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Family Laws: Historical Debates and New Questions

Chayanika Shah

Inthe last few years and especially in the past few months we have
been told that this government is keen on bringing a Uniform Civil
Code (UCQ). There is an effort in some quarters to show this as a
move opposed only by the biggest minority community in the
country. The majoritarian proponents of UCCtoday also claimto do
it so that “women from the minority community get equal rights”
since these are apparently “denied to them by their conservative
community”. How true are these claims, no one has an idea
because there has never been a draft of the UCC in the public
domain.

What we know thus faris that the UCC will make laws related to the
broad fields of marriage, divorce, succession, adoption and
guardianship, the same for all people. As queer trans people we
have just started asserting our rights as citizens and realised that in
many of these areas, the law does not include us. Plus the debate
on gender justice in this context is very old and thus important to
connect with lives outside the hetero-normative fold. Here we
need to go back in history to understand the discussions around
UCCso that we canadd our concerns and voices as we evaluate the
proposed UCCifand whenit comes.

Why do we havereligion based laws governing family?

As people and regions are imagined as a nation some sort of
common codes for civil, and criminal matters are thought of. In the
case of the subcontinent, this process came as a colonial project
that was trying to consolidate economic and political power over a
huge land inhabited by many varied communities with their own
sets of beliefs and practices. The colonial powers built in all their
colonies a legal structure similar to what existed in their countries.
Hence we see the presence of something like criminalising of
'unnatural sex' in all the codes under the British empire (Section
377inmost countries).

In matters of personal lives, however, for different reasons they
decided to bring together diverse communities under religion
based personal laws and leave some space for customary
practices. They could have done it to divide the population so that
their control became stronger, or because the negotiating local
aristocracy wanted it that way, orjust because they could not really
make sense of the practices there is evidence for each of these
arguments. Since they came from Christian communities one of the
firstlaws they made were applicable to the Christians, the Christian
marriage act and the Indian succession act. These were made in the
latter half of the 19" century modelled in accordance with the
British law of that time.

At around the same time they did intervene in the practices of the
other communities by making laws that put a ban on sati and
allowed remarriage of Hindu widows. It was the 1930s, however,
when a serious attempt was made to bring all practices related to
marriage, divorce, inheritance, succession, maintenance, adoption
and guardianship under religion specific laws. Thus was made the
“The Muslim Personal Law (Shariat) Application Act, 1937” and the
subsequent Muslim Marriage Dissolution Act of 1939; “The Parsi
Marriage and Divorce Act1936”.

Alongside various attempts were made to club all others under a
Hindu code bill, an exercise that met a lot of resistance from the
powerfully dominant communities, invested in protecting caste
patriarchies and joint property interests. Before independence the
only law that was actually made in this context was the “Hindu
Women's Right to Property Act 1937” which gave widows a sharein
their husband's property.

Why did independent Indiakeep thesereligionbased laws?

India chose to be a secular democracy and not the Hindu state that

some Hindu majoritarian factions wanted. As the Constitution was
being drafted, this choice clearly emphasised equal rights for all its
citizens. Alongside was a commitment to a secularism which
believed in respect for the diverse ways in which people practised
their faith. At such a time when the horrors of the partition were
still very fresh, there was a real anxiety around equal citizenship
rights amongst the religious minority communities. In such an
atmosphere, when the UCC was discussed, most people felt that
religion based laws had to be retained so that the minority
communities felt secure.

In the directive principles, however, there was a mention made
thatacommon set of laws is desirable and so the State should work
towards it at some point in future. No clear time period was
mentioned but the discussions definitely indicate that when the
minority communities feel more confidence in the Indian state and
its commitment to equality, this can be actualised. It is a travesty
thatinthelast 75 years when this confidenceis atits lowest that we
are hearing this one sided call to bring in the UCC by certain groups
that have political power today.

It is also important to note that the Hindu code bill discussion was
simultaneously revived so that a secular common code, a uniform
law could be applicable to the majority population of the country.
This effort at bringing people from diverse religions like Jainism,
Buddhism, Sikhism, Hinduism, the multiple faiths and religions of
the adivasi communities, and also the variations in practices esp
amongst Hindus across regions met with a very strong opposition
from the dominant caste men of the Hindu communities. Dr
Ambedkar resigned as the law minister over this rejection of the
Hindu Code Bill. Finally four separate laws were passed
compromising some of the secular provisions and bringing in Hindu
practices especially in mattersrelated to joint family property.

The opposition to the Hindu code bill

The objections were mainly to the fact that a Hindu was being
definedirrespective of their caste locations thus openly and clearly
allowing for inter-caste marriages under the law. Equally loud and
vehement was the opposition to divorce since for many of the
mainstream communities marriage was a sacrament. Besides this,
the fact that women were being given equal rights to inheritance
from parental, acquired and ancestral property went against the
idea of a joint family holding resources especially land together. In
Hindu religious understanding and practice daughters are gifted
via kanyadaan to the other family. How could she then stake claim
to ancestral property especially since there is also a wide spread
practice of patrilocality.

Keeping this in mind what India finally managed to pass was a
watered down version of the proposed Hindu code bill. Hindu
undivided family working primarily through patrilineal definitions
of the family was upheld and women were not given co-parcenary
rights. This essentially meant that they were not seen as equal
members of the larger undivided family even if they got equal
rights within the nuclear family and the self acquired property of
their parents. Another important aspect is that while bigamy was
removed for Hindu men, a complaint could only be filed by the
aggrieved person. Whether aggrieved or not, many women did not
file and so the number of bigamous marriages stays high within
those considered “Hindu’ by law.

The battle over the Hindu code bill was clearly because the
suggested legal reform was attempting to break the casteist and
gendered social structure of marriage. So finally any change in the
law for gender equality is managed through mediated paths that
retain the commonly held understanding of marriage and family.
There is an incipient patriarchy that imagines women as unequal
and lower to men and hence not entitled to economic



independence. Most religions differ in who they think is the family.
This gets transcribed through the adoption, succession and
inheritance laws.

One last point to note here is that those asking for a UCC in the
present times were historically the ones that opposed the
introduction of gender equality in the Hindu laws! After the 1950s
and the passing of the Hindu laws the discussion on the UCC or on
any family laws did not get focussed on till the 80s.

The decade of the 80s sees religious personal laws in focus

In the 80s there were two strands that brought back the focus on
family laws. Oneis the women's movements of the late 70s and the
groups and organisations of that period that brought in a feminist
analysis to marriage, family, gender equality. These groups were
trying to articulate concepts of gender justice in every arena of
women's lives from the very personal to the public and were also
asserting right to a violence and discrimination free life for all
women. As they started organising around domestic violence they
discovered that there was no real gender equality in any of the
religious laws. Thus they and individual women who challenged
some of the provisions in the courts brought up the issue of
religious personal laws.

They found that the conservative voices within the Muslim
community were as averse to listening to demands of gender
equality from within the community as the Hindus were in case of
the Hindu code bill. The Christian and Parsi women have been
struggling as much as the Muslim women asking for reformin their
personal laws but there tooreforms have been consistently stalled.
It appears that opposition to gender equality and gender justice is
common to all conservative forces. The only other time that these
forces have joined hands (and it is important to remember this
here) was how each of them challenged the Naz judgement of the
Delhi High court in the Supreme Court. They were united and stay
so in their opposition to more just demands for gender justice and
sexuality rights.

These conservative elements from within both the Hindu and
Muslim communities got triggered by the Shah Bano judgement.
Muslim men mobilised against the rights of Muslim women. Hindu
fundamentalist groups that started their quest for political power
around this time used this churning to raise the demand of the UCC.
Itis pertinent to note thatin the same breath they opposed Mandal
Commission recommendations (showing their casteist character)
and started the campaigns around the Ram mandir (attacking the
secularimagination of the nation).

In their campaign now the UCC stood for one law for the nation. Till
date they have never put before the nation any draft of what this
UCC will be like but continuously attack the presence of Muslim
personal law as per the Shariat as the solitary outlier in this dream.
In their articulation it seems like everyone else is governed by a
common law. They never allude to the presence of the other
religious personal laws and special provisions that many customary
practices and even the Hindu communities have in the present
system.

Response of the women's movements

Women's movements have understood their campaigns and
feminisms as intersectional and so see fighting for gender justice as
equally important as the fight against religion, caste, race based
discrimination and violence. They have been vocal against
communalisation of society and have resisted any attempts at
homogenising a diverse society. They recognise that fight for
gender justice especially for the marginalised communities cannot
be fought outside of the community alone. So alarge section of the
women's movements took a stand that it was best that reform and
change in personal law happen from within the communities
themselves.

These women's groups used the language of gender justice and did
not ask for uniformity of community practices. Marriage, family

and intimacies mean different things for different people and
retaining that variation is important to any articulation around
gender justice. At the same time it is important for communities to
move practices in accordance with the times and in keeping with
notions of justice and equality that the Constitution provides to all
its citizens. Using these dual approaches, over the last few decades
there are many voices that centre experiences of women within
the Muslim, Christian, Parsi communities and the tribal
populations. They are looking for protection of their individual and
community rights, and are using court cases and negotiations with
thereligious and community leaders to make this happen.

Gender JustLaws

However, there have been very few collective attempts to think of
what could concepts of gender justice look like. Ideas which could
question the idea of family and marriage itself as a patriarchal,
patrilineal and patrilocal structure that reinforces primacy of blood
and marriagein humanrelationships. Agroupin Delhisuggested an
optional civil code for those who wanted to opt out of their
religious personal laws. They did not give a draft of this law but
acknowledged that there could be secular imaginations of family
andrelationships that were independent of all religions.

A unique effort was made by the Forum against Oppression of
Women in Bombay from the 1990s to try and get discussions within
the feminist movements to arrive at agreements and
disagreements on what was understood as justice. In the drafts
that they put out in 1990 and later in 1995, they suggested some
drastic changes in the understanding of marriage and family, like,
seeing marriage as a contract for companionship and not for
perpetuating lineages that maintain caste and religion purity. This
also meant it can be a bond between any two individuals
irrespective of gender, caste, religion. Further they saw it as a
mutual contract unlike the majoritarian understanding of marriage
as a sacrament and thus suggested dignified and responsible ways
to exit the contract. The draft worked with the understanding that
affection cannot be demanded but responsibilities that come with
the contract, especially the economic and material benefits have to
be ascertained especially for those that are dependant, and those
that are contributing to the well being through unpaid non-
monetisedlabour.

Another important contribution that thinking like this made was
around the need for social security. While this has been a discussion
that we hear in many other contexts, bringing it in this domain
helps to make the connections between the importance of this
family structure to the maintenance of the present economic and
labour system. For people to walk out of violent homes, it is
important that there are systems of social security available for all
individuals.

One of the things that the discussions around the draft shared by
FAOW have initiated is around what would be fair economic justice
especially in the present realities within which most of us live.
Balancing the idea of a just system in a highly unjust milieu is a
difficult task and we need much more discussion on how to do this.
The voices of those that are not part of the normative
understanding of marriage and family, realities of people the law
does not include, whose rights get compromised because their
experiences are not even considered, need to be at the centre of
our discussions. These could be single women, couples living
together, friends making familial intimacies, people getting out of
violent natal homes, hijra households and families, queer and trans
people, communities with shared resources, all and any that break
thenorms.

Queer Trans voices have to be central to this debate

As people who do not even have a chance to make families of
choice within a legally and socially acceptable framework and who
also often have very complex relationships with the families that
theyarebornin/grow upin/adoptedin, lived realities of queer trans
people have to be critical to this conversation. If we want to
explore the full rainbow and spectrum of the ways in which we live



our lives and not be pushed into just accepting the model of
marriage since it exists, we need to speak more often and add to
these debates.

Many of us have lived for years in ways that a simple legal
understanding of marriage cannot encompass. We have not been
legally and socially allowed to make families of our choice. Our
relationships with those that we are connected through blood, the
families that we are assigned to, is often complex primarily because
we refuse to perpetuate the structures that this blood and sex
related family is supposed to sustain. At times we have been cared
by those with whom we may not be connected through blood or
sexualrelationship. These are ourintimates and our newer families.
How do we preserve this diversity?

As those living in the margins how do we not get further
marginalised because marriage and a family made through it
occupies such a centre stage in every one's imagination? How do
we make sure that the rights of those not in the traditional
institutions are also protected, that their choices are not

discriminated against. Law is often a means of perpetuating the
normative. We need a clear assessment of where do we really need
the law and where has law actually prohibited us from living the
waysinwhichwewanttolive?

These are discussions that are crucial tore-imagine the frame of law
for everybody. What we get through law is one part of this effort.
The legal campaigns are useless without a social discussion and
recognition. The more we speak about our realities and
imaginations of our lives, the more it helps us see hitherto unseen
possibilities and also opens up newer ways of being for many
others. We are building on the struggles of many, from the
Ambedkarite, Satyashodhak, Self Respect, Feminist, Marxist
movements, who have challenged the many normative
understandings of marriage and family. But without us, the
complete outliers contributing from our lived experiences, this
debate will remain incomplete and fall short in its imagination of
the complete transformation of the family, an institution at the
core of the edifice of human society.

B Chayanika Shah is a queer feminist activist, researcher, educator and member of Forum against Oppression of Women (FAOW)

to whomsoever it may concern

Rukmini

fo whomsoever it may concern

i must jm'eue @'om'ney that is unsure in its J‘f%l"il’lﬂ,

Distance is two red crosses across a faper map,
a trail of, [rrospective memories ﬁ/ﬁnﬂ up the inhetween;
Distance is the /oneg animé’nﬂ of the ﬁ/ay,

Sﬂ'/)/]inﬂ into slamber - ;ﬂeyﬂ'ﬁry rest that is absent 0][ her.

iam pﬂfﬁeﬁc in company,

ﬁv@eﬁnﬂ with loose thread ﬁanﬂﬁaﬂ off my hlouse

Tapping at surfaces impﬂﬁen@

Eyex never qm'fe on ﬂnyfﬁi@, never 7m’fe /eaw’ny ﬂnyfﬁiry,

and’ yez‘ here i am
unable to p@eyz‘ what i a/u/@y crave,

Distance is a reminder of our unsure steering, Alone. Toyez‘ﬁen But alone,

L’ory

Distance.

what tape measures the /el’lﬂl% of our first encounter to our next favewell?
distance is a /e@fﬁ that is ﬂ/:ﬂem@ ][M foo stretched,
a cloth that overestimated the capacity of my éa@

) / . .
S0 now 1 m V'OW””’y m excess;

Al distance from her is ﬁ?@, 50 what tape measures the wear for this fix i'm in?

missing , missing , missing:

isita eupﬁemij’m for wanting,

for nem@nﬂ; for /ow'nﬂ?

9 sing myyeé[ lullabies of her /myﬁfe:ﬂ,

the way it is never restrained or unsure 0/9‘0 ,
she lets it be known that her heart sits in her to feel] so i must tell her that i feel her absence

now

and it feels ﬁe&n/y,

fo whomsoever it may concern

what is the addvess to send grievances of whole hearts that need ﬁo/a@y?

B Rukmini - lovingly called Rai - is a Program Associate at Sappho for Equality & they love cats more than anything in this world!
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New Life for Me
PO

“I was not just going to walk— I was going to run. And then— once |
stopped running— [ was going to dance.” — Robert Battle
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“How they dance in the courtyard— sweet summer sweat.. Some dance
to remember—some dance to forget.” - Aaron Fresh
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"Empty your mind—be formless. Shapeless— like water." — Bruce Lee
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“The body says what words cannot.” — Martha Graham
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Haggled home

Ankana

The ﬂm’ﬁmﬂ wind resisted her f@ﬁf,
Within the stuffed (grave

overthy narrow;

Rested the mﬁ[/ea/ sparrow.

In ﬁopey o, ﬁnﬁﬁnﬂ a home,
she nejoﬁm‘e/ with the /m‘@,
unéem/af dome.,

Days after /ayx, one after the other,
‘Twyy, ﬁ@s and eue@fﬁiry unﬁ@;
With myrim/spiri t carried she,

Tﬁin@'nj fo ﬁem‘eﬁ[
Rack and fom%,

Decisions were taken to make the numerous f@ﬁfx worth,

There existed an uncanny sense of ez;uiﬁ'ém’um/

Betwixt her ﬁﬂequenf roam,

Upon the enmeshed reﬁge;

She ﬁﬂjg/eﬁ/ her new home.

B Ankana is an almost psychologist, a newbie tattooist and a

fitness enthusiast. She is a lover of words and loves to put things
into perspective for herself and others when need be.
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Our eyes avoid meetin

Like moths em;ﬁnﬂ dnrkness
RBut words Kee/a Jﬁi’//i@ aroun
L’emﬁnﬂ us @ the hand

Into meanﬁ/em'rg alleys

And dead endb...

Of old| ﬁiyoz‘fen cities.

Promises of Promiscuity

Rudra Kishore Mandal

A We recognize the charade

Yet, we im/u\/ge

For the sake of appearances,

A f/ﬁﬂﬁ@ ﬂ/ance meets,

Catches flame!

We see each in the eyes of the other

Zs’urninﬂ, a mirror of mutual shame,

Don't take oﬁ[ that mask 0][ words!
The fine web of silk will tear
ﬁeuea/iry the dark circles

Under our smiles,

Cracks will show

M the walls of our hearts,

The emotions all, /ﬂ'/e/ uﬁ narow.

Keep the doors and windows barred

The curtains down, shrouded...

For fear our [orecious image gets tarnished,
A masterpiece so C’ﬂ}"ﬁﬂl@ crafted

With half truths and vuse;

By the dust of dreams, the bile of reqret

And Jpoz%ﬂ virtue as our muse.

B Rudra Kishore Mandal is a self employed visual artist whose art seeks to invite intimacy, inspire introspection and provoke dialogue.
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Eight Thousand Rebels

Indrani

There's a war

in-between my legs,

waﬂe/ @ men-

fafﬁem', brothers, hushands, sons,
nation,

:ﬂe/iﬂion,

state,

to claim my 50{/7,

to dictate my fate,

But lﬂiﬂﬁf down the hill,
hidden in the W;//ey,
my ei ht thousand
rebels,

are in line,

Blood myﬁinﬂ

fﬁmbgﬁ their veins,
jrowinﬂ,

ﬁuﬁ'ﬂfi@,

C/ﬂfmil’lﬂ Jpﬂce.

RBecause 9 am queen,
W existence, 50@, ﬁ[emwe

jwj'f mine.

so0 with

stretched legs,

curled foes,

mﬂcﬁep/ inne,

my eyes closed,

fﬁimgﬁ clenched | ﬁnjem,
war c:y n moans,

my revolution

comes in me'my,

ﬁafriﬂrc@

overthrown,

(BRE- = AT ST AP AR - 0, €31 g8 MRTeIta ersicers 70
ST Colfest | 297 STve 7 & Ol T 731 51T, o, 71T, RIEA, (oI
S U N2/ T RIS, @I TNl S PP (AT O e o,
oTegT et o1l @Y fee] Sgae St9l S 121 2ol T2 |

B SR g5 9Ia8F, HITOHR 38 $29 A1267 =ifEfest

“The clitoris is the on{y organ in the human éo@, the sole [urfrose of which is p/em'mﬂe, 9t has eyﬁf thousand nerve emﬁ’njs' (double that of a /Jem}']

B Indrani is a Sappho member, identifies as a gender non-binary, bisexual/sexually fluid individual. An Instructional Designer
by profession, she is a solo traveler, a poet, and uses different mediums of art to express herself.



The Neighbor
(Berlin Romance Series)

Aulic

Episode 2. "Thoughts become Things"

Sunday morning arrived with a blue sky promising sunshine. This is
good news at the beginning of Octoberin Berlin, a city known forits
unpredictable weather and wild characters. Amina gazed through
the window from her 8th floor apartment. Soaking her eyes with
the early autumn sunlight dripping from the sky, she spotted a new
graffiti painted in rainbow colors on the building opposite to the
oneshelivedin.

THOUGHTS BECOME THINGS

"Thoughts become things? Do they, really? What a strange graffiti!"
Amina thought. She was sure it had not been there before. Looked
freshly painted. But then life is strange. Last night's meeting with
the beautiful, kind neighbor and her equally cute kitten was
strange.

And if thoughts become things, Amina had really thought about
meeting the woman of her dreams right before she saw her
neighbor for the first time. Does that mean that she became the
thing that Amina had thought?

"Wait, wait, wait! It's too complicated to think so early in the
morning. Let me wake up first". Amina got up from her cozy sofa
and went to the kitchen to make warm the masala chai she had
made and offered to the cute neighbor last evening. There was still
some of that left.

The kitchen retained the aroma of almond milk, cardamom,
cinnamon, mixed with the Assamese tea Amina had bought from
her last trip to Kolkata. Kolkata, the city where she had thought she
had met the love of her life, the woman of her dreams. Deepa! Oh
Deepa!

The thought of Deepa filled her empty stomach with a range of
mixed feelings. Longing and regret; anger and lust; attraction and
repulsion. The dark eyebrows, a head full of wild dark curls and
those mischievous eyes of her former lover injected into her
stomach a bolt of passion. The stomach growled, out of desire or
hunger. Maybe both?

"There is a reason why Deepa and you are not together any more.
Stop thinking about her. Focus on the present. The here and now.
And the future. Amina, Amina, Amina..." the inner and wiser voice
tried totalk somesenseto her.

Aminawas not listening. Sipping her masala chai, she walked closer
to the window. If thoughts could become things, why was she not
in sunny, warm Kolkata where everyone on the street spoke her
mother tongue? Why was she stuck here in Berlin, where the sun
was a teasing appearance for half of the year? Why was she here
when she knew she could never speak German with the same ease
she spoke Bangla?

“gifdez ffe  3tel srdl 999 7(1 am losing myself and that's the
gmy

hottest news...)

The phone rang to interrupt the incessant streaming of her
thoughts. Amina returned to the present with a jolt. Deepa called
on Telegram from Kolkata.

Amina was totally spooked by the coincidence. The sun was still
shining, and the glaring light fell on the brand-new rainbow graffiti:
"Thoughts become things".

10
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"So? Gooottten Mawgen. How are you?" Deepa spoke on the
phone. Her attempt to say "Guten Morgen" (good morning in
German) was hilarious. Amina smiled and said, "Guten Morgen!
Jerers ! Towhat do | do the honor of receiving a call from the busiest

artists of the South Asian subcontinent?"
"Oh, wait bro! Where did that come from?" Deepa had started to

callAmina'"bro" recentlyand Amina hated that.
Surely, they were not lovers anymore. But to call each other

"Bro"??? Not that Amina would also like being called a "sister"
either. But Deepawasjust being Deepa.

"Oh Deep! stop calling me bro! You know | don't like that." Amina
always called Deepa "Deep" because the word had a double
meaning. Deep meant "light holder" in Bangla and "profound" in
English.

"Okay, okay. | won't call you bro. But you sound so badmooded!
What happened?"

"No, actually I am not. | am very good mooded. You wouldn't
believe what happened last night. | was just thinking about calling
you." It was a partial truth. Amina was AGAIN daydreaming about
beingin Kolkata, being with Deepa.

"% QIR WRIE? What have you been up to?" Deepa sounded
curious. Deepa had always been curious about Amina. Even before
they had become lovers, Deepa had encouraged Amina's efforts to
write queer fiction. Being a professional artist, Deepa knew how
difficult it was to make a living being one. But then she had never
been good with anything else. Deepa had no other choice but to
follow the only thing she knew she could do well.

Amina had many choices. She had several degrees, in computer
science and creative writing. If she had wanted, she could devote
her life to writing. There were hundreds of ways to make a living as
a writer. But Amina always needed financial security. So, she never
left her computer programming job, even if she also hated it
sometimes. Sitting in front of the machine all day caused her back
to be stooped. Amina suffered from constant headaches, burning
eyes, and a persistent muscle knot at the back of her left shoulder.

"Hey what happened? Amina, are you there?" Amina had the weird
tendency of being lost in her thought while being on the phone.
Deepa'svoice brought her back to the present moment.

"Yes, yes! | am sorry. | was just distracted for a moment." Amina
apologized.

Deepawas aware of this habit of Amina being somewhere else. She
never thought that tendency weird but always said to Amina:

"GN (Bangla equivalent for "Honey"!) This absentmindedness is
not weird at all. You are between reality and the place where all of
your stories, poems, and songs come from. It's not weird at all!"

But Deepa knew that Amina was often embarrassed about her
absentmindedness. Deepa repeated the phrase she had said to
Amina many times before in the last fifteen years that they knew
eachother:"Hey, it'snot weird at all. Tellme what happened."

Amina calmed down and began to tell what happened last night.
How she got freaked out by the fucked up macho voice, how all that
fear and disgust dissolved into a mysterious encounter with the
beautiful, kind neighbor and a black kitten with the cutest brown
eyes. And most importantly, what happened after they both
steppedinto Amina's kitchen.



Episode 3. Kitchen Stories

Amina gave outalongsigh, took adeep breath, and started,
"Last night...

First she told Deepa about her memories of the traumatic attack,
how these memories revisited her when the fucked up macho
shouted at her.

And then about the most wonderful twist and unexpected
encounter with Sarah, the new neighbor, and Shira, the black
kitten with the cutest brown eyes.

Amina kept blabbering and Deepa listened to her excited voice
calmly on the other side of the phone, sitting on the rooftop of her
housein South Kolkata, afew thousand kilometres away.

Amina continued:

"Shira was sniffing the tuna. | saw Sarah sat in the kitchen cuddling
her. | felt like running my fingers through the red curls of this
stranger...youknow! It was odd! And then | thought..."

Aminawas hesitating if she should say this to Deepa.
"Andyouthought...?" Deepasoundedimpatient.

"I thought...I thought...This could be the woman of my dreams."
Aminablurted out.

"Come on! You have had so many dreams and so many women of
your dreams. Do you really think you would meet just one!" Deepa
laughed and teased Amina, although a part of her felt a sudden
panginherbelly.Then Deepaadded, with abit of irony, half serious,
halfjoking,

"I thought | was and always will be the woman of your dream.
Apparently not!"

Now it was Amina's turnto play the tease,
"Youare andyou always will be, bro!"

Deepastartedlaughing and said,

"Stop it now! Tell me what happened then. Did you spend the
whole night in the kitchen? Or did you move somewhere else in the
apartment, the bedroom, or atleast your"cozy" sofa?"

"Deep!Youaretoo fast. Waitamoment..."

2.
[Back in the kitchen last night]

Amina was still holding the knife at the back. The knife turned out
to be her biggest problem. Standing at the kitchen door, she was
thinking of a strategy to put it somewhere where the neighbor
wouldn'tnoticeit.

"Are you sure about us invading your kitchen?" Sarah looked up
andlocked eyes with Amina.

Interesting thoughts were running through the neighbor's head.
"Who is this person? Why have | not met her before? She looks and
sounds queer!Isshe?"

Sarah's eyes fell on the postcard glued on the refrigerator. Two
naked womenin an eroticembrace, painted with water color.

"Definitely queer! Is she single? Does she have a partner?" Sarah
was filled with speedy thoughts.

"Stop it! What's happening here. You just met her like five minutes
ago. And already fantasizing whether this person is single or not?"
Sarah tried to divert her speedy queer thoughts by striking up a
conversation with the neighbor.

Amina did not respond to her question. She was staring into
Sarah's brown eyes and got lost in the locked gaze. Watching her
absentminded face, Sarah felt insecure about staying. She got up
and said, "We should leave. It's getting late. It looks like you are
goingout!"
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Aminarealized at that moment that she was again doing her thing.
Deepa might tolerate it. Deepa knew her for fifteen years. Sarah
and Amina did not even know each other fifteen minutes back.
Amina gathered herself and said, "Sorry, | am such a bad host.
Please stay. | would love to have some company after that
incident...youknow what I mean."

Before Sarah answered yes or no, Amina rushed to the stove and
said, "l could make some tea for us. masala chai? | have some
Assamese tea from Kolkata. Would you like some?"

Sarah was hesitating but it looked like her neighbor Amina really
wanted her to stay a bit. Sarah loved masala chai. Her kitten Shira
looked pretty comfortable in the kitchen. Sarah saw that Shira
already started eating the tuna without waiting for anybody's
permission.

"Yes! | guess the decision has already been made by someone!"
Sarah pointed at Shira. Aminaand Sarah bothlaughed out loud.

In the meantime Amina managed to put down the knife without
Sarah noticing it. Amina gave out along and deep sigh of relief and
startedthefire.

"Great. | visit Kolkata once every year and I return with kilos of tea."
Now Amina felt chatty and joined the conversation, specially since
she did not have to stress about hiding the knife behind her back
anymore.

"Why Kolkata? Do you have a special connection with the city?"
Sarah asked. She was getting more and more curious about Amina.

Amina was expecting to hear a "Where are you from?" type of
question that white Germans typically asked in Berlin when they
met brown and black people who did not speak much German. But
Sarah seemed to be mindful and genuinely interested to know why
Kolkata was so special for Amina.

"I lived in Kolkata for two years. | love that city. Deepa my
girlfriend...Ahm...my friend lives there." Aminaresponded.

"Girlfriend?!!!" Amina cursed herself. What a stupid thing to say.
But the word just slipped out of her mouth. Probably because she
had not had along-term girlfriend since Deepa officially left her.

Sarahwas ssilent foramoment, puzzled, thinking similar thoughts:
"Hmm!Aloverorafriend?"

But Sarah was not that concerned about these designations. Being
a polyamorous person she was not the jealous type. But she saw
that Amina looked a bit troubled. Maybe Amina could not decide,
yet?

Sarah decidedto play it safe and said,
"Cool! | have been to Mumbai and Pondicherry. But | have never
beento Kolkata. Whenwere youthere thelast time?"

Amina was relieved that Sarah did not ask anything about Deepa.
She smiled and said, "l have never been to Mumbai or Pondicherry.
But | can't even count how many times | have been to Kolkata. The
last time..hmm..it was during the Christmas holidays. | try to avoid
the winterhere, you canimagine!"

Sarah smiled back and said, "Yes | can imagine. | have not been to
India for a very long time. Lately | have avoided air travels. Too
many carbon footprints you know!"

Sarah noticed the dark cloud gathering on Amina's face.

Aminawas beginning to think:

"Ohno, is she one of those privileged white environmentalists who
mixes everything up, thinking how much carbon footprints the
migrants make by going back and forth between the places where
they are from and where they lived?!Ouch...that hurts!"

Sarah seemed to have read her thoughts when she added, "Look |
don't say this to offend you or anyone who has special connections
and contributions to a place elsewhere and geographically far
away. | just don't want to visit somewhere very far as a tourist to



have fun at the cost of local economy and carbon footprint. You
know what I mean!Besides, now | have Shirato thinkabout."

Amina was moved by the fact that Sarah had been so perceptive
and respectful. "That was impressive!" She thought and marvelled
how Sarah managed to stand for her cause and yet provided space
for differing opinions and choices.

Amina was getting curious about her neighbor even more, and
teased heralittle bit:

"I guess you are the kind who bikes to your workplace everyday
evenifitisfarfaraway?"

Sarah smiled and continued teasing back:

"I guess you don'tlike biking, and why am I surprised?"

Then quickly added, "I wish | could bike to work. But my office is in
Potsdam'. So | am into carsharing these days with a few friends.
Electric Cars though! And occasionally | take the train. Where do
youwork? | mean where do youwalk or dare | say runto work?"

Amina noticed that the flirting tone was getting pretty obvious. She
could not decide how much she should say about the work she
currently hated and the kind of work she would love to do full-time?
Amina was silent and tried to change the subject. She was done
making the masala chai.

"May I? Sugar orjaggery?" Amina asked Sarah.
"Yes you may. Ahh you have jaggery? | love jaggery. Yes please."
Sararesponded.

The two women sat opposite to each other around the kitchen
table with a glass of thick, foamy, scented masala chai in front of
them. The rich aroma of cardamom, cinnamon, almond milk and
jaggery swirled into the air filling up the kitchen with the most
delicious smell. Shira the kitten stopped eating the tuna and
climbed back into her keeper's lap, gently dozing off, looking
satisfied and tired.

Amina and Sarah drank their tea slowly, enjoying the taste, the
aroma, and the warmth of the tea and each other's company. The
silence enveloped them with the promise of something more. They
were not even sure yet, what was indeed coming their way. But
theyboth seemed openforit.

Amina had enough time to think through her answers. She was the
first one to break the warm aromatic spell:

"Hey, sorry | didn't answer earlier. | mostly work from home. So |
don't even walk to my workplace. And don't like my work very
much. It's complicated. And I rather not talkaboutit."

Amina took a pause and added, "Secondly, Deepa is my ex-
girlfriend. We aresstillintouch. It's complicated."”

"You said "it's complicated" twice. But isn't everything a bit
complicated?" Sarah tried to sound assuring but it came out asif she
did not quite understand the heaviness with Amina had been
dealing work andrelationshipissues.

Amina felt a bit disappointed and said grumpily, "No. | don't think
everythingis complicated."

Sarah felt the air between them getting tense and the magic of the
easy conversation gone.

She said,"Sorry | didn't mean it that way. Thank you for sharing this
withme. Did | offend you?"

1. Potsdam is the capital of Brandenburg, the province next to Berlin

Aminathought: “This womanis too polite!” She smiled, and said:
"You said "sorry" five times in the last half an hour? What are you
alwayssosorryabout?"

Sarah laughed a slightly embarrassed laugh and was about to say
"Sorr..." but stopped herself.

They were both smiling now. The warm aroma of masala chai
together with the laughter cleared the air between them.

Aminafelt she could take abold step now, encouraged by the talk.
"Andyou? Areyouinanykind of "complicated" relationship?

Sarah felt encouraged too. Now that she knew Amina was
“probably” single, she could make her next move. She was not sure
if Amina would be able to deal with the one too many complicated
relationships that Sarah was involved with. Besides, Sarah was
beginning to like this half grumpy half joking totally serious looking
nerdy person who made the most delicious masala chai she had had
inyears.

"It's getting late. Thank you for the tea and the lovely conversation.
Maybe we can continue this another time? We should really go
now," Saragotup with Shirainherarms.

"Sure." Amina felt a bit taken aback. Maybe she was expecting too
much too soon. Usually she was quite tongue-tied around women
of potential romanticinterest. But this woman, her neighbor, made
her feel very comfortable in her skin. Amina could talk to her for
hours.

Sarah could read the disappointment on Amina's face. How old is
she? She looks so young, a child's face with adult eyes. Had there
not been these wrinkles around her eyes, Sarah would have
thought that she was twenty something. Sarah did not like the fact
that Aminalooked so disappointed.

So Sarah quickly said, "l am having a housewarming party next
weekend, Saturday night at my place. Would you like to come? You
don'thavetobike to my place youknow?"

Amina smiled and said,"Sure! | would love to drop by. Let me know
if you need any help. | am mostly home. Taking a break from the
computeris always good for my back."

"Thanks for offering help. | will be in touch." Sarah winked at
Amina.

Amina opened the door and stayed there standing for a while,
waving furiously at the kitten and Sarah. Sarah waved back and
stepped out into the hallway. Shira suddenly woke up and looked
around with sleepy eyes, thinking "Wheream 2"

Outside aloud siren of either an ambulance or a police car filled the
atmosphere with noise and apprehension. But Amina and Sarah
both felt a calm joy and curious excitement, having met each other
accidentally.

Who knows where this unexpected encounter and the “kitchen
stories” wouldlead to?

[End of Episode 3. To be continued with Episode 4 “The
Housewarming Party”’]
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