREFACE:

At the trembling edge of memory and change, this novel sets out to listen for those faint echoes most stories rush past—the hush between departures, the breath before a conviction falls silent, the fine grains of provincial dust that settle in and around every larger history. Echoes of the Dust is not simply the tale of Aftab Ali and those who pass through his orbit, but an invitation to inhabit the soft, untranslatable spaces of belonging, loss, and interior migration that define the lives behind statistics and headlines.

This book unfolds from the blunted innocence of a Punjabi childhood through the bracing, dissonant lessons of city and intellect, and into an adulthood marked by both yearning and muted resistance. The architecture of this narrative is built not on sensational events, but on moments often overlooked: the hush of a rural field at dusk, the quiet unease of a letter never sent, the battered intimacy of a classroom where conviction is outpaced by indifference.

In tracing the arc of a single life—buffeted by history, reshaped by desire and disappointment—I have tried to evoke not only the visible pattern of change, but also the subtle inheritance of questions and silences we bear across generations: What shapes us when the world does not notice? How does love survive exile, whether from land or from certainty? Can memory redeem us, or does it simply deepen the ache of what we cannot reclaim?

To those readers attuned to the weight of lost places and the resilience woven through ordinary lives, I offer this story as both elegy and witness. May you find in these pages not just a chronicle of fading values and persistent doubt, but also, and perhaps more vital, a testament to the quiet, stubborn hope that persists—sometimes only as an echo—in every life lived between the margins of attention.

M S MEHDI

20th July 2025

Anchorage Islamabad
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Chapter-I—When Dust Was Golden"
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Central Punjab village, early 1980s

Aftab’s age is approx. 10–11

The Wall Above the Wheat

(Summer, late afternoon. Central Punjab, early 1980s.)

The wall wasn’t meant to hold children. It sloped slightly, its plaster long faded to the color of ash and apricot, flaked in places like sunburned skin. But for Aftab, it was a throne. He climbed it without sound, the way only boys who grew up without furniture knew how—carefully, instinctively. He sat cross-legged, arms resting loosely over his knees, the sun warming his back through his thin cotton shirt.

From this ledge, he could see everything: the tips of the golden wheat brushing against each other, soft and tired after a long day of dancing in the breeze. A thin irrigation channel slithered like a ribbon through the fields, its water moving lazily, almost begrudgingly. A white cow stood beside it, flicking flies from its back with a tail that moved more rhythmically than any musician he’d ever seen.

Aftab followed the cow’s eyes. They looked at nothing. But they looked deeply at it.

He loved this hour—not because it marked the end of school or the beginning of dinner—but because it was the only time the village seemed to stop pretending it wasn’t alive. Mornings were too busy pretending to matter. Afternoons too drowsy to notice themselves. But this hour—just as the sun slipped toward the horizon—this was when the dust softened and the shadows came home.

A dog barked once, somewhere near the corner of Qadir Uncle’s well. It wasn’t an angry bark. Just a reminder—to itself, maybe—that it existed. Aftab looked over and saw the dog now curled beneath a cart, half-asleep, guarding nothing in particular.

Down the narrow pathway between the fields, a boy named Zain kicked a flat stone with slow, deliberate nudges of his foot. He wasn’t going anywhere, and he didn’t seem in a hurry not to. He stopped for a moment and threw a pebble at a group of crows squabbling over a guava peel. They scattered like gossip.

Aftab didn’t call out. He liked people better from a distance.

He shifted slightly, lifting his notebook from inside his shirt. It was not the first one he had owned, but it was the first one he had started without being told to. The pages were mostly blank, save for a few sentences he didn’t understand even as he wrote them. One read: “Some things are not forgotten. They just forget to return.”

He didn’t know what he meant by it. But he liked the sound. He liked the weight of it.

The radio crackled again in the distance—one of those old models with a silver knob and a half-torn cloth speaker. A folk singer was lamenting something about parting at a riverside. Her voice was coarse but precise, like a stone skipping across water. The men at the tea stall had stopped talking. Even silence, here, had good manners.

Aftab’s eyes followed a trail of ants moving over the edge of the wall and disappearing into a crack. He admired their purpose. No hesitation, no rest. Just movement. He wondered if they envied people for their stillness, or pitied them for their confusion.

His grandfather once told him that the wind always came before the truth. He wasn’t sure what that meant, but he remembered it now, as a breeze stirred the edge of his sleeve and whispered into his collar.

There was no story in the air today. No big moment. Just a stillness that didn’t ask to be broken.

And for Aftab, that was enough.

— —* * *—* * *— — 
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A Banyan Between Us

The banyan tree behind the old mosque had lived longer than memory. Its roots fell from the branches like unfinished thoughts, dangling and touching the earth like cautious feet returning to childhood. It stood watchful beside the stone well, a place where silence often perched in the late afternoons, long after the children had vanished from their cricket games and the elderly had retired into their courtyards with tea and oil for aching knees.

Aftab came here when the world felt too fast—even though nothing in his village ever truly hurried. He would often sit where the roots thickened like elephant limbs, his satchel pressed to his chest, filled more with paper dreams than actual schoolwork. The mosque’s old wall, sun-bleached and chalky, warmed his back. This was his hollow of thought, his watchtower, his escape.

And that afternoon, she was there.

She sat cross-legged on the other side of the banyan, not facing him, a composition slate balanced in her lap. She held the chalk like it was a flute, not a tool. Her hair was tied in a loose braid, one strand slipping forward, catching the fading gold of the afternoon light. She was drawing something—not letters, but shapes, perhaps the curve of a bird in flight or a mango’s belly or the edge of a cloud she'd once seen during monsoon.

The soft scrape of chalk on slate reached Aftab first. Then the smell of damp dust from the rinsed cloth she used to clean the surface. She was real—undeniably, solidly real.

Aftab hadn’t known anyone else came here, let alone someone who looked as though she belonged to the tree itself.

He didn’t speak. Neither did she.

Only the birds said anything, hopping along the lower roots, their claws scratching out soft percussion against the bark. Aftab shifted his weight, the movement drawing her attention. She looked up, unstartled, her eyes level and unflinching—as though she had been expecting him, or perhaps he had always been there in her world, a background figure she had only now turned to acknowledge.

“You’re Aftab, aren’t you?” she said, not as a question but as a quiet confirmation.

He nodded, too surprised to lie or even blink.

“I’ve seen you reading on the wall of Master Fareed’s shop,” she said. “Your lips move when you read. It makes the words look like they’re trying to fly.”

Aftab flushed, unsure if it was a compliment or a gentle mockery. She smiled, seeing his discomfort, and dipped her chalk into the damp cloth beside her to clean it.

“I’m Sajida,” she said. “You can sit if you like. I won’t take your quiet from you.”

He sat down, cautious as if stepping into a dream.

They said very little after that. The sky shifted colors above them, saffron folding into mauve. At some point, a breeze moved through the hanging roots and made them sway like old storytellers clearing their throats before a tale.

Aftab didn’t ask why she came here. Sajida didn’t explain. But something delicate passed between them—a pause, a recognition, the start of something that had no name yet. Aftab would later remember this moment with the same ache he reserved for the smell of old books or the way rain kissed dry mud.

Eventually, she stood, dusted off her shalwar, and smiled. “Same time tomorrow?” she asked, but without waiting for an answer.

And just like that, she disappeared through the curtain of banyan roots, not hurried, not coy—just real, and unforgettable.

Aftab remained there until the call to prayer echoed over the rooftops, long shadows climbing the trunks of neem trees, and the silence wrapped itself gently around him again, like the ending of a song.

— —* * *—* * *— —
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Village Time

(The next evening after Aftab met Sajida under the banyan).

Evening crept in. The village exhaled.The sound of a distant hand-pulled bell—metal against metal—rose like a whisper from the lanes. It was Bashira, the milkman, arriving with the day’s yield sloshing gently in aluminum containers that swung from either side of his bicycle. The left pedal clicked unevenly, always had. You could set your watch to that sound—if you cared about time. But in the village, time wasn’t something you chased. It passed like a mule on a dusty path—you acknowledged it, nodded perhaps, and let it continue.

Aftab slid down from the wall with the grace of someone who’d never been caught falling. His feet landed softly on earth that had memorized the shape of his sandals. The sky was already losing color. A few lazy clouds drifted overhead like old men too proud to go home.

His thoughts still wandered back to the banyan. It had only been a day, but something about Sajida’s presence lingered, like a folded note inside his chest. He hadn't gone back yet. Not because he didn't want to—but because he wasn’t sure what he would say if she was there again. Or if she wasn’t.

As he walked toward the cluster of homes, familiar smells began to gather in the air—burning cow dung, boiled wheat, a trace of mustard oil on someone’s stove. The village didn’t just smell like home; it smelled like history. As if every scent was a line in a poem you could never write, only remember.

Children ran barefoot through narrow mud alleys. Two girls chased a chicken that did not want to be caught but didn’t mind pretending. A woman squatted outside her door, shelling peas with fingers that moved so fast they looked impatient with time. Her radio played an old tune from the film Nikaah. The sound crackled, dipped, and rose again—just enough for her to hum along.

From a verandah where shadows gathered like old gossip, Aftab’s grandmother called out his name.

“Aftaaaab... paani bhar lo pehlay, bijli na jaaye phir.”

(Aftab... fill the water before the electricity disappears again.)

There was no resentment in her voice. Only the sharpness that comes from having repeated a sentence too many times over too many years.

He entered the courtyard—open to the sky, soft with worn brick. A goat blinked at him from under the charpoy, its eyes dull and beautiful like marbles forgotten in sand. A brass lota lay tilted near the tap, sunlight still caught in its curve.

He turned the tap. A cough of air, a long groan, and then—water. Cold. Earthy. Honest. He held his hand beneath the stream, watching it ripple over his fingers, then brought it to his face.

Somewhere in the neighborhood, a pressure cooker hissed, sharp and brief, like a warning not to linger.

“You took your time, miyan,” his grandmother muttered, pulling a clay lid over the pot on the stove.

“I was writing,” he said, without elaborating.

She didn’t ask more. She never did. She had long ago accepted that children born with too many questions would never grow up with simple answers.

Inside the house, the air was cooler, denser—like it remembered things the walls would not speak of. His father sat on a woven mat, radio pressed to his ear. The newsreader’s voice was faint, almost defeated, like a man reading his own obituary.

“Elections postponed again... curfew in parts of Lahore... dollar rate crosses five...”

Aftab didn’t understand everything, but he understood enough to know the grown-ups were tired.

His mother emerged from the inner room, wiping her hands on her dupatta. She glanced at Aftab, then at the light outside.

“You’ll ruin your eyes, reading in the dark.”

“I wasn’t reading,” he said. “I was watching the light disappear.”

She paused for a second. Then shook her head and smiled.

“Strange boy.”

As night settled, the family gathered around the tandoor. The smell of freshly baked roti was almost unbearable in its intimacy. No one spoke much. The fire said enough.

Crickets began their soft gossip in the corners. Someone lit a kerosene lamp, and the flame flickered as if trying to remember something.

Aftab leaned back on his elbows, staring at the darkness above. He could not name a single constellation. But he knew which stars appeared when his uncle’s stories began. He knew which wind carried the smell of sugarcane. He knew which silence meant something had changed.

And tonight, it had.

— —* * *—* * *— —

[image: ]


Of Fathers and Fences

(Two days after the banyan meeting.)

The fence was supposed to be straight.

It wasn’t.

It sagged in places, leaned in others, like an old man trying to whisper a secret into the earth. Rust had laced its wires like veins, and one of the corner posts tilted outward, as if reconsidering its role.

Aftab’s father, Haji Noor Ahmed, stood beside it with arms folded, jaw locked, and a length of rope clenched in one fist. His shoulders were sun-seared and broad—the kind men measured manhood by. His turban, olive and faded, was wound tight, almost too tight—as though it was meant to hold something in.

Aftab knew that look.

This was not the time to ask questions.

But questions lived in him now, as common as breath.

He stood a few feet away, watching the way his father’s eyes scanned the boundary, as if seeing betrayal in the angle of each post.

“This post was upright last year,” Noor Ahmed muttered.

Aftab didn’t answer. He didn’t know whether it was a statement, a memory, or a complaint. His father spoke like that now: into the air, toward the soil, as if hoping one would talk back.

“The rains did this,” he added.

Still no reply.

Aftab glanced at the fence line. Beyond it was the land that once belonged to his grandfather. A narrow rectangle of cracked earth and stubborn weeds. Sold off, piece by piece, in years Aftab was too young to remember and his father too proud to forget.

“The land doesn’t forget who it belongs to,” Noor Ahmed once said. “Only men do.”

Today, a loose chicken darted near the fence, pecking with the casual arrogance of things that don’t know how fragile ownership is.

Noor Ahmed finally moved.

He approached the tilted post and kicked its base, then knelt with an audible grunt. Aftab noticed the stiffness in his father’s right leg—the one he used to joke was “borrowed from a donkey” after falling from a cart in ‘92.

No jokes today.

“Hold this,” his father said.

Aftab stepped forward, took the post in both hands, and leaned. He felt its resistance, then its reluctant cooperation. He pressed harder, pretending it was a test of strength. Maybe it was.
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