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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 an exhausted woman who wishes her husband saw her as something more than an outlet for his sexual needs, there is a weaver in Benaras who has a magical relationship with his loom which changes as the lockdown proceeds and there is a young married couple who grow increasingly disenchanted with each other as the lockdown shows no signs of letting up. Read these stories and more, in this moving and relatable collection of love stories by Shobhaa De.


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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LITTLE, JOYFUL THINGS


I loved dancing. He couldn’t dance. I loved singing. He couldn’t sing. I loved birds. He was put off by them. I enjoyed colour and clothes and textures and plants and flowers and water bodies and gulmohurs and sunsets and moonrises and stars and perfumes and books and mountains and laughter and fairy lights and nice table settings and candles and breads and seasons and lilies and all sorts of silly things. They fascinated me. But none of this interested him.


I once asked, ‘What interests you, in me?’ And he laughed like I had cracked a joke. I felt very hurt because for me it was a really serious question to which I wanted a serious answer. A thoughtful answer. I asked him again.


And he replied, ‘You never refuse me sex. You give it when I want it’. That was his answer! I was stunned. Was I no more than just an opening in a soft wall? I tried again.


Not immediately, of course, but after a few days. ‘Tell me frankly, when you think of me, what exactly comes to your mind?’


He answered promptly, ‘Your downstairs thing.’ That’s it? I asked. Nothing else?


He looked up from the newspaper, his expression was one of great irritation, ‘Why do you ask such stupid questions? I am reading an important article written by a Nobel Laureate. Now my trend of thought is broken.’


Aah. I never refused him sex.  But come on… sex during this awful lockdown period? Was he totally bonkers? Who has sex during this ghastly period? I had unwashed dishes and a pile of unironed clothes on my mind! Not sex! Besides, had he said what he said sweetly, and with tenderness… even if he had been lying blatantly just to have sex at that instant, I would still have obliged. I thought about our love making - minus any love.  Had he never observed me while he was at it? Me! Us!


I recreated our too-many-to-count sexual ‘contacts’, can’t call them anything else. Let me start. Did he notice my eyes? Tightly shut. My mouth? Dry. My forehead? Creased with anxiety. My legs? Wide open. Because I didn’t want to waste more time. Every fibre of my being at that moment would be giving out the same message: Please dear God… let this ordeal be over soon. That was then. During ‘normal’ times. This was now! When we were trapped. And I was  bone tired and brain dead.
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