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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.


Through these stories you will meet a host of interesting characters, dealing with the lockdown in ways that are unusual and unique. There is the woman who measures her life against the whistles of her neighbour’s pressure cooker, the doctor who tries to feebly justify a hard decision that she takes and the Bollywood star who is stuck in his lavish weekend home and raves and rants to no avail! Yet another narrative tells us about a wealthy and difficult old woman who is forced to spend lockdown in her caregiver’s small flat.


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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A PRESSURE COOKER ROMANCE


My neighbour’s pressure cooker always annoyed me. God knows what that family ate and how many times, but I would hear that whistle at least twenty times a day - when I was home, that is. My life was different, being a field worker and all that. I don’t call myself an activist as such, because people get put off and become suspicious.


I just say, ‘I am a research scholar’. It sounds better. I like to mind my own business and don’t let anybody poke their noses into mine. When I travel, I just lock my place and go. It is a small flat. Some would say it is very small. But my needs are minimal. I don’t cook at all. So maybe that is why that pressure cooker whistle bugs me. After the lockdown, I am stuck in this cramped space. And since I have never kept food stuff at home, I have been inconvenienced a lot. How much bread and butter can I eat and how often? I was used to drinking cutting chai when I was on the road. Sugary chai, which gave me the energy to keep walking.


This is terrible! And each time I hear that whistle, it forces me to think of food. I don’t like feeling hungry and craving something which is out of my reach. That is how I have disciplined myself over the years. I need water - clean water. And tea. That’s enough for me. My colleagues used to find it odd that my kitchen stocked nothing - not even salt and sugar. What would I do with either when I had no use for all that? I didn’t believe in allowing my body to become dependent on such superficial requirements. I was happy to eat street food if necessary - vada pav was always available. And I kept biscuits in my handbag, since I had low blood pressure and had fainted during field work once or twice.


My ‘Sir’ (I never call him by name) is a good person and keeps telling me, ‘Eat eat eat …’ I smile and lie, ‘I have eaten at home and come to work.’ Each time I think of food, I hear that pressure cooker whistle! These days I have started to hear it in my sleep. In fact, I have become obsessed by that sound - and miss it when there is a long gap between the whistles. That may be because it is the only sound I hear in the midst of this deathly silence. The road outside is normally so noisy, with several vendors going about here and there, up and down this gully, shouting and letting people know they have arrived. Someone who sharpens knives, another who collects old clothes in exchange for stainless steel glasses.


I am accustomed to their cries. But with this lockdown, there is only silence. Even the stray dogs in the area have stopped barking. Everybody is so scared. Too scared if you ask me. I cannot see a soul on the little lane that leads to the bigger gully. I wonder where those people have disappeared? They don’t come to their windows, forget balconies. What do they think - that this Coronavirus is an eagle that will swoop from the sky and gouge out their eyes? Ignorant people, I tell you.
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