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Cocooned in our small little worlds yet living through the most precarious and awful times – this has got to be a first in the collective memory of the whole wide world. Untouched by the footsteps of migrant workers in the hot sun we rave and rant on social media. And as always what helps us to retain our sanity in moments like this are words. Our own words and words from loved ones but even more than that, words from gifted writers who spin stories out of universal experiences, from thoughts and ideas half-formed in our minds.


Simon & Schuster India is happy to bring to you short stories by the inimitable Shobhaa De as she captures the fragile zeitgeist of the pandemic in her own unique way – through stories that don’t provide an escape into la la land but rather stories of love that will make you sometimes smile, sometimes frown but at all times understand the subterranean world of shifting human emotions. The author, and her stories, don’t shy away from the tremulous uncertainties of the world as we know but rather help us to confront and understand it all, just a little bit better.


In this little collection of diverse stories you will meet tired but spunky women who refuse to accept unsatisfactory relationships during lockdown. Then there is the travails of the man who is stuck with a woman he has been casually dating because of the suddenness of the lockdown. And in one other story we see how the uncertainties unspooled by the lockdown impact the wedding plans of a couple planning their destination wedding.


I hope all of you enjoy reading the stories in this anthology and remember in these difficult times to be kind to yourselves, to the people you meet in the pages of this book and to those in your life and in the world outside.




[image: Image]






[image: Image]


VODKA… AND NO TONIC


I hate this lockdown nonsense, okay? As it is we were having problems in our marriage - his work, my work… usual story. Then came this bloody, fucking lockdown! And after 20 days, I was ready to die of corona virus rather than spend one more day and night with this awful man. The thing is, I did not know he was awful! Till the lockdown happened. In fact, I thought I had married a nice chappie.


We knew each other from before getting hitched and all that. Not as if one fine day our parents came up with a rishta and we said ‘yes’. Nor was it one of those bakwas dating sites… or an NRI type of kahani. We lived in the same colony! We were both fauji bachchas. We understood each other’s lifestyles. Our schooling was similar. We worked hard, you know? Did MBA and all that - separately, of course. So hard work was not some new concept - arrey, we were not Ambanis, Birlas and Tatas. Solid middle class values! But we had big dreams - why lie? We wanted to make it big in the world. Travel from Tokyo to Paris. Do fun stuff together. Set up an amazing home. Paarty-shaarty with friends - typical.


Our wedding was too much fun, yaar. All the events put together by a wedding planner so nicely - just the other day, I was watching the videos on my laptop and thinking, ‘Yaar… look at these! How happy we look! And I toh looked super hot, especially during the bikini shoot in Phuket, where we went with four other couples for our youngsters’ party.


Watching those videos during the lockdown added to my depression. It was all past tense. Our lives had changed forever. And I knew, no matter how hard we both tried, our marriage would never be the same again. Vicky has changed - that much is pucca. He says I have changed - lies! I am still the same Manju - ask my friends! We chat and have Zoom parties every other evening - just to remind ourselves we are alive. Vicky finds all this stupid and refuses to join us. He locks himself in the bedroom and creates a racket, just to disturb my fun. Of course, I drink during these virtual parties. Why not, yaar! It’s not a crime! What else does he expect me to do! Japo a mala?


Just because he has zero friends, he is jealous of mine. I am friendly and sociable, okay? He also used to be like that. We had common friends. Then he slowly changed - which he denies. How can he deny this? Why blame everything on the lockdown? I told him not to give me excuses and keep running away from the real issues. The truth is, we no longer sleep together. I admit it was my decision to give sex a break - it was getting too much for me! I worked in Gurugram, and he in Noida. We were both doing brilliantly - the money and perks were good. But the hours were long, and we both had to travel a lot. Naturally, this would lead to fatigue - all my girlfriends told me the same thing. So, my group decided to get off this whole ‘sex-ka-chakkar’ for a while.
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