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	Dedication

	This story dates back to 2017. I was preparing for university entrance exams at the time. I started taking private tuition from Neerob Hasan to learn Physics and Higher Mathematics. We met through a coaching center.

	At that time, I used to write blogs. I had a small blog of my own where I expressed my thoughts on various subjects. Halfway through the private course, Neerob Hasan suggested a question bank book for us to solve. The question bank book belonged to Neerob Hasan and his own team. I published an article about that book on my blog and sent him the link. The next day in class, he addressed everyone and said, "Shakil has a very good hand at writing. Don't mistake this for his handwriting; he has a gift for writing." That day, I discovered the budding writer within myself. I dedicate this story to Neerob Hasan, whose one comment introduced me to my own writer self.

	Author's Note

	I love being alone. I often distance myself from the clamor of the city, the concrete hustle, and the crowds of people. I like places where the mountains touch the blue waterline of the sea, where nature speaks in silence, and where an unnamed tranquility drifts in the air.

	Although I cherish the affection of family and friends, sometimes I feel the need to leave everything behind and spend quiet time with the person residing within me. That very solitude introduced me to writing.

	I started writing "Obola Theke Uttoron" (A Journey to Empowerment) in 2018, when I was a first-semester university student. I had to stop after writing just a few paragraphs. Time, life, and busyness pulled me away from the story for five long years. But Maya remained within me, like a silently surviving emotion. Hence, I picked up the pen again, returning to that world of imagination.

	This is my first novel, where reality, imagination, and emotion are blended together. If this story can evoke a little peace, a few questions, and a sense of connection in the minds of the readers, then my writing will be successful.

	The characters, places, time, and incidents in the novel are completely fictional. Any resemblance to reality is purely coincidental.

	— Shakil Ahmed

	Preface

	Is your life bound by an invisible boundary? Do you feel that society or circumstances are trying to clip the wings of your dreams just when you are ready to fly?

	If the answer is 'yes,' then this story is written for you—A Journey to Empowerment.

	Every life has a chapter where a person struggles against their invisible boundaries to grow. The protagonist of this story is Maya, a simple girl from a village, whom life drags through one obstacle after another. Her childhood was innocent, full of dreams, and enveloped in the affectionate touch of her family. But the customs and limitations of the village repeatedly reminded her that a girl's freedom is always limited.

	An indomitable desire was born in Maya's heart—to find herself, to be independent, and to realize her dreams. Climbing the ladder of that desire, Maya leaves the confines of her domestic life and travels from the village to the city.

	Maya's journey to the city is not just a relocation but an expedition to find her self-identity. The city's new light, new people, and new challenges all begin to change her. Maya starts to forget her childhood, her golden past, and the organized domestic life of the village.

	This story reminds us that sometimes frustration and failure give birth to new possibilities, and how love, affection, or delusion can instantly destroy them. Maya's life teaches us that dreams and reality never run in a straight line.

	When readers turn the pages of this book, they will not just read Maya's story; they will read the story of their own struggle, their own indomitable will, and their own ascension.
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	Long before the first light of dawn could pierce the morning sky, Maya’s day had already begun. She would wake the sleepy hours, greeting the responsibilities that fell like rhythmic raindrops on a tin roof.

	In one corner of the courtyard, beneath the tube well, piles of plates and bowls lay coated in the shadows of the previous night. With weary hands, Maya would scrub them clean, washing away the darkness slowly, methodically. As her father prepared his jhalmuri (spicy puffed rice) cart for the day’s trade, Maya busied herself making paper cones. To her, those weren’t just cones of paper; they held the fragile dreams of their struggling family.

	When she finally lifted her school bag onto her shoulder, she left no complaints behind. She walked silently toward school, her footsteps quiet but determined. At the end of the day, she would return—her feet weary, but the light in her eyes undimmed.

	In the dim glow of evening, a small study table in the corner of her room became her entire world. There, she found a language of her own—a language of hope, of promise, and of the story of a girl growing up, inch by inch, against the odds. With the last dregs of strength in her tired body, she would turn the pages of her books. She knew that each page turned was a step toward a new chapter of life—one where light, dreams, and a vast sky of freedom awaited her.

	Maya, the daughter of a man who sold jhalmuri at the college gates to feed his family, had finally made it into college herself.

	The hands that once learned to fold paper cones for her father’s cart would now grip a pen. Today, she would walk into a college classroom. Her hands would touch the wooden benches; her eyes would fixate on the blackboard. Taking a deep breath, she would whisper to herself, “I can do this. I will make it.”

	This joy did not belong to Maya alone. It belonged to her family, and to the entire village—a village where girls’ dreams were still tethered to the kitchen and the courtyard. From that darkness, Maya had emerged as a first ray of light. The news of her admission had awakened the village.

	They came to see her with the same excitement reserved for a new bride. Small eyes looked up at her, shining, as if seeing the future of the entire village reflected in her face.

	To Maya, college might have been just the first step on the ladder of success, but to her father, it was everything. He knew little of universities or the vast world of higher education. But he knew this: his daughter had walked through a gate he could never enter. Where his feet had never trod, his daughter’s footprints now lay. This was the greatest achievement of his life.

	Maya was not just entering a college building; she was ascending a mountain path of light, where every step would rewrite the dreams of thousands of girls like her.

	Today marked the beginning of a new chapter in Maya's life. The first day of college, the first class. The morning light hadn't fully spread, yet there was a brilliance on her face, a light of excitement. Waking up, she put on her new uniform, as if discovering herself with a new identity.

	Slowly, she stood in front of the mirror. In the silent room, there was only her breathing and the silence of the glass. She questioned herself with curiosity in her eyes, "Well, how do I look? Is my hair neat? Has the braid slanted to one side? Is the dot on my forehead exactly in the middle?"

	She answered all the questions herself. The reflection in the mirror seemed to break its silence today, as if another Maya was looking back, smiling, saying eye-to-eye, "You have grown up."

	Today, for the first time, Maya felt herself as a young woman. A sixteen-year-old new world awaited her. The reflection seemed to cross the boundary of reality and whispered deep inside her soul, "Come, let's start a new story today."

	Maya nodded silently. She smiled once at the mirror. It was time to leave.

	Before her train of thought could break, the clock hand moved past six. She had little time; she had to leave now. There was a long way to go. The winding dirt road of the village lay ahead. There was no rickshaw, no sound of wheels turning. Her own two feet were the only carriage for this path.

	Maya walked on, and with every step, she moved closer to the city of civilization. She repeatedly looked back at her footsteps and thought, I will return. I will return on this path. But no longer as just Maya; I will return as an unstoppable woman who has broken her chains.

	I must return, not for myself, but for the teenage girls of my village, whose wings of daring journeys this society has clipped right before my eyes. I must return.

	Maya reached the college after walking for nearly an hour. A huge green field greeted her. The field was surrounded by rain trees. Peeking from behind them stood three four-storied buildings of the Science, Commerce, and Arts departments.

	Maya stepped onto the green grass. Even the grass seemed to whisper today, "Go forward, may your steps bless me. I have been waiting for you for a thousand years."

	Maya moved slowly through the field. Suddenly, she noticed that there was no one around. Everything was completely silent. Solitude was spread across the grounds. It didn't take long to realize that she was late for her very first class.

	The first class of college life is said to be a lifelong memory. She must not miss it. So, Maya hastily started running toward an unknown building. At the entrance, she met a volunteer.

	Maya asked in a slightly shaky voice, "Which way is the Intermediate First Year classroom?"

	He smiled and said, "Go to room number 203."

	Without delay, Maya rushed toward room 203. The entire class was packed to the brim. There was no chance to sit on the front bench anymore. Still, Maya was happy. At least she didn't miss the class. Today was the first time in her life that she sat on the back bench. In her school life, let alone the back bench, she had never even sat on the second row. If she was late, her classmates would save a spot for her at the front. That was the privilege of being the class's top student.

	Maya was breathtakingly beautiful, like an incomplete moon hanging in the sky—not dazzling, but deep. Her eyes were as still as deep waters; once you looked, you were lost. Her complexion wasn't radiant, but soft, almost like light caught in a cloud. Her hair was like the smoke rising from a burnt stove on a deep winter night. Her walking rhythm hid a kind of poetry, and her smile was laced with the shy colors of twilight.

	She was like a beautiful error of nature, yet that error was the most beautiful truth of creation.

	Anyone who looked into Maya's eyes once did not return; they sank into a strange fascination. Almost every boy in college kept a little corner for her in their heart—for some, it was a secret like a poem, for others, a daring love letter. Some even gathered the courage to propose. But Maya, far from agreeing, did not even look back at anyone.

	Because of this, the boys in the class knew Maya as arrogant and haughty. Everyone thought she had established a solitary kingdom in the pride of her beauty. Yet, this distance seemed to make her even more mysterious and attractive.

	The boys' weakness for Maya was so intense that, in the eyes of other girls, she became an icon of envy. They felt that Maya's presence dimmed their own world because the pull of Maya's eyes made the boys see no one else. Where every girl wanted to be the center of attention, Maya silently and impassively drew all the light toward herself.

	The college days brought a new spring into Maya's life. Every morning was colorful, and every class became a story of a new beginning. Friends' laughter, the hustle of the corridor, and secretly gathering memories—all combined to start a day of unadulterated joy for Maya.

	One month passed in the blink of an eye. Yet, how beautiful that time was is only realized precisely when it is left behind.

	Maya grew up in the humble embrace of a lower-middle-class family in the village, the eldest of three sisters. Her childhood was a mosaic of scarcity; often, a meal at noon meant going hungry at night. Every day taught her a cruel lesson: a life without money is a life without voice, helpless and fragile.

	In a household where two full meals a day felt like a luxury, bringing Maya as far as college was, for her father, akin to conquering the Himalayas. His dream was simple yet lofty: his three daughters would go to college, become educated, and stand on their own feet. Maya’s journey was the first step toward that summit.

	But reality is a harsh master. The family simply did not have the strength to carry the weight of such dreams. One day, her father made a silent decision—Maya’s journey would end here. The future of his two younger daughters now had to take precedence. Maya’s path would be blocked so that, perhaps, a new door might open for her sisters.

	Good times are deceitful; they flee quickly but leave their footprints on the heart forever. It was in this season of her life that Maya truly understood the depth of the proverb: “Life is not a bed of roses.”

	Her education stood on the precipice of ruin. It felt as though all the lights in her life were suddenly being extinguished. Was money to be the sole executioner of her dreams? A suffocating pain gathered in her chest. Standing before the mirror, she stared into her own eyes, engaging in a silent, desperate conversation.

	"Why are people poor?" she whispered to her reflection. "Why isn't everyone born into nobility and wealth? Is education only a privilege of the rich? Do the poor have no right to knowledge?"

	She found no answers, but every question sparked a fire deep within her soul. From that fire, a fierce ambition was born—the desire to be wealthy, to be powerful. Maya, the girl from a struggling family, began to dream of a day when she would snap her fingers at society’s barriers, become highly educated, and claim her place among the elites. She vowed to shatter the invisible walls dividing the rich and the poor. Education became her weapon, and her dreams, the map of a final war. She believed she would win; she was not born to lose.

	Meanwhile, her father had a singular goal: to marry Maya off as quickly as possible. In his eyes, marriage was safety, far more important than education. Girls, he believed, were not meant to fly beyond the confines of a household.

	But Maya knew the truth. Once she crossed the threshold of marriage, there would be no return to the path of light, no returning to the pages of books where she found her freedom. Her dreams of becoming a self-respecting woman would wither and die prematurely. So, she made a decision. She would not let this marriage happen. She would fight alone if she had to. She would question time, society, even her own father. Because she knew a woman’s future was not tethered solely to a kitchen; she, too, had the right to touch the sky.

	The Maya who was once a quiet, studious girl with her nose buried in books suddenly changed. In college, she began to reach out, laughing, socializing, and sharing stories with a desperate urgency. To her classmates, this was a stranger.

	"How did you change so much overnight?" they asked in surprise. "You weren't like this!"

	Maya wanted to speak, but the words choked in her throat. Terror flickered in her eyes. Finally, she looked at them and said, "Perhaps... perhaps we won't meet again."

	And then, burying her face in the bench, she broke down in uncontrollable sobs.
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