
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Unholy Union

        

        
        
          Holy Verses of Love, Volume 7

        

        
        
          Manfred Ayuk

        

        
          Published by Manfred Ayuk, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE UNHOLY UNION

    

    
      First edition. July 14, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Manfred Ayuk.

    

    
    
      Written by Manfred Ayuk.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1


[image: ]




The Before Before

“To arrive is not the same as to belong. Sometimes, the journey begins only after the landing.”

Aalia – Arrival Boston smelled like old rain and steel. The air was dense with exhaust and something sharper—like burnt coffee filtered through stone. When Aalia stepped out of Logan Airport, her backpack pulling at one shoulder and a suitcase rattling behind her, the cold slid beneath her scarf like a whisper that knew her name. She hadn’t packed enough layers. She’d thought fall would still mean sunshine. “Excuse me,” she asked the woman at the taxi queue. “Is this the line for rideshare?” The woman glanced up and blinked at her accent. “You Indian?” Aalia blinked back. “Yes.” The woman didn’t respond. Just pointed down the line. “You wait over there.” The man behind her exhaled, too loudly. “Jesus. Could move a little faster.” Aalia smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. She turned and walked, pulling her suitcase along like a reluctant companion.

Her dorm room at Dawson Hall was smaller than she imagined, the paint chipped near the floorboards. There was a single window, crusted slightly at the corners, and a twin bed with one flat pillow. She unpacked in silence. Every movement was deliberate. Her prayer rug went under the bed, folded carefully. Her books went on the shelf in height order—Ambedkar, Roy, Baldwin, and hooks. She hung a photograph of her amma and appa (are affectionate, familial terms used in several South Asian languages for mother and father) on the wall, beside a smaller frame of her cousin Yusuf, who had once said, “Get out if you can. And when you do—don’t look back unless it’s to bring someone else with you.” She stared at his smile until it blurred. Later, her roommate—a Korean-American girl named Elly—arrived with two suitcases, a wireless speaker, and a bright blue throw blanket. They exchanged polite greetings. Elly smiled a lot, asked if Aalia liked K-pop, and then spent the evening FaceTiming her boyfriend back in San Diego. That first night, Aalia couldn’t sleep. The radiator clanked every few hours like it was coughing up ghosts. She lay on her side, eyes wide open, staring at the ceiling. She didn’t cry. Not yet.

Today I took the T in the wrong direction. Ended up at Park Street when I meant to go to Kendall. A man said “namaste” as I passed him on the platform. I told him, “I’m Muslim.” He laughed and said, “Same thing, right?” It’s strange, the kinds of loneliness here. Not the missing-of-home kind. More like floating. Like being both invisible and hyper-visible at the same time. I miss heat. I miss being able to name a street and know where it ends.

The driver was waiting with a sign that read “Meera Rajagopalan.” She smiled, waved, and slid into the black Prius, her leather coat still smelling faintly of sandalwood. Her suitcase was new, her boots polished. Her mother had insisted on packing extra wool socks, and she’d rolled her eyes but brought them anyway. Her dorm room looked like a boutique catalogue—light wood furniture, a smart lamp, a corkboard ready for minimalist photos. She unpacked quickly, with practiced ease. Her roommate, Amanda, was a cheerful sociology major from Maine who said, “Oh my God, your English is amazing!” Meera smiled. “Thanks. Yours too.” Amanda didn’t catch the sarcasm.

It’s like being exported. There’s this look people give you here, like they’ve just discovered a fair-trade chocolate bar that tastes good. Ethical consumption. I’m the digestible kind of brown. Fluent English, creamy skin, just enough accent to sound interesting. I should feel lucky. I do, sometimes. But mostly I feel like I’m wearing someone else’s story.

In the first seminar class, Meera watched the students file in like characters in a novel. The boy with the ironic mustache. The girl with tattoos of poetry in Sanskrit she couldn’t read. The lone Indian student—no, not Indian. A hijabi. South Indian? She looked different. Not polished. Not packaged. She took notes furiously and never smiled when others spoke. Meera noted her name: Aalia Farheen. Beautiful name.

She had never drunk coffee before Boston. Not real coffee, not like this—bitter, burnt, American. She drank it anyway. Sat alone at the back of the Commons, trying to decode conversation styles. Everyone here talked fast, with mouths open like they were always on the verge of debate. Aalia listened more than she spoke. It was easier that way.

In class, she noticed how people deferred to the loudest voices. How “discussion” meant interruption. She raised her hand only when necessary. But when she spoke, the room always shifted—just slightly. Like it was listening. Dr. Klein called her “a sharp thinker.” But then asked her to speak on behalf of “women of faith” in one class. She corrected him. Gently. Firmly. “Sorry, I’m here to speak for myself. Not a monolith.” Some students smiled. Others frowned.

Meera joined the South Asian Students’ Collective. She was immediately offered a leadership position. “Your credentials are perfect,” they said. She declined. Said she wanted to listen first. Understand the campus. Really, she didn’t want to be their mascot. The fair-skinned Tamil girl from JNU with high grades and higher expectations. She began observing Aalia more closely in class. There was something about the way Aalia never fidgeted. How her voice never rose but still carried. How she didn’t care to make herself likable. Meera did. She was always smiling. Always disarming. And it exhausted her.

There is a kind of woman who takes up space without apology. I’ve spent my whole life learning to be the opposite. But she walks like the room already belongs to her. I watch her more than I should. I think she’s dangerous. I think she’s honest.

Some of the other Indian students avoid me. Too covered, too serious, too loud when I talk about caste. One asked me, “Aren’t we past all that?” We are not. I keep seeing this girl—Meera. She has an American ease. She fits. I don’t know if I envy her or mistrust her. Or something else.

Aalia sat alone in the Dawson Library, reading under a halo of lamplight. Meera passed by once, then again. Their eyes met briefly. “Ambedkar (a monumental figure in Indian history known for his work as a social reformer and architect of the Indian Constitution),” Meera said. “Heavy reading for a Wednesday.” Aalia raised an eyebrow. “Better than being spoon-fed theory through Western filters.” Meera smirked. “Touché.” It was the first real moment. The real beginning.
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The First Spark

“Sometimes, the most radical act is simply to be seen—and to see each other fully.”

The seminar room on the third floor of Dawson Hall was designed like an amphitheater, as if the university imagined its students would one day perform. Rows of cold steel chairs descended like steps toward a low podium. It was a Wednesday morning in October, and the windows wore the filmy gray of an overcast Boston sky.

Aalia sat upright in the second row, her notebook a storm of notes in sharp black ink. The professor, Dr. Klein, was droning through a reading from bell hooks, when a white student named Thomas raised his hand to speak—casually, as though offering a fact about the weather.

“But isn’t caste mostly about economics now? I mean, modern India doesn’t really operate under the same caste system anymore, right?”

Silence stretched. Aalia tilted her head. The quiet wasn’t uncertainty—it was the kind of stillness that precedes a fire catching. Aalia spoke slowly, precisely. “Caste is not just economic. It’s deeply social and spiritual. It's about hierarchy. It determines who gets to speak, who gets to be heard, and who is considered clean, even today.” Thomas laughed lightly. “Sure, but I mean—you’re here, right? You made it.” Aalia’s lips curved slightly, but not in a smile. “Yes. I made it. Despite a system that says I shouldn’t. That doesn’t make the system any less violent.” Meera watched from across the room. Her long, ink-black braid coiled over one shoulder, her ivory sweater too clean, too perfect. She hadn’t spoken once all class, but her eyes stayed on Aalia—curious, calculating, a glint of something almost admiring. Or was it envy? The professor cleared his throat and tried to guide the conversation back to hooks. But the moment had already cracked open the room.

That evening, Meera found Aalia in the library, curled into an armchair in the corner, a copy of Ambedkar’s Annihilation of Caste open on her lap. Her hijab was the same soft brown as her sweater, and even under fluorescent lights, her skin glowed like wet bronze. Meera hesitated, then walked over. “You were right, by the way,” she said, settling into the chair opposite. “About caste.” Aalia didn’t look up at first. When she did, her eyes were unreadable. “You’re from Delhi?” “Yeah. JNU (stands for Jawaharlal Nehru University, a prestigious public university located in New Delhi, India). Exchange semester here. You?” “Kerala. From a small town near Kozhikode. First time out of India.” “Same here, really,” Meera admitted. “Boston feels... cold.” Aalia arched one brow. “In more ways than one.” They laughed. It was brittle at first, but real. Something loosened.

The email from the South Asian Students’ Collective arrived on a Thursday morning. The subject line was bold and earnest: “Decolonizing Our Words: A Panel on Postcolonial Identity.” Meera read it twice. Then she scrolled to the bottom where her name was listed beside Aalia’s. She hadn’t expected that. She glanced up across the seminar room. Aalia was already there, as always, notebook open, pen poised like a weapon and a balm. Meera leaned over, whispering, “Looks like we’ve been volunteered.” Aalia didn’t smile. “I suggested your name. The organizers asked me to help moderate.” “You sure?” “I’ve heard you speak. You’ll hold your own.” Something about the way she said it—flat, deliberate—made Meera sit back a little. Gratitude, or challenge? She wasn’t sure.
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