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Epitome of Patriarchy?
Think Again!

Meena Saraswathi Seshu, Laxmi Murthy, Aarthi Pai

Is sex work violence against women and does it represent the
epitome of patriarchy? Some feminists argue that sex work reduces
the female body to an object of sexual pleasure to be exploited by
any male. This is an argument consistent with patriarchal notions
of protection, reverence and control, the construction of women
as adevi (goddess) the dasi (slave) or the Veshya (prostitute).

However, women in sex work refer to the exchange of money for
the sexual service provided as 'business’ or 'dhanda’. Sex work, or a
well-defined sexual service provided for a mutually agreed price
moves beyond the dichotomy of "prostitution” either as a human
rights violation, a modern form of slavery or as the exercise of the
right to work. This binary understanding of prostitution as either
an act of slavery or as work is problematic as it pits two human
rights against each other: freedom from slavery and victimhood on
the one hand versus choice and the right to work on the other. The
discourse fails to recognize the dynamics of an institution that
encompasses a wide spectrum of elements from violence and
exploitation at one end to autonomy and agency to choose the best
possible options, on the other. The politics of the female body,
female sexual conditioning, and sexual control need to be
broadened, and the complexities teased out.

Collectivization and control

Women in sex work in Sangli got collectivized in the mid-1990s,
under the banner of the Veshya Anyay Mukti Parishad [VAMP]. Thus
began the journey to unravel some of the conversations and
experiences as articulated by these women and to explore the
tremendous challenge women in sex work posed to the family
structure, system and its values. Not only do women in sex work
reject the moral double standards forced on them by mainstream
society (A Statement of women in prostitution, 1995) but they
actually challengevalues' that govern sexual experience and
sexual work.

VAMP defines sex work as 'adult, monogamous or polygamous
sexual partnerships within a commercial context'.The
contexualisation of sex work is therefore critical: between
consenting adults and where the exchange of money is part of a
contract between two or more individuals, the terms of which are
controlled by the person/woman offering the service. The business
of sex work is structured to confine the sexual act to a specific
service. The terms of the contract are clear and cannot be
violated. The structure within which sex work is practiced ensures
that the terms are adhered to emphasizing the control women and
brothel owners have over their clients.

“The regular man in our lives is the malak. He is like a live-in
husband who we 'keep’. We believe in multiple malaks - as the



saying goes 'ek undher, ek bahar, ek bimar ek tayaar'! (One who is
hidden, one open, one when ill and one always on call),” say
members of VAMP. If a woman in sex work opts to stay with one man
and conduct her 'dhanda’ (business), she does not change her name.
She continues to occupy her own residence and in fact, it is the man
who comes to stay with her. Very often, if she seeks a separation from
him, it is done on her terms though it can turn violent. In the work
place, she is more than equal to the male client and often controls
the conditions of the transaction, unlike in traditional patriarchal
marriages.

Sex workers experience control over their bodies differently.
Working without consideration/payment, whatever the amount may
be is almost unheard of. “Even with the men we 'keep' as malaks,
free services are frowned upon. There are numerous stories and
narratives. Har Raat suhag raat, sakkali utun smashan ghat! (Every
night is like the first marriage night; the day after it's the
crematorium) is a common narrative that speaks to the transient
male in the partnership, both emotional and financial. While love
plays a big role it does not necessarily include duty, the relations
between men and women in sex work is not clothed in hypocritical
terms or disguised as ideal and honorable. Relations between men
and women in sex work though male oriented are conducted from the
female point of view which does not accept the 'sacredness’ and
'sanctity’ of heterosexual monogamous relationships.

Motherhood and kinship

In terms of reproduction, for sex workers, the 'seed' is unimportant.
When women become pregnant, they do not accept the customer as
the father of their children. The service to the customer is over and
the relationship with him is also over once the terms of the service
provided are over.

Most women enjoy being mothers and willingly accept the
responsibility, sharing strong bonds with all their children,
irrespective of who fathered them. The current lover or malak
assumes the role of father and in many instances even lends his
name, if needed, for official purposes such as school. The women
themselves prefer to retain their maiden names and often have their
mother's name as their middle name. The fact that the biological
father is not known has no impact on the community. The child is not
considered 'illegitimate' and has all the legal rights over his/her
mother's property.

The emphasis is always on being a mother rather than the
furtherance of a family name. The divide of sexuality for pleasure
and sexuality for reproduction is not clearly demarcated. Since
reproduction is not a major goal, women in sex work are treated less
as property or a means to an end. Thus, they share more fruitful and
open relationships with the men in their own communities while also
exercising more control over their bodies.

Providing sexual services

VAMP argues that casual sex could be a physical act stripped of
emotion, can be initiated by women, can be used in a commercial
context and even be pleasurable. They state that there is nothing
sacred about sex and it can be offered as a service for monetary gain.
Within the brothel context and especially where brothels are
demarcated by caste and geography the atmosphere is of a close-knit
community. Allied services of serving alcohol or creating an
ambience are all services paid for and specifically defined by
components of this community rather than the woman who actually
offers the sexual service. Women who walk the streets and provide
services are also governed by the same rule of specific service for a
specific price. Their historical proximity to the entertainment
industry has also influenced this way of thinking among the women.

In contrast, the moral value of ‘chaste womanhood' is centered on
monogamous heterosexual relationships within marriage for
reproduction. Such reproduction is held sacred in order to preserve
the purity of descent and ensuring continuity through male lineage.

The acceptance of female passion is also vehemently denied . Such
passion acquires the status of ‘impure desires'. This thinking also
frowns upon the explicit use of sexual parts of the female body and
the overt use of the sexual self, deeming it immoral. Many women
who refuse to accept the norm are deemed bad and are labeled
“slut, tart, whore” or 'fallen’ woman. Once deemed "bad’; women
who occupy the spectrum from ‘loose via immoral to whore’; pay a
heavy price and are often, stigmatized, violated and ostracized.

Clients too are not a monolithic entity. “Men who come to us are of
many kinds. We think many of them are different but not abnormal.
For instance, the man who pays just to be able to oil and comb long
hair or the one who pays to massage us or the one who just wants us
to ride on his motorbike the whole night long or the one who pays to
just talk to us about his office issues or problems with his wife?”

Violence of stigmatization

Stigmatization, which has its roots in the standards set by
patriarchal morality, is experienced as the major factor that
prevents women from accessing their rights. Rights denied due to
discrimination include: freedom from physical and mental abuse;
the right to education and information; health care, housing; social
security and welfare services. The most basic of all is the denial of
the right to working in the ‘business of making money from sex'.

VAMP claims that this perspective with emotional and financial
backing is a potent salve for newcomers into the business who have
been abused by mainstream patriarchal society. It is the randi
[whore] stigma that pushes women in sex work outside the rights
framework, effectively cutting them off from privileges and rights
supposedly accorded to all citizens irrespective of what they do for a
living.

However the challenge to patriarchy is not painless. It is precisely
because sex work constantly challenges patriarchy, stereotypes and
the normative understanding of feminine sexuality that it evokes a
sense of unease and agitation amongst those seeking to bear the
torch of patriarchy. These attempts at self-expression are often seen
as individual defiance and more often result in her humiliation. The
struggle for challenging patriarchy has been taken up by a very
unassuming group of women and needs to be given space in
mainstream discourses on patriarchy.

Exploring feminist inclusion

While victimhood and exploitation are easy to empathize with and
mobilize around, money for sex has engendered not just noisy public
debate, but quiet squeamishness even among feminists who should
argue that rendering sexual services for money must be regarded as a
legitimate livelihood option. Even feminists who advocate liberation
from restrictive sexual mores have generally not addressed
commercial sexual transactions.

Any dialogue has been difficult due to the awkwardness, hesitation
and hostility from feminists towards sex workers and those working
for their rights. This antagonism is puzzling, given that the natural
ally for the sex workers' rights movement should have been the
feminist movement, since it is precisely this arena of intense thought
and action that has revolutionized perspectives on sexuality and
labour, the fields that intersect with sex work.

At the core of feminist discomfort regarding sex work might be the
notion that sex with multiple partners, especially casual sex, is
inherently exploitative, violent or disgusting. The growing
recognition of male and transgender sex workers has not led to
rethinking or reframing of classic feminist positions around the “poor
helpless prostituted victim”. The women's movement has, for
several decades now, engaged with issues related to the body. Where
contraception and fertility control mark the convergence of female
sexuality and reproduction, sex work marks the convergence of
female sexuality and work. This is a convergence that has demanded
acomplex response.



However, continued conflation of “sex trafficking” with sex work by
feminists has further led to the muddying of waters and shrinking of
space for sex workers' voices. In many ways the discourse on sex
work has been hijacked by the "sex trafficking” discussion and also by
the continued emphasis on sex work as violence, obliterating all
other discussions that need to occur to ensure women in sex work a
free and safe working environment and agency.

Feminist theory and practice-a powerful liberatory force
challenging inequities in every sphere seemed to have faltered, and
even failed, when it came to the issue of sex work. Feminists and sex
workers have only recently begun to talk to each other. New
learning needs to occur within feminist theory to include the
experiences of these women who stand beyond the margins and have
adifferent story to narrate.

In conclusion, moral and ideological frameworks have marginalized
the contribution of women in sex work have failed to understand
the lives of women who live outside accepted societal norms. From

outrage over the exploitation of women's bodies to pity for the
hapless victims of male lust, from force to choice, from violence to
exploitation, the debates rage while sex workers go about the daily
business of earning a livelihood by providing sexual services for
money.

B Ms. Meena Saraswathi Seshu is the General Secretary of the Sampada
Grameen Mahila Sanstha [SANGRAM], a women-centered organization
that builds solidarity among diverse and marginalized communities by
using a rights-centered approach to self-determination that organizes
the voiceless to collectivize.

B Laxmi Murthy is a journalist and writer based in Bangalore. She has co-
edited with Meena Seshu, 'The Business of Sex'(Zubaan, New Delhi).

B Ms. Aarthi Pai is the Executive Director of Sampada Grameen Mahila
Sanstha, an organization based in Sangli, India, which works for the
empowerment of peopleinsex work.

I'm Home

Lately, I've been thinking about homes and people- do we find homes
in people, places or ourselves? And once we find a home - what
ensures its permanence? What does it look like? Is it accessible? Is it
affirming? An ex once told me that she doesn't see a home in anyone -
she enters people's homes, and when the time comes to say goodbye,
she exits. | would like to allude to something a friend said - that the
moment someone | used to call my home leaves my life, the structure
doesn't diminish - or | don't become homeless. In fact, that structure
only becomes bigger to house more individuals.

Presently, | believe my home rests on a shaky foundation. Having
little to no reference point of who to love, how to love, when to love
and why love, | grew up trying to love cis men because that seemed
the most typical for me. Me, who approached love because | felt it
offered me something plentiful, something | lacked on my own,
something my disabled queer body lacked and something that
needed fulfillment. Isn't that why we've been taught to fall in love?
In order to complete ourselves? A heteronormative able-bodied
culture has always taught me that this is right - and that all my
problems would suddenly disappear the moment someone chose to
love me, or even remotely like me because my disabled curved queer
body is undesirable.

Love for me has always meant dependence - at 9 years old when
my mom carried me to school because | had no mobility function -
that was love for me. At 12 when | couldn’t climb the stairs and my
classmate helped me up, that was love for me. At 19 when | was
sexually abused in my first relationship, | told myself - "but he helps
me cross the road and takes me to places. So it's okay if he assaults
me because | don't know who else would help me if not him." This was
at a stage in my life when | had no language to articulate my abuse or
affirm my identity. Inevitably then, safety for me has always meant
dependence and staying in abusive relationships because they
provided me predictability and physical and emotional dependence.
When | think of words like safety, love and dependence - they always
have finite meanings and a limited supply. What, moreover, is the
measurement of a healthy relationship rooted in anti-ableism and
queer affirmation as someone who exists with multiple marginalities

Nu

and queerness? How do we measure such a relationship when the
very basis of human behavior is ableist? How do |, as a disabled queer
person, know what exactly | need and deserve when I've always been
told that asking for help makes me weak and that | should loathe my
body. Is there a guidebook that describes queer disabled love, what
to do after you finally have it, and then what to do after it ends? All
my exes have shaped my identity and the trauma that | carry with
me. Every relationship, I've discovered, counts as a reference point,
a recognition that | never received in my predominantly cis
heterosexual childhood, a starting point from which to name my
disabled queer self and call myself home. While my home was always
wide open, I've found that the real ones that have stayed have always
been my chosen family.

We grow up living and learning that intimacy codes must be
perfected. Intimacy lies in a successful exchange of eye contact (not
too much nor too little), in a "perfectly shaped” haircut that makes
you "look” queer and therefore approachable, and it lies in the
aesthetic of something that confirms your identity. How do we
reclaim a dating culture devoid of the politics of appearance, the
politics of agency, and the politics of taking up space? Can we ever
get rid of the heterosexual ghost that haunts our queer relationships?
Or should we be content with 377 and the bare minimum that comes
along withit?

In order to untangle and weave a love that | can call my own,
away from cis queer expectations of identity or disabled
expectations of inspiration, | do believe | have a long way to go.
Maybe love lies in the small nook of my chest, something that my past
lovers have often overlooked. Maybe the world has taught me to feel
like I'm not enough for myself, I'm too short or too anxious or too
disabled and that | need to seek someone out to feel complete. But
this is me, emotionally fearless with plenty of love to give (after a
million heartbreaks) and navigating grief, care and radical love.

B Nu is an award winning writer and founder of UN
recognized Revival Disability India. They mostly find home in their
work and their disabled queer bodly.



'Revisiting, Rethinking and Hoping...'

Meghjit Sengupta

Graduating from school was one of my greatest achievements in life.
It is not because | was lucky enough to study in one of the best all-
boys schools in central Kolkata. It was also not because | scored really
well in my final board exams. | thank all my lucky stars that | could
come out of a place that was so unkind to me when all | ever wanted
was to exist peacefully, in coexistence with fellow classmates of
mine. | was a timid fellow who was too shy to open up to new people.
| liked to make friends with a slow pace, knowing and expressing
myself with time. |don't remember the first few years in school, but
what | do remember is that from the tender age of eleven years, | was
tagged “girly” in class. | remember that my fourth-grade teacher had
asked me in front of the whole class why | walked like a girl and sat
like a girl, to which | had no answer. | kept my head down, while
everyone around me laughed. | used to walk on my toes (not letting
my heels touch the ground) from a very young age and that was a
point of contention for others around me, even though it did not
really perturb me much. That led to an entire conversation about
how | had not made many friends in class and how | stayed in class
during the break time, ‘like a girl'. The teacher chided me and made a
rule that no one should stay inside the class during break time. | was
heartbroken but | was patient. | accepted it, and moved on.

| didn't want to play cricket where our hands were used for batting,

nor did | want to go under the blazing sun to play football with
aggressive and swift boys who seemed to know nothing other than
pushing and jolting each other. | tried talking to people, but most of
their conversations surrounded cartoons or football matches that
their elder brothers or fathers had influenced them to grow a liking
towards. We didn't have a cable television at that time and so | could
hardly become a part of such conversations. When | got promoted to
class five, thankfully there were no bans on staying inside the
classroom during break time. While most boys embraced me with
their almost obvious abjection and derision, | enjoyed the quietude
of an age-old classroom, playing with my handkerchief in hand, the
warmth of my tiffin travelling down my food pipe and the occasional
company of people whom | thought were my friends. These “friends”
were the same people who rejected the fact of knowing me or being
friends with me when bullies asked them why they were friends with
someone as sissy as me. | was patient. | accepted that.

Things got worse as | graduated to High School (meant for standards
six to twelve students). Worst were those days when the teacher
would suddenly decide to change all our seating arrangements. The
look of absolute disgust and the uncomfortable exchange of looks
with my fellow classmates and my new bench partner, still haunt me
to this day. | remember class seven, when my bench partner drew a
line in between us on the bench and asked me to stay on the other
side of the border. | accepted it. Almost every day | sat patiently on
my side of the bench, forced to keep my bag on the floor while his
lied on the bench right next to me. The day when | brought a new bag
to class, | revolted. | wanted to lay claim to my side of the bench
where | could keep my bag. | snapped back and used my hands, only
to be tamed by him and two of his friends who physically beat me up
and complained against me. | was shifted to the last bench at the
furthest margins of the classroom which used to remain unoccupied.
| was patient, | enjoyed the quietude. | could finally keep my bag on
the bench. l accepted it.

In the ninth standard, my biology teacher asked me why | acted 'like
that'. It was absolutely unprovoked. My way of presenting myself
apparently irritated her and made her already bad mood, worse. She
asked me to not show my face to her because it was 'offensive’. |
agreed and | sat patiently. The others around me looked at me with
sinister smiles on their faces, their lips pursed- | heard one of them
whisper “chhakka sala, gay choda”. But what happened in the class,
stayed in the class. It never reached the ears of the principal or my
parents, because | wasn't sure what was going on. | was confused, |
didn't understand if | deserved to be hurt when | had hardly done

anything. | could hardly come to terms with the words 'gay’ or
‘chhakka'. | was hardly even aware of the meaning of the words.

So, one day | came back home and waited for my elder sister to be
done with her college work on the family desktop. In the late
afternoon, | typed the word 'gay’ on YouTube since that was the only
site | was aware of apart from my generic game pages that | was
introduced to by my sister. | was shocked. | had never seen something
like that. I was curious and | was scared. | didn't know if | wanted it or
| was ashamed of myself for watching such a thing. Two young men
sat kissing in front of a television, licking syrup off each other's lips. |
cowered. | shut it off. | went back to my online game page and
decided to forget about it all. However, the thoughts remained.

Tenth standard was interesting. A classmate (who later went on to be
the class monitor) came up to me on the first day of school and asked
me to not go near him because | didn't belong to his “brotherhood”
since he believed | was gay. This time, | understood what he meant. |
was patient. | ignored him. | was made to sit at the extreme end row
of the classroom, on the very last bench. My class teacher was kind
enough to agree to a roll number-wise allocation of seats to students
in class and my roll-number happened to place me there. My bench
mate simply reallocated himself to his friend's vacant bench after a
day, which nobody seemed to notice. | was patient. | accepted it. It
didn't mean that the abuses stopped. | was still the “gay guy in the
class”.

One day | was called to another classroom where we used to have our
Bengali lessons. It was also the section where one of my only friends,
a kind hearted introvert fellow belonged. Their class teacher asked
me why my name was written on the wall, along with that of my
friend, with a heart sign in the middle. | was shocked, astounded and
in absolute disbelief. My friend was trying to explain that a class bully
had done it. The teacher listened to no one. She asked my friend to
clean it up and | was allowed to go back to my class. That was the last
day | talked to him.

Friendship, today, is a difficult thing, especially when it comes to
being friends with men. | have grown to be extra aware and dubious
of men around me. I still shudder when | hear men laugh around me. |
become conscious around men cracking a joke, wondering whether |
am yet again the comedic relief in their story. | have grown up to be
utterly removed from this imagined space of a brotherhood that
seem to bond every man, even if they are unknown to each other,
which time and again failed to assimilate me and was the cause of so
much agony in my life.

But one thing has probably not changed. | still sit with patience,
hoping to be heard, to have them sit beside me and listen to my story
as | listen to theirs. There is probably a future where one will be
looked at for who they are, irrespective of how they imagine and
perform themselves. | hope for such a future where | do not have to
behave in any particular manner in order to be identified as what |
believe | am. There will probably be a future where | would be
understood a bit more and face more empathy than hatred. It could
also be that all this is just hopeful wondering. But for now, | wish to
remain comfortable in what | suppose to be a queer necessity: to
never be comfortable with the 'normal’. The word 'normal’ has
probably caused much pain than relief to people who have been
continuously allocated to the margins of a classroom, human
interaction, or a larger social reality.

B Meghjit Sengupta (He/They) is currently a UGC-NET-JRF Qualified M.Phil
Scholar at the Department of Sociology, Jadavpur University. Their area of
interest in social science research lies in exploring notions of queerness and
gender performance, which feed into their understanding of self and
identity. Apart from academics, Meghijit loves to listen to music and is a
performer of Rabindra Sangeet.
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The Neighbor

(Berlin Romance Series)

Aulic

Episode 4. The Housewarming Party

Sarah's apartment overlooked the quiet backyard with a balcony
opening to the East. She woke up absolutely in a good mood, as the
early autumn sun was shining meekly on her face, caressing her
forehead with a gentle kiss. It was the morning after the eventful
evening at the neighbor's place on the other side of the hallway.

Sarah broke into a wide grin, as she thought of Amina, the woman
with a child's face and aged, wise wrinkles at the corner of her adult
eyes. Shira, the kitten, was slowly waking up beside Sarah, opening
one eye, as if winking at her.

Sarah took Shira in her arms and kissed her ears, fumbling with the
earlobes: "Na, na you naughty kitten. Do you also like our neighbor?
Finally you get some raw fish, na? In our vegetarian kitchen you stand
no chance.”

Shira said "meow” in a way that made Sarah feel that her kitten
agreed. Now Sarah felt jealous. She could share her bed with more
than one person but sharing Shira with anyone? The thought made
her wince.

"No my darling. | don't share with you anyone.” Then a wicked
thought came to her mind and she said, "Well | guess | already shared
you with the new neighbor, right? | actually don't mind doing that.
She lives on the same floor. Maybe she can keep an eye on you when |
am at work all day! Na Shira? Would you like that?"

Shira fell asleep again, making a soft purring sound. "Oh you lazy cat.
Goon, sleep all day. I, a human, must go to work."

Sarah got up and took a long hot shower. The neighbor had an effect
on her unlike anyone she had met in the last few years. What was it
about her? First of all, her face and eyes yes. But also the wild mix of
reticence and sudden bursts of enthusiasm.

"Amina. AM | N A. What a beautiful name. Begins and ends with a
vowel, making my mouth wide. Amina...Amina... the more | say that
name, the more it melts in my mouth!” Sarah suddenly felt excited
and aroused. As the hot water ran on her naked skin, she began to
touch her own face, neck, shoulders, breasts and slowly going down
to the navel and below, she went deeper and longer, feeling sudden
pangs of lust and joy. Until she stopped with a long sigh of relief and
pleasure.

"That was good! | have not done this in a shower for a while. Thanks
Amina!” Sarah winked at the mirror, imagining Amina standing in the
bathroom.

Suddenly her eyes fell on the clock.
"WTF!lam so late. Oh thisAmina. What are you doing to me?"

Sarah quickly dried herself, put some dry cat food on the aluminum
bowl at the corner, filled another pot with water, planted a hasty kiss
on sleepy Shira, before hurrying through the door to catch the
morning train to Potsdam.

2. [During the week]

Amina was extraordinarily busy that week. As a freelancer
programmer she always had these brief intense periods of work
schedule where she hardly slept or went out. Followed by weeks of
no work when she had plenty of time on her hands to spend with
indolence, binge-watching Netflix, ordering pizza, and eating in
bed.

Amina knew that she had to fix her unbalanced work life situation.
She had very few friends whom she met offline, in the physical world
out there. Most of her friends were online nerds like hers. Or, they
lived thousands of kilometers away, like Deepa.

The current assignment was a bit more complicated than the usual
programming gig she had done before. Amina got fully absorbed in
solving the puzzle. Usually she found her regular work assignments
boring. But complicated assighments excited her.

Amina thought about Sarah all week, perhaps a lot more than what
could be considered appropriate. Amina spent the whole day in her
apartment after the unexpected encounter with the new neighbor,
expecting that Sarah might drop in, needing some help in setting up
her apartment.

But the neighbor did not knock at the door. Several times Amina
thought that maybe she should go and knock on Sarah's door, but then
decided against it.

"Don't show too much eagerness. You will scare her away. She invited
you to the party. Make sure that you are dressed up for the occasion.”
Deepa offered her unsolicited advice, although Amina was not asking
for it. But Deepa was right. Amina had already offered her support to
Sarah. The ball was in the court of the neighbor, so to speak.

"Take it or leave it!" Amina thought, after waiting the whole day for
Sarah.

The email with the assignment had arrived later on Tuesday evening
in her inbox. Amina got excited thinking of this month's paycheck.
She could finally afford a holiday outside Germany. Besides, she
really liked to work out this puzzle. From Tuesday to Friday Amina
worked nonstop. She did not eat much, and ordered pizza in the
evening, to take a few bites before dropping dead on her bed.

Amina wondered a few times about Sarah but the assignment
required her full attention. After the Sunday evening incident, she
also bought a pair of soundproof headphones, so that no macho
asshole could ever bother her by ringing her doorbell. Amina could
now work without any interruption.

She typed away blissfully in silence for the next four days.
Sometimes to clear up her head, she listened to punk rock. The high-
pitch shouting shut her mind off everything, except the task in front
of her.

It was finally Saturday morning. Amina completed the last line of the
program, sent the final email, and switched off her laptop. She took
adeep breath in and collapsed on the floor. Laying there she watched
the clouds through her window, tracing their different shapes,
imagining multiple creatures hiding behind them.

Amina fell asleep out of pure exhaustion. Suddenly the alarm "To Do"
rang.

"New Neighbor! Housewarming!” Amina always wrote down the
reason behind why the alarm would ring, otherwise she tended to
forget why she had to wake up.

"Oh shit! | totally forgot."” Amina cursed at herself. "What time is it?"
She looked at her phone. It was six o'clock in the evening. "Oops!” She
slept for eight hours at a stretch! Outside the sun had already set.
Everything was dark inside the room.

Amina got up, splashed cold water on her face, and stretched
herself.

"Let me think! What should | get her? Cake, flowers, houseplant?
Hmm. Maybe some herbs? She seems to be the environmentalist
type. They always like plants as gifts.”

3. Saturday evening at Sarah's place

It was eight in the evening. There was no sign of Amina. Sarah was
pacing back and forth, watching the door every fifteen minutes. Max
and Samar, two of her closest friends, came over late afternoon to
help her carry the rest of the packing boxes. Together they tidied up
the place and decorateditinaretrostyle.

Max, Samar, and Sarah have known each other since their university
days. Samar traveled between her home in Berlin and her workplace
in Bayreuth in the south. The three of them could therefore only
meet on weekends. Max was in the first month of unemployment. He
had plenty of time on his hand and came earlier, to hang out. He was
of not much help, until Samar came and spanked him on the back,
literally.

Sarah had already told them all about the attractive neighbor! Max
had been informed even about what happened the morning after, in
the shower, before Samar arrived. Samar was not at all into sex talks
and felt embarrassed whenever her two queer, polyamorous friends
exchanged steamy stories.

"Why do | always hang out with you two? You are only interested in

sex!" Samar sulked and hit Max with a pillow.
contd. to page 8
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The Neighbor

Aulic

contd. from page 6

Sarah raised eyebrows in mock anger and said, "Not true. | am
passionate about the environment."

Max grinned and said, "It is all about nature! And sex is a natural act!”
He then winked at Sarah and turned to Samar, saying, "If you only
knew what Sarah did in the shower after meeting the hot neighbor
for the first time!!!"

Now Sarah and Samar both hit him with pillows. Three of them got
into a pillow fight, like old times. But Samar was curious when she
heard that the neighbor was called "Amina”.

"Oh my Lord! | was so tired of the series of white lovers you have had.
You needed to diversify, woman! Thank God!" Samar said to Sarah.

"Well, the lesbian Muslim neighbor made this secular Protestant
Scientist, for future, come...."
Max joined in.

"People! Stop, give me a break!’ Sarah was complaining.

“I'm hungry, girls! Let's eat!” Max said impatiently, chewing the sweet
potato chips. Samar joined him, "I'm hungry too! Where is your hot
neighbor? It is almost nine! Where is she?"

The doorbell rang. Max ran out to open the door. Sarah was trying to
stop him. Max resisted her and opened the door, saying, "Hello there,
good neighbor!”

Amina was a bit puzzled seeing a complete stranger greeting her. She
said,"ls this Sarah's place? Am | right?"

Sarah kicked Max on the heels and pushed him out of the door and
said,"Don't mind him. Come in. | thought you would not come.”

"Why would you think that? You invited me and | said yes.” Amina
looked puzzled again.

Samar joined the crowd and said, "We were pestering Sarah to set up
dinner. But our friend here was waiting for you to come.” She
extended her hand to Amina and said, "I am Samar, Samar
Muhammadi. You are Amina right?"

Amina'’s face lit up, seeing Samar, another woman of color in the
room. So she would not be the only non-white person here, then.
What a relief. Usually in the queer spaces in Germany, and even in
Berlin, Amina would always find herself to be the only woman of
color. That bothered her a lot.

Seeing Samar, Amina started to relax.

Max came and hugged her, "Welcome to the inner circle, girl! | am
Max. Max Muller. Pronoun he or they, as you prefer.”

Amina didn't know if she liked Max or not. He was too friendly for her
taste but the way he said, "Welcome to the inner circle” melted her
heart. She said, "Hi Max! | am Amina."

Max rolled his eyes and winked at her, "We all know who you are,
darling!”

Sarah blushed and before Max gave away more embarrassing
information, she said in a hurry, "Come, let us eat. | am starving.”

[End of Episode 4. To be continued with Final Episode 5 “To Kiss or Not
to Kiss™]

B Aulic (she/her) is a writer of 3 worlds against heteronorms, racial
capital, and ethnocentrism. She is a full-time writer, part-time
travelerand educator, navigating fiction, songscape, and creative
non-fiction. Twitter@Aulic_Anamika

Painting name: Under the Veil

Artist: Sayantoni Banerjee, goes by Toni (they/them)
Medium: Watercolour on paper

Painting description:

"The idea for this painting almost came to mein a trance. | was

meditating on how | perceive myself, picturing a thin veil
separating my real self and people's perception of me."

B Toni is a queer, non-binary artist based in Kolkata. Their paintings are
inspired by surrealist motifs and mainly engage with themes of gender,
depression, body image, identity, and dysphoria.
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