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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.


There is a feisty woman in the pages of this book who is sick of taking care of the house and her husband and baby, there is a migrant worker who has to choose between his lover and family as he gets ready to trek to his village hundreds of miles away, there is a woman torn between family and what she owes herself and there is a man who can’t deal with his wife’s denial of his sexual needs in these times of stress.


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.
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AFTER THIS, DUBAI?


See. From the day we decided to get married, I had told my hubby, ‘No kids!’


I liked my life, my job, my friends… I didn’t want to be stuck at home changing nappies. He agreed. Then he cheated. Usual tamasha - no protection. This happened after a wild Lokhandwala party. Saturday night, yaar. Everyone binge drinking! And everyone ends the night with sex.


By the time we got down to it, I also got careless and said, ‘Forget it… kuch nahi hoga.’ I used to work in television - script writer types. Such stupid lines are common on the sets - I used to hear them all the time, and wonder, if these TV stars are bonking non-stop, how come they don’t get pregnant? And here I was having a bloody baby, in the middle of Season 3.


I told Anirudh, ‘Yaar… this is not fair.’ But he made all those silly faces men make when they have zero arguments left… and you know the rest.


Now… it’s day 39 of the fucking lockdown. My baby is one year old and teething. I have just been told I no longer have a job. The television business has been so badly screwed… let’s not go there. Anirudh is a journo. His bosses called and told him to take three months off - after that, the management will take a call. Which is another way of saying


‘You are fired!’


Life sucks. But at the moment, I am very angry. With Anirudh. Had he not been selfish and used a condom that night, we would not have had Natasha to worry about during this fucking pandemic. We would have managed, somehow. Such a fucking asshole! We hardly exchange a word anymore. I see him on that bloody couch all day, playing some idiotic game or the other. Nobody calls. Well… nobody phones me, either! Even requests for Insta Live have  dried up - people know nothing is going on as far as new projects go.


I have so many sexy ideas for a new series… but where’s the fucking money to make anything? All those telly stars who would WhatsApp 24x7, with meaningless stuff like, ‘Hey Sweetie… lovely DP! Keep me in mind if you’re working on something.’ And then those emojis! Ufffff... But I miss even that rubbish. Now it’s making sure Natasha doesn’t stick her baby fingers into sockets. Since we had a no-baby deal - or so I thought - our flat was not baby proofed. Now, who’ll come to our building during this madarchod lockdown?


Anirudh won’t get off his fat butt (yes, it’s fat, and getting fatter) to even stick tape on the ground level sockets. Maybe he wants the baby to get electrocuted? No, that’s mean. He loves Natasha… sort of. Maybe he is hoping I will get electrocuted. Naah… then who will cook and clean for this jobless oaf?  I told him yesterday, ‘Why don’t you write a daily blog, like some of your journo friends? See how active they are?’


He glared at me and yelled, ‘And why don’t you shut the fuck up?’ He has not written a word all these days - I find that annoying. Anirudh is a lousy husband, but a good writer. He was one of the five ‘stars’ in the office. People admired him for his clean copy and good writing style. How can he not want to write? He was born to write!
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