
Title

The Pandemic Diaries 

True Stories of Resilience and Struggle from a Locked-Down World

By 

Fazal Abubakkar Esaf

Copyright

© 2025 Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews or critical analysis.

Disclaimer

The stories in this book are based on the true experiences of individuals during the COVID-19 pandemic. Every effort has been made to present these accounts accurately. However, in order to protect the privacy of the individuals involved and for narrative flow, some names, identifying characteristics, and specific locations may have been changed. Certain events, dialogue, and timelines have been recreated or compressed based on the author's and subjects' recollections.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Preface

Acknowledgment

Introduction

Dedication

1. Silent Coffin

2. Oxygen, Metered

3. The Fire Was Not His, But the Hands Were

4. The Road Has No Mercy

5. No One Came to Lift Her

6. The Virus Did Not Ask Their Religion

7. The Mask He Would Not Wear

8. Empty Plates and Silent Streets

9.  Alone in the Quiet Room

10. Fees for Empty Classrooms

11. Pedals of Hope: A Journey Home

12. A Letter in the Silence

13. Songs Beyond the Ward

14. Behind Closed Doors: The Silence of Care Homes

15. The Quiet Renaissance: Finding Life in Stillness

16. Scapegoats of the Pandemic: The Burden of Blame

17. Voices Across the Valley: Pakistan’s Lifeline in Crisis

18. Wounds Unseen: The Silent Burden of a Frontline Doctor’s Family

19. The Bereavement Pandemic: Silent Grief in a World Apart

20. “This Too Shall Pass”: A Century of Resilience

21. The Preacher’s Silence

22. The Cracks in the Marble

23. “It Has Been Such a Good Life”

24. The Exodus of the Unseen

25. Disconnected

26. The Choice

27. Shadows After Recovery: The Family Left Behind

28. Tracks of Exhaustion

29. Between Cries and Quiet: A Mother’s Solace in the Pandemic

30: Comprehensive Framework for Pandemic Management

Pandemic Preparedness Checklist

Conclusion

About the Author

A Message to the World

Sign up for Fazal Abubakkar Esaf's Mailing List

Further Reading: Nowhere to Belong

Also By Fazal Abubakkar Esaf

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Preface
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When the world fell silent, stories screamed inside locked houses, empty streets, and hospital corridors. This book is a collection of true accounts—some covered in headlines, others buried in footnotes or passed in whispers between loved ones. I did not write this to romanticize suffering but to remember it.

What we survived—whether through breathlessness, hunger, or alienation—deserves to be recorded with dignity. These stories, including five deeply rooted in India’s soul, form a mosaic of a shared global trauma. Each story is a matchstick: flickering, brief, bright with emotion.

This is not just a pandemic memoir. It is a reckoning.

—Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
August 2025
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  Journalists, videographers, and local writers who documented the unspoken.


  The silent heroes—migrants, grieving mothers, teachers unpaid, children unseen.


  And the strangers whose courage was louder than fear.



Special thanks to my mentors, readers, and to those who reminded me this book matters.
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The coronavirus pandemic didn’t just infect lungs. It exposed systems, broke illusions, and pulled entire societies inside out.

While the world talked numbers—of cases, of deaths—behind every digit was a story. Behind every mask was a face. Behind every face, a quiet war.

This book walks through those war zones. Some are from India: the child pulling her injured father on a bicycle; the Muslim man giving a Hindu stranger his final rites; the leader denying masks while the poor dug graves. Others hail from Germany, Bhutan, Vietnam, Pakistan, the UK, the U.S.—each one shaped by culture but bound by a common enemy.

These are not perfect stories. But they are true.

Read slowly. Let them settle. This book is a memorial.
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Dedication
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To the voiceless,
To the buried,
To the exhausted walking home,
To the nurse who didn’t sleep,
To the mother who couldn’t touch her child’s body,
To the ones still healing—
This is yours.
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1. Silent Coffin
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The fluorescent lights of Lok Nayak Hospital’s mortuary hummed with a sterile, insect-like persistence. In their cold, indifferent glow, a man lay swathed in white, a number—R-1327—stenciled on his chest, a final, impersonal tag. This was Ramkishore Lal. Once, he was a man defined by warmth and color. His fingernails were stained with the vibrant turmeric he used for his paan, and stories, curled at the corners of his lips, waited to be told. In Old Seelampur, his laughter had been a landmark—rasping, loud, the kind of unselfconscious sound that made children pause their games and dogs wag their tails in recognition.

Now, he was just a statistic: “COVID POSITIVE. DECEASED.” His final moments were devoid of the rituals that had once governed his life and culture. There was no garland of marigolds, no diya flickering in a gentle prayer, and no sons to comfort him. His daughter was not there to whisper the Gayatri Mantra, a sacred send-off. His passing was marked only by the drone of freezers and the distant, metallic clang of stretchers echoing off the tiled walls.

The hospital’s call to the family had been brief, clinical. “He passed peacefully,” they had said, a phrase that felt like a cheap dismissal of a life lived. “Come by 10 a.m. tomorrow. Bring ID.” But when tomorrow came, the quiet street outside the hospital remained undisturbed. No one arrived.

Manoj, the elder son, stood on his balcony, a man of cautious respectability and rigid adherence to new rules. A bank clerk, he believed in the sanctity of masks, the necessity of isolation, and the modern nuclear family. He looked out at a world where stray dogs slept under the brutal sun and milk packets burst under bicycle tires. When a neighbor inquired, Manoj spoke through his mask. “My wife has a cough,” he said, the lie a fragile shield. “And the doctor said not to step out unless urgent.”

The neighbor, a woman who had known Ramkishore for decades, nodded slowly, her eyes asking the question Manoj refused to voice. “What could be more urgent?”

Ravi, the younger son, was a ghost, a frantic text message from a sealed-off Faridabad. “It’s sealed here,” he wrote, a sanitizer bottle swinging from his backpack as he boarded a train away from his father’s final chapter. “We’ll do a puja later.” The sister, estranged for years, offered her tribute from a distance, a folded-hands emoji, before logging off from the digital world that had become a substitute for genuine connection.

As the hospital’s freezer shelves filled with silent, numbered bodies, the nurses, bleary-eyed and exhausted, whispered. “Another one? Family not coming?” The question hung in the air like the scent of disinfectant. When three days passed without a word, the official protocol kicked in. “Then send him to Ghazipur. Mark as unclaimed.”

That single word—unclaimed—was a hammer blow, a final erasure. It implied that the life he’d lived had no witnesses, that the decades he’d spent laughing and selling paan had no final signature. It suggested that grief itself had become a matter of paperwork, and without it, a man simply ceased to exist.

On the third evening, a man named Qasim stood outside his small shop, folding plastic packets with the muscle memory of habit. He had known Ramkishore for 23 years, a friendship forged in the small arguments over tea prices, the heat of cricket scores, and the fragrant debate over the best brand of cardamom. When he heard the family hadn’t come, he looked up at the bruised, pink-tinged sky and whispered, “La hawla wala quwwata illa billah.” There is no power or strength except with Allah. It was a prayer of surrender and sorrow.

That night, Qasim knocked on Manoj’s door, an act of defiance against a world that was learning to switch off. “If you’re afraid,” he offered, his voice low but firm, “I’ll go with you.”

Manoj, framed by the dim light of his doorway, hesitated. “It’s not fear,” he insisted, a protocol-driven man clinging to his rules. “It’s...they say the virus lingers. Even on the dead.”

Qasim looked at him, not with judgment, but with a profound, aching pity. He saw a man who had forgotten that a wall was once a door, that a life could not be reduced to a fear of lingering germs. He saw a son who was a stranger to
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