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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 these pages of Lockdown Liaisons we have the touching story of a special little boy and how he negotiates his intimate relationship with Ganpati during lockdown. Then there are the deluded and feisty ruminations of a snobbish old lady who never understood why her husband left her for the woman that he did. In another story, entertaining and satirical, a single man struggles to manage life under lockdown with his young son and tries to forge a relationship with an attractive neighbour whose daughters go to school with his son. And then in ‘In Malibu Mansions’ we have a woman coping with losing her high profile job during lockdown and the news that a neighbour has died by suicide by jumping off her balcony.


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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GANPATI BAPPA MORYA


‘Baba, does Ganpati Bappa know about this Corona virus? Will he come to our home this year, or avoid us? Will he also have to wear a mask?’ What could I answer? I stopped what I was doing - basically nothing - and evaded a direct reply.


I answered, ‘Ganpati Bappa knows everything…’ My son Ameya (named after Ganeshji, our family’s most beloved deity), is just seven years old. But Ameya is too smart! I am not just boasting like those showoff fathers in our colony who think their kids are all geniuses. Ameya is smart in a different way - not in class. Not at studies. Not like their children. Maybe others don’t see him like that, because they don’t know Ameya. He has certain problems, which his mother and I are aware of, but don’t know exactly what those problems are. She is a school teacher in the nearby municipality school, where Ameya is enrolled. I work as a clerk in the Municipal Corporation.


Our life is simple. I go to work, my wife goes to work, Ameya attends a few hours of school, then comes home to his grandmother. No complaints. My mother is not a nagging type. She is kind and good and cooks our food very nicely, with a lot of patience and love. Ganesh Utsav is our biggest festival. Bigger than Diwali, even. Ameya starts getting excited about it February onwards… and begins drawing Ganpati Bappa in his drawing books. Ameya is very good at drawing. Much ahead of other children his age. Yes, it is true, he is slow in other subjects, and sometimes he doesn’t talk for days, if his mood is bad. But his mother and I know Ameya has other good qualities that other people may not understand.


He sings so nicely. Good sur, good voice. He can pick up any tune - classical, also! I listen to Bhimsen Joshi and Kishoritai from the moment I wake up. Ameya must have heard all those abhangs and raagas when he was in his mother’s womb. Which is why he has no difficulty humming even a complicated raag like Khamaj.


People we have asked about children like our Ameya keep using the word ‘special’. Arrey baba, we know he is special, we are his parents! But what they mean is different. What they don’t say is they think he is ‘abnormal’. Or ‘retarded’. Which he most certainly isn’t! Our Ameya is fine and precious. He was born in August - in the middle of the Ganesh Utsav - imagine! We were overjoyed and decided to call him ‘Ameya’, after Lord Ganesh. It had other meanings also - ‘pure’ and ‘boundless’ and ‘magnanimous’. But for our small parivar, Ameya was enough… he was our little Ganeshji. He looked perfectly normal as a baby. Behaved like all the other babies in the maternity ward. How were we to know… anything? We just loved him as he was. As he is, today.


Maybe this fact, that he was born during the festival, stayed with Ameya, because he made such a big connection with God. At one point, when he was three years old, he started thinking he was Ganeshji. My mother, his mother and I do daily puja to Ganeshji in our small temple. We light a diya, once in the morning, once just after sunset. When we manage to pluck fresh hibiscus from the bush in the compound, we offer a few flowers to Ganeshji.


Ameya would tell us to do his puja also, saying, ‘I am him and he is me!’ Ameya knows all the Ganesh Artis and Sanskrit shlokas. He recites them with me, during worship. No other child of his age has this skill or knowledge. He can create a Ganesh moorti with clay, mud, sand, dough… any soft substance. When his Aaji kneads the atta for chappati, she always gives a ball of dough to Ameya… we know what he will make from it - Ganpati! She gives him mustard seeds or chauli for the eyes, I give him small twigs for the tusks. Within a few minutes, Ameya makes a beautiful Ganeshji… always a little different. Sometimes the trunk is to the left, sometimes to the right, sometimes it is up. I have taken many pictures of all this on my phone, even though my camera is not so good.
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