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A forum with 30+ women of Indian origin from around the world, from diverse professions, who have come together to write and give a creative platform to the female voice as well as to the underprivileged, and various other narrations from the contemporary world. Books published include: She Speaks (short stories, 2018),   She Reflects (Flash Fiction, 2021), She Celebrates (short stories based on Indian festivals, 2021), Emotions in Rhythm (poems, 2021), and   She Shines (short stories, 2022). 
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in the real and the surreal ...
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‘She Shines’ is the fourth book in the ‘SHE’ series of books - published as a collaborative project by a group of twenty plus women authors of Indian origin, spread across the world. Hailing from different professional backgrounds, the SHE project’s main aim is to provide a creative platform for women’s voices and their reflections from daily lives. None of the authors come from a ‘purely’ literary background - and yet, as scientists, bankers, professors, engineers, managers and home-makers, they all have a story to share.

This creative endeavour started with ‘She Speaks’ in 2019 (short stories collection) and was followed by ‘She Celebrates’ in 2020 (reprinted and relaunched in 2021, short stories based on Indian festivals), ‘She Reflects’ in 2021, (flash fiction stories) and this book ‘She Shines’ in 2022, which is yet again a short story collection, thereby continuing the theme of highlighting the female perspective.

The stories in ‘She Shines’ are like myriad precious stones in a necklace - strung together through a common thread, yet each stone has a shape and colour of its own. This common thread is resilience. The victory of darkness over light has been forever a part of the human experience. The female gender throughout cultures, and perhaps through her own unique feminine stance, has borne the brunt of many impossible circumstances. Yet, within her, a certain perseverance and forbearance exists, that can turn things around. The luminosity of light is appreciated because of the darkness surrounding it. It is this simple yet undeniable fact that threads through the stories in ‘She Shines’. 

Our stories of resilience and victory are seasoned with two different flavours - the real and the surreal. For it is not just the real aspects of our daily lives that lend us an opportunity to win over challenges. But sometimes, the surreal aspect of the human experience may open one’s heart to a larger reality than ourselves. 

The authors in this book have brought either or both of these aspects to their tales. When reading these stories, you will find a myriad spectrum. Tales of hope, determination, optimism, self-realization and faith raise their heads resolutely amidst geopolitical strife, illegal practices, unchartered territories, personal monsters, and everyday routines. Many are intermixed with surreal realms that defy conventional explanation. This book intends to give voice to the voiceless, bring hidden narrations of the happenings around us into limelight, and bring forth to you, dear readers - stories of a multitude of voices in the shadows. 

A unique feature of these stories is that they are based on true events or have been inspired by actual happenings. These stories are compelling because all of us can relate to them in some form.

These are tales about: the joy of friendship and camaraderie amidst dire straits (Rosita’s Birthday); the trials and tribulations that come with being a refugee and the triumph of building a new life through dogged human determination (My Day in the Sun; The Little Girl from Barisal); the will to survive, with it’s sweet rewards from the Universe, through it’s secret conspiracies and mysterious ways (A Change of Heart), or through the warrior goddess dwelling within each one of us (Lion Heart); the spark of curiosity lit by paranormal mystery (Magical Mysteries); perseverance and personal victory despite horrifying tragedy (Back from the Dead); our interconnectedness, eliciting compassion for another’s plight and gratitude for little blessings (Lost Voices); the natural generosity and faith blossoming in our hearts through the ebbs and tides of life (The Tale of the Traveling Talisman); finding one’s true self through the shadows of fear and doubt, and standing in one’s own light, at last (Confidente); turning things around, despite great odds, through the fierceness of spirit (Just Another Day; Phula); sheer miracle of motherhood occurring in the face of grief and loss (The Miracle Child), and birthing ourselves and another with hope, through the providence of motherhood (Ndi, Umunyarwandan).

We hope, dear reader, that your discerning eye will pick up each of these stories, and examine their unique message with your heart. And that, in doing so, you may come to appreciate as well as celebrate the underlying thread of resilience and victory, strung together by diverse female voices. We would also like you to know that by reading our book you will be supporting our philanthropic effort since the profit from book sales will go to non-profit organizations working for women and children.

As editors, we take this opportunity to thank all authors of ‘She Shines’ for their commitment to this project, despite the business of daily living, with its never-ending list of duties and responsibilities. 

Abhilasha Kumar, Raka Mitra, Rejina Sadhu, and Teesta Ghosh 

(Editors, SHE 2022 team)
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To those, for whom the struggle continues.

‘There are two ways of spreading light: to be the candle or the mirror that reflects it.’ 

– Edith Wharton.
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Teesta Ghosh, USA

––––––––
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JUANITA SLOWLY OPENED her eyes. 

Early morning light bathed the tiny room furnished with pieces of worn-out furniture – a bed, a desk, a dresser and a small gas stove in a corner. The walls were covered with drawings that little Rosita brought home from her pre-school. Juanita considered herself lucky for finding a spot in this townhouse meant for homeless single mothers such as herself. The location was not ideal since the Rosedale neighbourhood, tucked away in the south-eastern corner of The Bronx bore all the signs of urban decay – shuttered businesses, run down tenements and graffiti scarred walls. 

‘Why am I already tired?’ Juanita wondered. Mrs. Perlita’s incessant coughing next door, through the night had hardly allowed her much sleep. She looked at Rosita sleeping blissfully through it all. Then the next thought that hit her with full force was it was May 2, Rosita’s birthday.  

She stretched her hand and picked up a blue tin box painted with yellow sunflowers from the desk. She called this box her El Banco where she stashed away ones and fives saved from her wages from a part time job in her college’s bookstore. For the past six months she had been saving assiduously to celebrate Rosita’s birthday. The $110 she had saved had vaporised like raindrops hitting hot asphalt when she had to take her laptop for emergency repairs just prior to her mid-term exams. Juanita opened the El Banco and turned it upside down. She was hoping that magically a sum of $55.84 would materialise somehow – precisely the amount she needed for the birthday celebration. A few nickels and dimes tumbled out of the box. 

‘Wake up Chiquita!’ Juanita knelt beside Rosita’s bed running her hand through her thick brown tresses. 

‘Today is a mucho mucho special day. Do you know why?’ Those words had a galvanising effect on the five-year-old. Rosita’s eyes flew open, and she said, ‘It’s my birthday Mama! Isn’t it?’ It was both a question and a statement.

‘Yes, it is! Happy birthday my precious,’ Juanita said, kissing her daughter’s upturned face.

There was no time for a relaxed mother-daughter conversation though. The chiming alarm clock was insistently reminding them that they had only forty minutes before they would have to leave for college and pre-school. Juanita ushered Rosita towards the shared bathroom in the hallway for a quick wash. Rosita was chattering away as Juanita multitasked – pouring a bowl of cereal in a chipped ceramic bowl, stuffing her computer in her backpack and fixing a butterfly shaped barrette on Rosita’s hair.

‘How old am I today, Mama?’ Rosita had asked her for the umpteenth time.

‘You are five – Rosie.’ 

‘I am a big girl now Mama, right? When can I go to college like you?’

The doorman, Mr. Corazano, an ageing man with a gentle smile, was leaning against the glass door with the peeling gold lettering that read: New Leaf Shelter. He doffed his cap at Rosita with exaggerated formality. ‘Good morning! Miss Rosita Suarez.’

‘Hi Mr. Corazano!  It’s my birthday today and I am going to Dolce Cupcakes in the evening. My Mama said so.’ Rosita announced.

‘Happy Birthday! How old are you today?’

Rosita raised her hand and spread out her five digits. Juanita and Mr. Corazano exchanged smiles as Juanita hurried Rosita out of the door.

Juanita and Rosita walked quickly, sidestepping construction, traffic and residents who were already on the go. Rosedale was a solid working-class immigrant neighbourhood whose denizens worked as sanitation workers, restaurant servers, taxi drivers and security guards in the swankier boroughs of New York City. A tabby was sunning itself in front of the neighbourhood Bodega which was crowded with early customers. 

‘Kitty! Kitty!’ Rosita slowed to greet the cat. 

‘Let’s go Rosita, otherwise I’ll miss my train.’ Juanita said impatiently.

Her daily commute to Slomanson College was tightly choreographed. She had to catch the 8:30, to connect to the 9:05 at 96th West which made it possible for her to arrive just in time for the first class of the day at 9:30 AM. The train was crammed, and Juanita wriggled herself to the back of the car where she was lucky to find an empty seat. She sat down and exhaled softly. The day was shaping up to be a busy one. A Math, Computer Science and a Writing Class would keep her on her toes until 3:30 PM. And to top it all she had to finish up a project for Comp Sci and turn it in before the 4 PM deadline.

However, what preoccupied her right then were not pressing academic matters but how she was going to find $55.84 that she needed for Rosita’s birthday celebration. 

The birthday gift—a rainbow colored xylo-phone from Target—a birthday card, gift wrapping paper and a balloon would amount to $23.15. A Happy Meal for Rosita and a sandwich for herself at McDonald’s was $11.48. 

The high point of the evening was going to be a visit to Dolce Cupcakes. Dolce Cupcakes had become an overnight success the moment it opened its doors in the gentrified north-eastern section of The Bronx. The glass fronted store with its candy pink striped awning and melt in the mouth cupcakes attracted a long line of customers. The place drew Rosita like a magnet.  She would beg her mother for a cupcake from the store when they passed it on her way back from her preschool. Juanita would have to drag her away because gourmet cupcakes were a luxury that was simply out of reach. Juanita had promised to take Rosita to Dolce Cupcakes for a special birthday treat.  She would let Rosita pick five cupcakes from their assorted collection of delectable offerings. This indul-gence would bring the total to $55.84. 

Juanita mulled over her options in her mind. If she had possessed a credit card, she would have simply charged the amount and worried about paying later. But the fact of the matter was that as a poor student who subsisted on hourly wages, she did not qualify for one. She could, of course, borrow the money from her affluent friends, fellow students at college who would willingly give her $55.84 and some more if Juanita simply asked. But was Juanita ready to do that? Her group of amigas—Stella, Laila, Joshua and Richard knew a Juanita who bore little resemblance to the real one. Juanita Suarez – the college student was bright, funny and an absolute whiz with numbers. When she stepped on the college campus though, she concealed the single homeless mother under a cloak of anonymity. Juanita was afraid that she would be judged by her friends who inhabited the world of high-end sneakers, Apple watches and Beat headphones. Nobody knew except her transgen friend ‘Jazz’ - Jazmine Romero. Both were kindred spirits united by a common struggle against poverty and prejudice. 

The PA system announced her stop – ‘the station is 96th West.’ Juanita joined the commuters moving towards the exit. The man ahead of her was dragging an enormous suitcase on wheels behind him. The sight of his hirsute wrist with a gold watch clasped on it instantly reminded her of Chico Rodriguez, the Bodega owner in her neighbourhood. Suddenly a solution to her predicament presented itself, however, she also knew that the so-called ‘solution’ was fraught with perils. 

The Bodega was the go-to place for sundry items like bread, milk, detergent, lotto tickets and cigarettes for the neighbourhood’s residents. No one knew of Chico’s exact origin or when he had showed up in the neighbourhood. He was also a lender from whom the members of the community borrowed during financial emergencies. Rumours were rife about him. There were whispers that he had served jail time for extortion and that he ran a prostitution ring.

Juanita could not avoid the Bodega simply because the nearest grocery store was ten blocks away. There was another reason why she frequented the Bodega anyway. It was comforting to be among Spanish speaking residents who shopped for frijoles, ancho chilies and queso just like she did. 

A particular incident that happened one Saturday afternoon made her suddenly wary of Chico Rodriguez. She was trying to reach for her packet of favorite Churritos perched on top of a shelf when Chico appeared by her side. ‘Let me help,’ he had said. As he reached for the Churritos he had brushed against her, and his elbow had touched her breast. She had sprung back reflexively.  It had happened so quickly that it left her confused regarding whether his contact with her was accidental or deliberate. Juanita had scrupulously avoided the Bodega for the next few weeks but was forced to go back when she found that she was out of milk for Rosita late one night. After the incident, he was solicitous of her in a way that made her uncomfortable. She knew that Chico would be more than willing to lend her the money, but she was aware that once he sensed her vulnerability she would fall into his trap.

The day dragged on at glacial pace once she was in college. Generally, an attentive student, Juanita had failed to answer a basic question on statistical regressions that the Professor had posed to her. Her mind was elsewhere today. The same question swirled in her mind repeatedly. Should she get that loan from Chico or break the news to Rosita that her birthday celebrations were cancelled? It was the last class of the day. As soon as she sat down, Jazz slid into the seat next to her. ‘Hey girl! What’s up?’ Jazz was in her usual ebullient mood. ‘May I take you out to Claridges for a meal today?’ Claridges was an inside joke between them and referred to a community Church that served free meals to the homeless on Thursdays. ‘Can’t. It’s Rosita’s birthday today.’ Juanita’s curt tone took Jazz by surprise. By then Professor Morrison had put up the first slide on the screen which terminated the conversation between them.
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