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There are stories we tell the world, and then there are stories the world tells us—through dried jasmine flowers, unsent letters, old train tickets, and banana leaves still warm from food long eaten.

This book was born in the in-between places.
Between what was allowed and what was desired.
Between caste and kindness, ritual and rebellion.
Between a boy’s whisper in the dark and a girl’s laugh in daylight.
I did not write this book to teach.
I wrote it to remember.
These are not just love stories. They are acts of remembering.
Of what it meant to love when love wasn’t safe.
Of what it meant to belong when the land itself was unsure.
—Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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In South India, stories are not told.
They are cooked. Served. Wrapped in banana leaves. Whispered between temple bells. Etched in kolam. Sung in lullabies. Lost in bureaucracy. Written in names forgotten by official documents.
This collection contains thirty stories—each rooted in a landscape, a season, a moment where love refused to bow. Love that crossed caste, gender, religion, language, and time. Love that was not always victorious, but always true.

In a world that often demands silence from those who feel too deeply, these stories speak in the only way they know how: softly, stubbornly, and without apology.

You are invited not just to read, but to sit beside the story.
To feel the steam rising from the banana leaf.
Still warm.
Still alive.
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1.When Meenakshi Forgot to Close Her Eyes
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In the village of Thiruvarur, where the jasmine bloomed heavy in the air and the nights smelled of lamp oil and drumbeats, Meenakshi lived in a house that never spoke. It was an old, square house, its walls thick with the breath of generations. Inside, there were four rooms, one God in a brass frame above the puja shelf, three secrets that everyone knew but no one named, and a courtyard where the rain came only when Appa was away. The house had a rhythm of its own, made up of Amma’s brisk footsteps, the scrape of steel plates on the kitchen floor, and the faint rustle of the neem tree outside the window. But it was a rhythm without conversation, the kind where silence was not a pause but the whole language.

Meenakshi was not the kind of girl who asked questions. She was the kind who pressed her fingers into freshly washed rice, watching the milky water swirl and run clear through her palms. She walked with her eyes lowered, as her mother had taught her, and bathed with her blouse still on, as her grandmother had insisted. Her laughter, when it came at all, was quiet and quick—like a matchstick flaring against the wind. She knew how to be small, how to take up little space, how to let her presence slip through the cracks of a room without making a sound. It was a skill in their family, this vanishing.

But the boy from the other side of the canal—Velan—had a way of unlearning her.

Velan came from the part of the village that never made it into temple invitations. Where the streets had no proper paving, and the houses were not built but stitched together from tin, rope, and willpower. Where tea was served in steel tumblers, but never drunk in front of others. His father worked the welding shop, beating iron into gates for other people’s homes, never gods. His mother walked with cracked heels and a smile that seemed to say, We survive.

They met at the edge of the canal. Not by arrangement, but by rhythm.

Every Wednesday, Meenakshi washed her hair there, kneeling at the sloped stone bank, rubbing shikakai into her scalp until the water turned brown with the herb’s dust. Every Wednesday, Velan came to soak the burns on his arms, raw and blistered from the sparks that flew too close in the welding shop.

At first, they did not speak. They only shared the sound of water lapping against stone, the rustle of coconut fronds, the distant murmur of voices carried by the wind. But silence has its own language, and over time, they learned it fluently.

She learned that he loved gooseberries dipped in salt, the kind that puckered your mouth before you could smile. He learned she feared thunder, but not lightning. She learned he hummed old film songs when he was nervous, the ones with lyrics about love and rain. He learned she never blinked when she was lying.

And then, one Wednesday in the half-light between dusk and temple bells, he asked, “Why do you never look at me fully?”

She hesitated, her hands still dripping with water, the shikakai scent lingering in the air. She—who had always remembered to bow, to hide, to vanish—looked up. Fully. With the weight of sixteen years and two lifetimes before her in that single glance.

That was the day Meenakshi forgot to close her eyes.

And everything changed.

The whispers came first. Soft as coconut husk, sharp as gossip. They followed her home, slipped into Amma’s cooking, and stuck to her schoolbooks like dust.

“She smiled at him.”

“She looked him in the eye.”

“She forgot where she comes from.”

One evening, Amma found a scrap of paper under Meenakshi’s pillow. Velan had written her name on it—three neat letters, folded small, tucked away like a secret trying to be safe.

That night, the house that never spoke raised its voice. Loudly. Violently.

Appa’s lesson landed on her cheek, hot and stinging. Amma’s silence was heavier than words, thick with disappointment. The rice in the kitchen stayed uncooked. The jasmine on the windowsill was left untouched.

Outside, the rains came early.

Inside, the girl who once laughed quietly now did not laugh at all.

But Velan was not raised to retreat.

Every Wednesday, he still waited by the canal. He brought gooseberries in his calloused hands, the salt melting into his skin. She never came. He scratched her name into the mud by the bank. It washed away with the rain.

He whispered into the wind, hoping it might carry his apology, his ache, his everything. But the wind was busy with bigger sins.

Then, one morning, before the sun had burned away the mist, the village woke to a noise louder than thunder—the kind of noise that doesn’t come from the sky.

Velan was found near the temple tank. Rope around his neck. Dust on his bare feet. Eyes still open.

They said it was shame.

They said it was sin.

They said it was foolishness.

No one said it was *them.*

Meenakshi stood at the back of the funeral crowd, wrapped in a stiff saree that scratched her skin, beside a mother too proud to cry. She did not blink. Not once.

People say grief makes you forget. But Meenakshi remembered everything.

The way his voice caught when he said her name.

The warmth of the gooseberries in his palm.

The moment he touched her wrist, just once, like a question he was too afraid to ask aloud.

And the way he looked at her the last time—like she was something worth closing his eyes for.

Years passed. The old house changed hands. New walls were painted over old cracks. Jasmine still bloomed in the village, but now it was sold by weight at the market, strung into garlands by women whose hands smelled of flowers and sweat.

Meenakshi married a man chosen for her. He worked in Dubai and smelled of nothing—no sweat, no metal, no shikakai, no gooseberries. He sent money every month, not words. Their life was measured in remittances and photographs mailed in stiff envelopes.

They had children who asked questions she didn’t know how to answer. Why she never liked thunder. Why she never wore jasmine. Why she always looked away when people talked about the canal.

Every Wednesday, she still washed her hair. But she never went back to the canal.

People said she was lucky.

People said she had moved on.

People said she had forgotten.

But on stormy nights, when her children slept curled into each other and her husband’s calls did not come, Meenakshi would lie awake, staring at the slow, hypnotic spin of the ceiling fan.

And in those moments, when the rain tapped gently at the windows and the silence folded itself into her arms, she would remember the boy who once made her forget to close her eyes.

And she would not blink.
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2. The Night Kaveri Did Not Flow Home
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That night, the river refused to return.

She stood still—like a child holding her breath, like a prayer caught in the throat. Even the frogs were confused. The sky, thick with burnt turmeric and old smoke, looked down and did not ask why.

In the village of Srirangapatna, they called her Kaveri Amma. Not just a river, but a mother. A pulse. A myth. A witness. She had seen marriages performed on her banks with trembling hands and whispered vows. She had held ashes, secrets, gods, and sins. She had carried laughter downstream and swallowed grief without a ripple. And now, for the first time in living memory, she stood still.

And in the strange quiet that followed, a girl named Ponni waited for a boy who never came.

Ponni was not named after the river by accident. Her grandmother claimed she was born on the very day the monsoon clouds touched Tamil Nadu, when the air smelled of wet soil and temple bells. Her mother, exhausted and half-hopeful, had whispered, “Let her flow where I could not.” But life, like the river itself, took its own course, bending away from promises.

Ponni lived with her uncle in a house of betel-stained windows and borrowed shame. Her parents had disappeared into separate silences—one to death, the other to duty. The house had no softness to it, only rules passed down like heirlooms:

* Don’t speak unless spoken to.

* Don’t laugh too loud.

* Don’t go near the river after sunset.

But rules, Ponni learned, had their own gravitational pull—especially the ones you were told not to touch.

Because after sunset, at the old stone steps near the fig tree that never bore fruit, Surya waited.

He was the weaver’s son, his fingers smelling of cotton and dye. He tied the threads that held gods together on temple banners, but no one had taught him how to tie his own fate. His love for Ponni was stitched in uneven lines—clumsy, beautiful, defiant.

Every Thursday, when the sun curled back into the sky and the priests began folding their saffron cloths, Ponni would walk to the river with a banana leaf of leftovers. She said it was for the crows. But everyone knew crows didn’t make boys smile like that.

They weren’t in love—not in the way the old stories were told. They didn’t speak in poetry or kiss under rainclouds. They sat close, not touching, like two pages in the same book that had not yet been read. She told him she liked the way silence sounded near water. He told her he wished he were born somewhere else. Sometimes they laughed, but quietly, as though even joy had to be hidden.

And then came the night Kaveri did not flow.

Ponni arrived at the riverbank, the banana leaf trembling in her hand. No Surya. No whisper of his sandals. Just the stillness of water that had forgotten how to move
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