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Preface: This Is Not Just a Cup of Tea
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This book does not begin with a war, 
or a murder,
or a kiss stolen in a rainstorm.
It begins in a kitchen.
With a woman scraping burnt rice from the bottom of a vessel.
With a father counting coins in his pocket before the milkman arrives.
With a child wondering why the power only cuts off during her homework.
In every country, there is a room like this —
small, cluttered, filled with smells of compromise and cinnamon.
It’s not a palace.
It’s not a slum.
It’s the in-between.
These stories are stitched with sighs and savings.
They are not dramatic.
But they are true.
As true as the slippers left outside a locked door,
as true as the sound of the fan that never turns off
because silence is too loud.
You will not find heroes here.
But you may find yourself.
— Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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Acknowledgement: To the Ones Who Didn’t Know They Were Stories
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To my mother, who never ate the first hot roti herself.

To my father, who taught me what dignity looks like in a torn wallet.

To the working women in saris on buses at 7 a.m.
To the tailors, the teachers, the small shop owners with big hearts.
To every middle-class home that had no drawing room
but always made space for guests.
To my editors, who trusted silence more than spectacle.
To my readers, who will recognize their parents in these pages.
And to the ones who still live in rented homes
but dream like landlords —
this book was always yours.
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Introduction: What It Means to Live in the Middle
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The middle class is not a number.
It is a feeling.
Of being one decision away from ruin,
and one smile away from hope.
In literature, we often talk about extremes:
the extravagant, the desperate, the glamorous, the doomed.
But this book chooses the everyday —
that sacred, often overlooked space
between ambition and exhaustion.
The people in these stories are not symbols.
They are not metaphors.
They are not meant to be pitied, nor idealized.They are us.
A woman who folds the same sari for 20 years.
A father who sells his phone to buy a textbook.
A girl who lies about her first salary
so her mother can sleep with pride.
From Cairo to Chennai, Lagos to Lahore,
this is a literary journey across class without spectacle,
pain without punctuation marks,
and love that shows up in unpaid bills and boiled eggs.
But the stories remain deeply rooted in
middle-class worlds that span nations but share the same ceiling fan hum.
This book is not about revolution.
It is about resilience.
About finding poetry in electricity bills,
resistance in pickles,
romance in leftover rice.
This is a tribute to the people
who live not at the edge of society,
but at its heart —
tired, tender, and trying.
Always trying.
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1. The Smell of Ironed Uniforms
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— A schoolteacher’s son watches his father shrink before payday.



Every morning at 6:15 a.m., the smell of starch and singed cotton filled the two-room apartment on the third floor. The iron hissed on the old wooden table, leaving square creases in the only school shirt I owned. My father pressed it with the same reverence he gave to his lesson plans.

“Stand straight,” he’d say, inspecting my collar like a headmaster inspects grammar.

He was a science teacher — not feared, not famous — just known. Known for chalk dust in his pockets, and for walking like a man who had once been taller.



At school, I sometimes heard the other boys whisper.

“That’s the teacher’s son. Look how his socks don’t match.”

I never told Baba.

Not because I didn’t want him to know,
but because he already did.
He would look at my shoes — polished with coconut oil instead of wax — and nod with tired pride.



The first of every month had its rituals.
We would stop at the tailor’s shop, buy two eggs, and refill the ink pen that had been a birthday gift three years ago.
On those days, Baba’s walk changed. He’d joke with the grocer, hum old Kishore Kumar songs under his breath.

But as the days passed, and the month grew thin, he shrank again —
in posture, in tone, in appetite.
Payday was not just a salary.
It was the moment my father became whole again.



One evening, as I opened his cupboard in search of a geometry box, I found a stack of old salary slips. Neatly arranged, folded once, fragile at the edges.

He had written a date on each one. And in the corner, in pencil — small notes:

“Ravi’s shoes - post-poned.”
“Ma’s medicine - wait for tuition fee.”
“Repair ceiling fan - maybe next month.”
Each note was a quiet resignation.
Each slip, a record of deferred dignity.



One winter, the iron broke.

He still woke up at 6:15.

Took the shirt, sprinkled water, folded it flat under his mattress,
and placed his own body over it as he drank tea.
“Heat of habit,” he said with a smile.

That week, I got teased more than usual.

But my shirt smelled of him.
Of stubbornness and chai leaves and a kind of pride no detergent could wash away.



Years later, when I bought my first branded shirt, I wore it and looked into the mirror.
It sat well on my shoulders.
Smooth. Perfect.
And somehow, I missed the crooked crease.
The uneven edge.
The warmth of something earned in pieces.



Fathers do not shrink.
We simply grow too fast to see how much space they gave up for us.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2. A Slice of Pickle, A Piece of Pride
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— In Kottayam, a mother fights her in-laws with nothing but pickle and silence.



Lakshmi lived at House No. 18, Cherukunnu Lane, Kottayam — a tiled-roof home with mossy steps, a sleepy dog named Muthu, and one aged parrot that screeched only during her father-in-law’s nap.

The parrot belonged to her father-in-law.

So did the house.
So did the fan that never rotated beyond speed two.
And so, most days, did her patience.



Each morning, before the temple bell rang and the aroma of filter coffee floated from neighbouring verandahs, Lakshmi stood in the kitchen like a quiet general preparing for war.

She measured jeera by instinct, tamarind by memory, and her sighs by the minute.



Her husband, Ravi, worked as a junior accountant at a rubber plantation office, where he claimed to be “indispensable,” though he came home every day by 4:30 p.m. without fail.

He had mastered the art of neutrality.

“What’s the point of arguing with Amma?”
he'd mutter, folding his veshti with the solemnity of a judge avoiding a verdict.
“She means well. Just adjust a little.”

Lakshmi had been adjusting since the day she walked into this house with a steel trunk and a dream.
Now the dream sat folded next to the trunk, smelling faintly of mothballs and unspoken things.



The final spark was the pickle.

Lakshmi made naranga achar — lime pickle — so fiery and perfect it once made the visiting priest ask for seconds during a fast.

But one day, her mother-in-law opened a bottle of store-bought amla murabba and declared it “better for Thatha’s digestion.”

Lakshmi said nothing.

The next morning, she spooned her homemade pickle — just enough for herself — onto her plate.
No announcements.
No drama.
Just red oil glistening like rebellion.



At the lunch table, tension mixed with the sambar.

Her father-in-law raised his brow.
Ravi shifted in his chair.
Even Muthu, the dog, paused mid-sniff.
Lakshmi chewed thoughtfully.

“This achar is not for everyone,” she said mildly.
“Only for those who appreciate strong flavours.”



That night, she moved the pickle jar.
Not to the kitchen, not to the family shelf —
but inside her wardrobe, behind the stack of kasavu sarees and a stitched pouch of leftover wedding gold thread.
The next time Ravi noticed, she smiled:

“It’s my recipe. It belongs in my space.”



Two weeks later, her mother-in-law coughed softly and said:

“Lakshmi, your pickle... do you have a little? This murabba is too sweet. No character.”

Lakshmi nodded.

She brought exactly one spoonful in a tiny steel bowl.

“This much is enough,” she said.
“It’s very strong.”



The parrot started mumbling it too:
“Strong... very strong...”
Like a prophecy.
Or a warning.



From that day, small things began to shift.

They asked her before changing the TV channel from Asia-net to Doordarshan.

When a courier arrived, no one opened it until she came back from the ration shop.

Even her father-in-law began clearing his plate silently — especially when the pickle was on the table.



She didn’t storm out.
She didn’t shout.
But something unspoken cracked open —
and stayed open.
All with one spoonful of citrus fire.



In Kottayam, resistance doesn’t always wear a badge.
Sometimes, it smells of lime and garlic — aged in sunlight, and served quietly with rice.
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