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JADE AND ICE 

CHAPTER ONE. 

She waves goodbye at security, her eyes moist with pride.  College has transformed her 

daughter, thrusting her past the darkness that engulfed her in high school.  College is Vanessa’s 

domain.  It gives her confidence in what she loves and a community of people who share similar 

passions.  And now Vanessa’s off to Cambridge to study art, art history and creative writing with 

the best artists and scholars and writers of her generation and Rebecca will be alone for the first 

time in twenty five years.   She had her girls and David, and before that there was just David.   

But David was forced out of their family and the Prospect Park brownstone after he chose his 

son over his daughter.  Gabriella went to college in LA and Vanessa had moved to the dorms in 

Cooper Union.  But even as she lived there her visits home were so frequent that Rebecca never 

felt alone; and she liked it that way.  Living alone was a practice unknown to her; she imagined it 

took a discipline akin to Zen meditation and certain a comfort with herself; and with silence that 

felt foreign after a lifetime of intense busyness.  It was the key to their survival in their new 

territory, staying busy equaled survival, let your mind rest and the grief would overcome you.  

She took this approach when she expelled David, busying herself with work and her children, but 

now her children were gone. 

On the drive home she thought about what she would need.  She would have to buy 

groceries soon but the exhaustion was setting in and keeping her eyes open was proving to be an 

immense struggle.  After her misfortune at World Trade Center these periods of exhaustion 

occurred now and again.  Rebecca paid little attention to it, attributing it to getting older.  What 

she had done on that awful day had been worth the headaches and fatigue.  The little girl she 

saved was alive and reunited with her mother.  Rebecca would never have accepted the label 

hero; but then again she never had a chance.  Only a few people ever knew what she did, and that 

was the way Rebecca preferred it.  She was never was one for adulations.  She worked 

assiduously for the betterment of her patients lives without much fanfare. When her articles and 

books were published the accolades they received embarrassed her. If only she could have saved 

her family the way she had saved that little girl.  If only her bravery in her work and in those 

moments of terror could make up for her inadequacies as a mother.  Maybe Gabriella was right.  

Maybe she was unfit for another attempt at motherhood (or grand-motherhood).  But then 

Gabriella didn’t know what she had accomplished, what more she could accomplish. 

 The grocery store would have to wait till tomorrow.  There were leftovers in the fridge 

from Vanessa’s goodbye dinner.  For a moment Rebecca missed the time when Gabriella lived at 

home after college, taking time to figure out what to do with her degree in microbiology.  Then 

Gabriella would take care of these things when Rebecca could not.  But there was a too high 

price to pay.  
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Gabriella lived in a apartment in Morningside heights now, attending Columbia Medical 

school.   It took her a while to resolve to be a doctor, being torn between the rigorous appeal of 

hard science and the desire to help people in a more direct way.  She ambled in and out of the 

brownstone after college fighting her way to independence.  She got a job in a lab but found pure 

research unsatisfying.  At home she kept hitting the wall of her mother’s resentment.  Ahuva was 

being raised across the country in San Francisco and where she went so did Rebecca’s chance at 

redemption. 

The abrasive tones of a ringtone snapped Rebecca out of her reminiscences. 

Rosa’s mellifluous voice was on the other end.  An unusually gravelly quality in her 

voice indicated her concern. 

“Do you want me to come over tonight? Or you could stay at my place if you like.”  

“It’s tempting but I have to jump into this right away.  I have a feeling it will get worse 

the longer I wait.” 

“I understand, well call me if you change your mind.” 

Rebecca’s hand instinctively reached for her phone to call Rosa back and tell her she had 

changed her mind.  She craved her sister’s company but knew she needed to take a more 

disciplined approach.  She was going to spend a lot of time alone; she might as well get 

accustomed to it.  A voice in her head wondered if she would ever find another husband.  

Another voice told her she should start looking for love, and yet another voice told her that the 

idea was ridiculous, that she couldn’t trust her own judgment, and if she couldn’t trust herself 

how was she going too trust anyone else enough to get close to them.  This self imposed 

reclusiveness was the best thing for her family, and for herself. 

Yet David already had a girlfriend.  If he could forgive himself, why couldn’t she?  And 

his perfidy was far more malignant then hers.  Fuck him!  Fuck him for thinking he could ever 

change! 

She pulled into her street and into her driveway, took the keys out and waited for a 

moment to settle her rapid breathing.  She looked forward to this moment as much as she 

dreaded it, but right now the dread was winning out and her brownstone seemed cavernous as it 

never had before.  Rebecca gathered her courage and walked the long walk into her house.   

When she had turned the lights on she continued to walk around looking for things to do.  

Rebecca opened the fridge and took out an apple, less to eat then to have something to do with 

her hands.  She took out the leftover curry and picked at it then climbed up stairs to go to sleep.  

But sleep eluded her.  Rebecca took out a box and started picking through it mindlessly.  She 

smiled and wiped away a tear when she saw Gabriella’s pregnancy pictures.  She looked so torn 

then, abortion had been eliminated as an option, but raising the baby was never possible.  
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Gabriella looked as if she hated her circumstance and herself but still managed to love the life 

growing inside her.  Lingering traces of resentment coursed through Rebecca’s body.  She could 

have raised the baby as her own; she could have given Gabriella a chance to know her own 

daughter.  Instead she was across the country, permanently separated from her birth mother.  

They had tried to arrange an open adoption, but Gabriella knew she wasn’t staying in California 

after college.    It would have been better if Gabriella could forgive her mother her past lapses in 

parenting but she couldn’t.  The damage had been too great. 

But Gabriella was right about her mother’s motives.  She wanted the baby for a chance at 

redemption, and it was selfish, not nearly a good enough reason to raise a child.  Gabriella had 

seen right through her desire and it tainted their relationship with a bitter taste since.  Four years 

later and it was still persistent.  The brief experiment in cohabitation had ended badly because 

neither of them could let it go.  Rebecca remembered a cold February night when Gabriella lived 

with her.  They huddled together for warmth, hot cups of tea between their hands.  

“I love the intellectual challenge but it seems so divorced from people.” 

“You should become a doctor.” 

“I don’t know, that doesn’t seem challenging enough.” 

“It can be, if you work in the right field. You get the challenge and the humanity 

and money.” 

“It’s good I have a lot of options.” 

You do. You should take your time to think about it.” 

“You know I wouldn’t have these options if I had kept her don’t you.” 

“I don’t know that.  You could have let me raise Ahuva.  You would have an 

equally bright future, and you would get to know your daughter.” 

“It wouldn’t work out like that.  I would have to get a job right away.  I wouldn’t 

be able to go to college in California.  I might not be able to go to college at all.” 

“Yes you would have.  I wouldn’t have allowed you to compromise your future 

for your child.  That’s why I would raise her.” 

“I couldn’t have brought myself to leave her for college.” 

“You could have gone to a local college.” 

 “I had to get away from all the tragedy here.  It was oppressive and I needed as 

much space as I could find.” 
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“You had to get away from Vanessa?” 

“Yes, I had to extricate myself from her; but mostly it was from you and Abba.  I 

felt crushed by guilt and I needed to find myself again.  I needed to feel free.” 

“You don’t think your sister could have used your help these past four years.” 

“Why should I feel guilty about this?  What has she ever done for me?” 

“She tried so hard to please you for many years. She tried to be like you so she 

could gain you as a friend, and when you wanted space she gave you that.” 

 

“She tried too hard.  It was why I had to get away from her.  I couldn’t stand the 

shame.” 

“I don’t understand what you mean.” 

“No, of course you don’t, the emotion is foreign to you.” 

“You have no idea how false that accusation is.” 

“Then why didn’t you kick his ass out sooner?” 

“I had no idea what he had done.” 

“Were you really that oblivious?  Perhaps you blinded yourself to him for his 

father.” 

“Perhaps I did, but I didn’t do it intentionally, I swear.” 

I don’t know which one of us was blinder.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“She told me what was happening.  I didn’t believe her, or I resented her so much to tell 

anyone about it.  It’s my fault it continued so long.” 

“Why did you resent her?” 

“You know why.” 

“I honestly don’t 

“I was in love with him.  I was so infatuated that I couldn’t see clearly.  When she told 

me what he was doing to her I was actually jealous.  I wanted it to be me.   

“You were in shock.” 
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“No I was an idiot, I put my sister’s life in danger because of a silly infatuation, and 

that’s why I put my baby up for adoption, because if I can’t protect my sister then how the hell 

could I protect my daughter.”   

“I could protect her.” 

“I don’t trust you either.” 

“I tried my best.” 

“You never listened to what she was saying to us.  She told you Max wasn’t respecting 

boundaries.” 

“I thought she meant something different.  Max being here was so important to your 

father and they played all the time.  I was oblivious, but Max was really polite and charming and 

I got tricked.  We all did.” 

“So how the hell am I supposed to trust you to raise my daughter, or myself?” 

“I don’t really know.  I just wanted a second chance.” 

“At what?” 

“At redemption.” 

“ Is that a good enough reason?” 

“No, I suppose it isn’t” 

“You know that I considered your offer seriously.” 

“I didn’t know that.” 

“Well I did.” 

“Why did you consider it?” 

“This family doesn’t exactly have the greatest history with adoption.” 

“We tried our best to help her adjust.” 

“I’m not blaming you for anything before the rapes.  It’s just that it seems like an 

impossible endeavor to take a six year old out of her culture and expect her to conform to a new 

culture and religion.  Vanessa did the best she could to please you.  She tried so hard to be what 

you wanted her to be, but she could never really shake her heritage off.” 
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“I know how hard it was for her to adjust.  But consider what would have happened if she 

had stayed in India.” 

 

“I know.  She would most likely be malnourished and consigned to a life of poverty.  I 

think you did an amazing thing adopting her.” 

“But you don’t think I did an amazing job parenting her.” 

“I think you tried as hard as you could.  Yes I think both you and I should have done a 

better job listening to her, but you also gave her a future.” 

“That’s ironic, considering that she tried to kill herself twice.” 

“And both of those times were my fault, you see why I could never trust myself enough 

to be a parent now?” 

“You never want kids?” 

“I do, but later, way later.” 

“So what changed your mind about the adoption?” 

“The circumstances are completely different.  Ahuva was a baby when she was adopted.  

There’s no adjustment required.” 

“How did the open adoption go?” 

“In the beginning it went well, but I had trouble balancing my schoolwork, and my social 

life and my visitations, and I started forgetting her.  The more I forgot, the more ashamed I 

became to see her parents.  They told me they were grateful for my efforts but they didn’t think I 

was committed to the relationship.  LA to San Francisco is a six hour bus ride.  I tried to do 

schoolwork on the bus but it got too difficult.  For a while I had no social life.” 

 “We can get a lawyer, you have rights.” 

“No.  It’s better if I try to forget her. She’s in a good family, why disturb that?” 

“Do you think you will be able to?” 

“I hope I can.  I can’t live the rest of my life waiting for her.” 

“So that brings us back to the original question.” 

“I got a job in a research lab.  I took my MCATS.  If I decide to be a doctor I’ll be all 

set.” 

“I’m glad you’re so prepared.”” 
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“You know I’ll be moving out soon.” 

Rebecca fought hard to suppress a tear. 

“I didn’t think you would be upset about it.” 

“I guess I’ll miss you more than I thought. Are you sure you need to move out?  I like 

having you back home.” 

“You know why I have to go.  You’ll never be able to forgive me for giving her up if I’m 

constantly present.  We need space from each other’s baggage. 

“I am proud of you. You’ve accomplished a lot.” 

Gabriella moved out a couple months later to her current apartment in Morningside 

Heights, leaving her mother more alone then she had ever been.  Her daughters rotating presence 

in her home had delayed the acquisition of those essential skills that must accompany her for the 

remainder of her life. 

Rebecca snapped out of her memory and continued emptying the box.  The pregnancy 

pictures transformed into mementos of darker reminiscences.  She extricated a crumpled paper 

with ink that ran amongst fallen tear drops and rediscovered her daughter’s first suicide note.  

Rebecca wondered why she had even kept this tattered paper.  The memories she held on to were 

supposed to be positive.  So why did this box contain all this shadowed recollections? Rebecca 

felt fear pumping through her, afraid to turn the page over, afraid it would open the Pandora’s 

Box of memories, the dread she felt when the voice told her Vanessa was in the hospital, that she 

had attempted suicide with a bottle of pills.  

I should throw the paper away, I should rip it into shreds and burn it, I should destroy it 

so irrevocably it could never be recovered, I should I should I should but I can’t.  Why can’t I?  

Vanessa is doing fine now, thriving even, so why hang on to these memories? 

Rebecca came running after Krish’s call.  His deep but kind voice informed her that he 

had checked in on her on the night they left her.  Rebecca thought Vanessa had seen the worst of 

it and was on the mend, but she didn’t know how Hema’s confession had sent her into another 

tailspin.  Everything was a blur in the hospital until she was able to hug her daughter’s living 

breathing talking body.  Her arrival in the emergency room, Rosa’s steady presence, even the 

confrontation with David felt as if it were occurring to someone else while she was struggling to 

stay afloat of the panic that threatened to consume her.  Rebecca felt herself fading into more of 

a ghost then I am as the nurse led her to Vanessa’s room.  She felt her and her daughter’s fate 

inexorably intertwined with each other.  If Vanessa lived she would live, and if Vanessa died she 

would live as something less than human.  She would never be herself again. 
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The hospital was impossibly long and full of corridors she was sure weren’t there on her 

previous visits.  When she got to her entrance she encountered Krish pacing at a worrying rate.   

“They won’t let me in,” 

“Tell them you’re her cousin.” 

“How can I be her cousin if her parents are white?” 

“Tell them that you’re her brother.  We adopted you together.” 

“I hope they believe me.” 

“This isn’t fair, you saved her life; you deserve to see her and worry like the rest of us.” 

A small smirk passed his lips. 

“The worrying part I’ve got down.” 

“I’ll make sure you get in to see her.” 

“Thank you.” 

“No thank you, you saved her life, and I was so rude to you before.” 

“You were worried about your daughter.” 

Vanessa heard her mother’s voice from outside the room.  She couldn’t be more than ten 

feet away yet she felt an ocean away.  She wanted her mother, craved her like she had craved the 

sweet relief of death.  She needed Rebecca to cradle her like she did when she was younger but 

also felt needles prick her at the anticipation of her disappointment.  If Rebecca thought her weak 

she would lose the only immediate family member who still believed in her.” 

“Vanessa, where did your mind go?” 

“I want to see my mother.” 

My thoughts curdled at the request.  I’m her mother, if I had the chance to really be her 

mother she would not be in this predicament.  I could do better.  Or could I?  Could I protect her 

from the malignant intents of an apparently innocent sibling?  Would I make better choices, me 

the mother who threw herself into impossible political imbroglios? I share the blame as much as 

the parents I so often malign.. From my heavenly perch I can only watch.  But in those 

harrowing moments I felt closer to my daughter as I ever have.  I not only watched her, she 

watched me. I felt her eyes trace my nebulous contours, her nose sensing the sweet aromas of 

ginger and cardamom infusing the room.  Her ears perked up at the Malayalam lullabies I sung, 

recognizing their simple melodies from another name, another lifetime ago. 
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“You can see her as soon as you answer my questions,” 

The stringent male voice cut through the delicate-almost nonexistent presence I exuded.  

The male psychiatrist looked like a compendium of the all men that had hurt her, all the men she 

knew, except Krish, the man who just saved her life.  But that act, interpreted as heroic by most 

was regarded as cruel by Vanessa.  She did not want to be saved.  In time she would learn to 

forgive him, and even later she would grow to be grateful for his intervention but now he just 

seemed like another person whom she had mistakenly trusted. 

“Vanessa this is Dr. Michaels.  Can you tell me why you tried to kill yourself?” 

 Vanessa stared at him blankly; if he thought she was going to unburden herself with him 

as witness he was not only sorely mistaken, he also had never met a rape victim.  They 

exchanged glances for a few moments when Dr. Michaels went outside.  She heard him talking.” 

“She’s nearly catatonic.” 

“She doesn’t know you.  How is she supposed to trust you?” 

  

A female voice responded on the other end, a very familiar female voice which Vanessa 

could not quite place with a face or body.   

“What reason have I given her not trust me?” 

The female voice almost snickered but pulled back enough to disguise it as a friendly 

chuckle.” 

“You have no idea what she’s been through.” 

“And you do? 

“We have a history.” 

“So does she trust you enough to communicate with you?” 

“She doesn’t trust me at all, but she might be angry enough to talk.” 

In the room Vanessa’s blood started to boil.  The voice became attached to a face, a face 

to a body, a body to memories of betrayal, and before that compassion.  Vanessa willed her to 

come in and repelled her away.  Why could she not decide what she wanted?  Was she really that 

faltering?  It was all too overwhelming, the hospital room compressed into a space without air. 

She couldn’t stay in bed, so she determined her limbs to lift her upright.  Vanessa was almost 

surprised at the resistance that faced her.  She could not make herself sit with the constraints that 

forced her down.  They were like Max’s hands that pinned her during the rapes.  She struggled 

against them rather than succumbing to the flashbacks that were threatening to envelop her.  She 
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didn’t realize how exhausted she was until she collapsed into the mattress after a few moments of 

her attempts at freedom.  The mattress enveloped her and she fell asleep.  For how long, she 

couldn’t tell. 

When she awoke there was no indicator of whether she had slept an hour or through the 

night.  The room was artificially lit, but since it was windowless that was no source of 

information.  The room was timeless, space less, airless, a whitewashed version of hell. 

The Voice caught her attention. 

“Hello Vanessa, I hear you’re not communicating with Doctor Michaels.” 

“I don’t know Doctor Michaels.” 

“You know me.” 

“I used to know you Dr. Bagchi, bit I guess I never really did.” 

“You’re going to have to talk to me if you want to get out of these restraints.” 

“Why am I in these restraints?” 

“Doctor Michaels believes you might still be a danger to yourself.” 

“I don’t give a rat’s ass about Doctor Michaels.” 

“Doctor Michaels is who I have to convince to get you out of here.” 

“Out of the restraints or the hospital?” 

“First one, then the other.” 

“I don’t care about these, they can keep me in these forever for all I care.” 

“You don’t really believe that.  I know you don’t” 

“What do you know about me?” 

“I know what those straps are reminding you of.  I know exactly how they make you 

feel.’ 

“Fuck You. You don’t get to say those things after you betrayed me.” 

“Do you feel better now?”  

“Yeah, a little bit.” 
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“Listen I want to help you; but you must convince me that you’re okay so I can convince 

Dr. Michaels. 

“I’m not okay.” 

“Than its better you stay here for a while.” 

“Maybe it is.” 

“Vanessa, I do care about you still.” 

“Why would you care about me? I’m not your patient?" 

“Why shouldn’t I care about you?” 

“You failed me; you’re one of the reasons I’m here.” 

“Aren’t you tired of being constantly victimized?” 

“Of course I am.” 

“Then what the hell do you plan to do about it?” 

“I’m not pathetic.” 

“I never said you were.” 

“You implied it.” 

“Are you sure that’s not your projection?  Are you sure you don’t think you’re pathetic” 

“You don’t get to analyze me anymore.  You lost that right when you lost my trust.” 

“I have to find a way to help you.  I work at this hospital and you’ve been assigned to me.  

I need you to help me understand why you would attempt suicide.” 

Vanessa didn’t answer, but turned her head in my direction where I smiled a sad smile 

and sang for her.  She smiled and I worried, for if she smiled too much the psychiatrists would 

think her delusional, lose faith entirely in her intelligence and presence of mind.  But instead of 

calling Doctor Michaels she just stared disconcertingly at my daughter. 

“What are you looking at Vanessa?” 

“I’m looking at her.” 

“At who?” 
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“She’s over there, in the orange, purple, and green sari.  She looks young, maybe as 

young as the day she died.  She looks sad, but happy too, because I can finally see her.  She is 

singing to me, songs whose melodies I recognize but whose words I don’t.  But it doesn’t matter; 

the melodies are beautiful enough to make me feel close to her.” 

As Vanessa talked Hema traced the line of her arm, following an injection site through 

the tube delivering a clear fluid into Vanessa’s body from an IV drip.   

“It’s just the morphine the doctor’s gave you for the pain.  You’re stomach had to be 

pumped, you would be in a great deal of pain without it.”   

“No, it’s her, I swear it’s her. I see her” 

“It’s just the drugs; your birth mother is dead.” 

“I see her ghost, but it’s her, I swear it’s her.” 

“Sarasati Rajeesh is dead, but your live mother wants to see you very much.” 

“I want to see her too.” 

“Okay, you can see her, but first you have to calm down.” 

I followed the path with my own eye that Hema had traced. Was her ability to see me just 

a byproduct of a psychoactive drug?  I didn’t know where I was or how I had come to be there.  I 

was dead, I was alive, I was here, and I was gone.  I tried to fade into the hospital décor but I 

would not fade from my daughter’s consciousness. 

“Come back. Please come back.” 

“I have to go.” 

“Why.” 

“They already think you’re crazy.  They’ll put you on an antipsychotic med that will 

sedate you from here to eternity.  I can’t let them do that to you.” 

“I don’t understand why you came here then.” 

“I came here to try to help you, but I worry that I’m actually doing you a great deal of 

harm. I have to go.” 

And as difficult as it was I extricated myself from her clutches, not knowing when I 

would see her at such close range again.  Was it worth it I wonder, to let the psychiatrists 

question her sanity to get a little closer to her? My presence seemed to calm her amongst the 

turmoil of Hema’s reappearance in her life.  My presence gave her an anchor to hold on to in a 
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sea of suspicion.  My presence caused the doctors to sedate her again, caused her stay here to 

lengthen, caused the delay in reunion between daughter and real life mother.  My presence is all 

she has of her old life.  My presence has delayed the full embrace of her new life.  I resolve not 

to interfere again, except in the direst of circumstances. 

“Vanessa” 

“What?” 

“Why did you attempt suicide?” 

“You know why?” 

“I need to hear it from you.  I’m going to try my best to get you out of here as quickly as 

possible, but I need you to help me do that.” 

“I already told you its best if I stay here for awhile.” 

“Why would you want to stay here?” 

“I’ll just try again if you let me out.” 

“Are you really that defeated?” 

“Clearly I am.” 

“Why do you want to die so badly?” 

“How can I live in a world where I can’t trust anybody?” 

“I am really sorry for what I did.  But I have to believe that you’re stronger than this act.” 

“It’s not an act.  I can’t trust my parents or my sister, or my brother who really isn’t my 

brother but then again my whole family is arbitrary so what does it matter?  I can’t trust myself.  

I just keep getting kicked down and I thought I was strong enough to keep picking myself up, but 

it turns out I’m not.  I’m weak and selfish and stupid and I feel sorry for myself too much and 

I’m not the person who was tricked into your office for help with dealing with my new family. I 

am the person who can’t be helped.” 

“You’re not helpless Vanessa.” 

“How do you know I’m not helpless? How do you know anything real about me?” 

“You were my patent for more than three years.” 

“I’ve changed since then.” 
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“I noticed.” 

“What exactly does that mean?” 

“The Vanessa I knew wouldn’t have given up so easily.” 

A stone, bigger then a pebble, smaller then a boulder tore through Vanessa’s chest, 

crushing her organs, rattled against her lungs and settled there.  A vacuum opened in her lungs 

and sucked oxygen into a parallel dimension.  Vanessa was drowning and her last lifeboat just 

abandoned her to the overwhelming waves.   

“I’m not fucking pathetic.” 

“You’re not?” 

“No I’m not.” 

“Then why are you acting like you are?” 

“I’m not.” 

“A few minutes ago you said you were helpless.” 

“I was sinking, and nobody would help me.” 

“So you took the coward’s way out?” 

“You have no fucking idea how hard it was to take those pills and keep taking them after 

I was sick and puking my guts out.  I think it took a lot bravery to keep going.” 

“It did.  The act itself was brave. I won’t deny that.” 

“Then how the fuck am I a coward?” 

“You sank into sorrow and shame and grief rather than asking for help.” 

“I trusted you and you betrayed me like every other person I’ve ever trusted.” 

“It would have shown a lot of courage to ask your mother to help you find a new 

therapist.” 

“I can’t do this now.  Can’t you just go now?” 

“I told you that I have to convince Doctor Michaels that you’re okay. “ 

“Doctor Michaels is a jackass.” 

Hema laughed. 
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“Yeah, he is, isn’t he?  So forget about him. You still have to convince me that you won’t 

try to kill yourself again or I can’t let you go.  I really don’t want to keep you here.  Don’t you 

want to get the hell out of here?  I mean, you say you don’t but I find that rather hard to believe.” 

“I don’t fucking know.” 

“I thought you weren’t pathetic.” 

“I’m not.” 

“Then prove it.  Show some damn initiative.  Prove to me that you have the strength to\ 

get the help you need without it being forced on you.” 

“Fuck you. I don’t give a shit what you think.” 

“You’re not fooling me with all the fucks and the defiance.  I know it’s an act.  You have 

to convince yourself that you are worth preserving.  You have to try to be strong, and ironically 

that means allowing yourself to be vulnerable in this situation.” 

“I don’t feel very strong.” 

“I know.  I know you don’t trust me, but this isn’t about me.  This is your dance, and you 

have to dance it.” 

“I kind of understand why you listened to my father.” 

“I’m glad you finally understand.” 

“Don’t get me wrong; I still think it was poor judgment on your part, but I understand it 

better now.” 

“Do you think you can forgive me?” 

“I’m trying.” 

“That’s all I can ask you.” 

“Hema.” 

“Yes Vanessa.” 

“Except for that mistake I thought you were a good therapist.” 

Hema gave a small smile as she slipped out of the room.  Her colorful material presence 

evaporated into nebulous pools of watercolor blooms.  The room morphed into a field with a 

shimmering green and purple dragon Vanessa tried to fight until she realized she was supposed 

to heal the wounded snarling creature.  The room shifted again to the jungles she was so familiar 
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with.  Ghosts of people she once knew ran by too fast for her to register.  Rakha, Laleh, Naag, 

and Max embraced her backed away frightened held her down ran to and fro.  She saw the blood 

pouring out of Naag’s pistol wound and the loud boom of the pistol in Laleh’s hand.  She 

became six again and let Laleh bathe her in the stream nearby.  She became three again and 

relived the perilous journey with her Grandfather in New Delhi to Laleh’s orphanage in Iddhuki 

She was three a few months earlier and witnessed the funeral rites of her deceased parents.  She 

rode on magic carpets in magic lands, was a good witch, an evil wizard, a hideous hunchback, a 

giant, a dwarf, a mercreature both mesmerizingly pulchritudinous and grotesquely distorted.  She 

dwelled in crepuscular grottos and iridescent waters.   

When Vanessa awoke the hospital room had almost completely darkened.  As her eyes 

adjusted to the dark she noticed a shadowy figure sitting on the chair next to her. The body was 

slumped over the chair in a position Vanessa thought must be most uncomfortable, but her mind 

barely registered the compromised position as fear trickled into her body, setting her nerves 

alight. 

 “Who’s there?” 

 “Shh, calm down. It’s just me.” 

 “Ema?” 

 “Yes it’s me.” 

 “I’m sorry.” 

 “Shh, don’t apologize.  I’m the one who should apologize.” 

 “Can you come here and hold me, please?” 

Rebecca slid into Vanessa’s bed and put her arms around her.  Vanessa curled into her soft skin 

and fatty layers, thanking Hashem, Ganesha, Durga, Sarasati, and Shechina her mother wasn’t 

lacking in softness.   

 “It’s been a while since we did this.” 

 “It’s been a while since you could accept my touch.” 

 “I know.  I’m sorry.” 

 “Stop apologizing.  It’s my fault.  I failed you.” 

 “Ema, can you sing to me?” 

Rebecca smiled and launched into soft song. 
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 “Hayalulu shaefela schlauf mein teyere kind.” 

When Rebecca finished that song, the oldest Vanessa knew from her mother she began another.” 

 “Bashana habaa l’shem michor mirpeset v’nispor sippurim nodedah.” 

 “Mitzvah gedolah lyot vsimcha.” 

As Rebecca sang she was overcome with an unease that made her wonder if her daughter would 

rather hear other songs, songs that were foreign to Rebecca but intimately familiar to Vanessa.  

But Vanessa had long since forgotten her earliest language.  Only a few traces remained of her 

original Malayalam.  But Rebecca could not forget the haunting songs Vanessa sang in hushed 

tones to herself in the earliest days and weeks of her adoption.  Even now, long after the words 

were lost Vanessa occasionally hums the tunes of the lullabies I and Laleh Gupta sang to her.  

Rebecca didn’t know it, but they were songs in two languages, from two parts of India, reflecting 

my hometown of New Delhi and her orphanage in some unknown Iddhuki village.   Rebecca 

nursed a pang of jealousy until she could no longer ignore it.  How could the Yiddish and 

Hebrew songs of her adopted culture ever compare to the songs she heard from birth, from me; 

her proper mother, her true mother.  And as Rebecca’s envy grew so did mine.  Rebecca got the 

opportunity to raise my daughter the way only a living mother can. 

Rebecca sang until her voice became strained.  She ended with another rendition of 

Hayalulu and left the room with all the signs of womon desperate to hold her tears back until her 

daughter could no longer hear her.  Making a quick excuse about using the bathroom she ran out 

until she reached her sister.  .  She collapsed into her older sister’s arms and sobbed until her 

internal reservoir ran dry.  Rosa held her as Rebecca had held her daughter.  Nobody stared; tears 

were a common occurrence in hospital waiting rooms.  Rebecca was the therapist but Rosa was 

always the one who knew exactly what to do.  When Rebecca was lost in a quagmire of poor 

choices with her daughters Rosa gave her clarity and a way out.  She gave Vanessa a studio and a 

safe home; she brought fun, play, and laughter to their lives.  Rebecca doubted what she could do 

in this situation, but it didn’t matter.  Rosa would always slip silently into the empty spaces and 

never asked for any reciprocation.  One sister cried herself to sleep in the other’s arms. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Rebecca awoke sometime in the wee hours of the morning, disoriented.  It was sometime 

between two and six and Rebecca struggled to remember how to read a clock.  She meandered to 

Gabriella’s room and remembered that Gabriella lives across the river and north in Morningside 

heights, way closer to Columbia Medical School then the brownstone in Prospect Park.  She 

walked across the hall to Vanessa’s room and remembered that Vanessa was farther away than 

her sister now.  Rebecca checked the time; 4:46, Vanessa should have already landed in 

Heathrow by now. Perhaps she was already on the train to Cambridge. Perhaps she was already 

there.  She would call in a few hours. 

As Rebecca was thinking about Vanessa, Vanessa was thinking about her mother, 

wondering how she was doing her first day of living alone.  She settled into her new bed, 

resolving to fully unpack tomorrow after a halfhearted attempt tonight.  But for now she was 

exhausted and the soft bed invited her into its folds.  Krish had come to see her off, smiling 

widely as she disappeared behind the imposed lines of the TSA.  She missed him intensely, 

wishing he could come with her. He had been a guardian angel of sorts these past few years, 

saving not just her life but her dignity while everyone else discarded it. 

Miranda had come with her; Miranda the beautiful redhead who was a brilliant artist and 

a sparkling social personality.  Miranda excelled at every challenge that school and life threw in 

her direction.  Vanessa envied the mind behind that spectacular mane of orange gold auburn hair.  

Sometimes she imagined her and Vanessa caressing, kissing, fucking.  The dreams never 

ventured outside the realm of dreams as Vanessa could not imagine being so bold to approach 

her in that way; and yet Vanessa had kissed Rakha unexpectedly in the Kerala jungles and 

confessed her love for Olivia in Prospect Park. Yet age had settled into Vanessa’s hips, inducing 

a paralyzing self consciousness in matters of sexuality.  The little girl who was bold enough to 

explore her feelings was gone, replaced by this cautious stranger who wouldn’t dare to make the 

first move.    

Vanessa settled in to her bed and marveled at how familiar it all felt so far away from 

home.  She had brought sheets and pillow cases but the blankets were foreign.  Still, the language 

of beds was universal-if you were lucky enough to have one.  When Vanessa was in the 

orphanage that was not always the case.  Orphans would exchange beds; sleeping outside or on 

floors every other nights.  When the weather graced them they would exchange stories on 

hammocks until Laleh put an end to the flow of words, but during the monsoon seasons they 

slept the best they could on hard wooden floors. Vanessa had come a long way; from hammocks 

and floors to a single room in a posh suite in one of the best universities in the world.  She was 
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lucky and unlucky, impoverished and privileged.  Her journey was harrowing and traumatic but 

she had made it through the hardest parts, or I at least think she has.  If I had been alive to raise 

her I think she would have done much better.  If she had stayed in the orphanage she would have 

done much worse.  What labyrinthine twists her fortune has taken. 

She was awoken by the harsh rings of her phone.  Checking her clock she noted that it 

was only a quarter after seven.  Good.  It was important to get up early today. Vanessa picked up 

the phone and answered with a muffled greeting. 

“H’lo.” 

“I woke you up. I’m sorry.” 

“Ts’okay Ema.  You couldn’t sleep?”    

“No.  It’s strange being alone.” 

“You’ll get used to it.” 

“I’m sure I will.” 

“It can be a good thing right?” 

“Yeah, I think so. So this is your first day; are you excited?” 

“It’s just orientation today, and I’m pretty nervous.” 

“You’ll do great, seriously.” 

“Thanks. I miss you.” 

“I’m sure you won’t by the day’s end.  Good luck, I know you’ll amaze everyone, and 

call Rosa when you have a chance.  She wants to wish you luck too.” 

Vanessa got dressed in colorful print pants, a black low cut tank top and a gold belt, 

hoping it conveyed both a serious attitude and extraverted whimsy.  She speeded through 

orientation and lost herself through the next few weeks.  She barely noticed the time pass in 

class. Writing stories and exploring Cambridge took up the rest of her time.  A month passed by 

and her contacts back home barely heard from her.  

On her fourth weekend she journeyed through the Fitzwilliam Museum.  The Mattisse 

and Van Gogh paintings astounded her.  The German Expressionist collection overwhelmed her.  

The lack of womyn in the collection angered her.  But the art, which had entirely encompassed 

her attention in the moments barely registered in her memory after.  On her way out she noticed 

an Indian womon dressed in bright purple pants, a lime green blazer and a long zigzag print top.  

She had black wavy hair with a neon pink streak in it that Vanessa could not seem to take her 
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eyes off of.  Vanessa stared, mesmerized.  The womon laughed joyfully at her friends jokes and 

seemed to possess a social grace that was similar to Miranda’s and totally foreign to Vanessa, 

who struggled to fit into conversations.  Her smile was kind and her whole body exuded warmth.  

This was a womon that that Vanessa must get to know.   

Over the next few weeks Vanessa became a womon obsessed.  Her grades, which had 

been excellent so far, began to subtly slip.  Vanessa saw traces of the womon around Cambridge, 

with a man Vanessa supposed was her boyfriend.  The man filled Vanessa with incendiary envy.  

She saw her with friends and by herself.  On a few occasions she attempted to follow her, but 

could not seem to catch up with the womon’s rapid, but graceful pace.  Whenever Vanessa 

noticed her heart began racing way beyond where her legs could follow.  And when the mystery 

womon disappeared Vanessa would plunge into a depressive state that took a few hours to 

emerge from.   

Vanessa stopped seeing Miranda and her other friends.  She did her schoolwork dutifully, 

but without the joy and satisfaction she once took in studying Art History in the Cambridge 

libraries.  And as she sank deeper into her obsession I could not help but become concerned.  My 

concerns deepened to the point where I considered getting involved; though I had resolved not to 

in the past.  I saw my daughter sinking into depths she had visited before.  I saw her desperately 

trying to follow a stranger. I saw her, and I knew I must do something.   

I spend my time now looking into the river of dreams for an opportunity to send my 

message.  I wade in the multicolored river, searching for a bright spot that indicates the dreams 

of my daughter.  It’s a challenging enterprise; I have to swim in the river for hours just to get one 

bright spot. I have to find a safe emotional and physical place to talk to my daughter.  After days 

of searching I come across the perfect opportunity.  I see a dream light up in Vanikha-Vanessa’s 

mind.  It is a pleasant one.   

She dances in a field of colorful wildflowers. The air is florid and the sun warms her skin.  

The field borders a jungle that looks suspiciously like the one she grew up near.  It’s the first 

joyful yet innocent dream she’s had in months, bereft of nightmarish circumstance or tinged 

sexuality.  A mother could step into this dream without being intrusive. 

“Vanessa you have to stop this stalking.  It’s getting dangerous.” 

“But I need to get to know her.  She’s the only Indian girl I’ve seen since I’ve got here.” 

“That’s not true; the girl in your suite is Indian.  Have you tried getting to know her?” 

“The womon I saw in the museum is the only Indian person that looks like me I’ve seen 

for years. I’m fascinated.  She just looks so familiar. 

“Why don’t you just walk up to her and introduce yourself to her?” 
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“I couldn’t do that.  She’s always surrounded by friends and her boyfriend whenever I see 

her.  I’m just not that brave.” 

“You can be.  You were pretty brave at the protests at Cooper Union.” 

“Leading protests for disability rights is cake compared to talking to strangers. I’m not 

really brave socially.” 

“You have to be if you want to talk to her.  Obsessing over her like this is only going to 

get you into trouble.  Doesn’t it disturb you that you’ve become a stalker?” 

“Of course it does.  I don’t like being like this at all.  You know I’ve always been an 

independent person.  You can’t survive what I have without a shitload of independence.” 

“Exactly.” 

“Exactly what?” 

“You had to protect yourself so you never learned these skills. This is your opportunity to 

learn how to be brave socially, as you put it.” 

“You want me to learn how to flirt.” 

“Not exclusively, but yeah that’s the gist of it. 

“And who’s going to teach me? You?” 

“You know I can’t.  I’m dead, remember.” 

“How could I possibly forget?” 

“You can’t.  I’m sorry.” 

“Speaking of stalking, I thought you decided you weren’t going to involve yourself in my 

life anymore.” 

“I made an exception for this time.” 

“Why? Won’t you get into trouble up there?” 

“You know I can’t talk about that.” 

“Then tell me why this time warrants an exception.” 

“Aren’t you glad to see me?” 

“Tell me now.  If you don’t I’ll have to wake up.” 
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“I make exceptions to the rule in dire situations.  I’m really not supposed to, but the rule 

is less explicit when I appear in dreams.  I couldn’t appear as a ghost again, not after what 

happened in the hospital.” 

“Were you really there?  Everyone told me it was just the morphine.” 

“I can’t tell you that either.  I’m so sorry.” 

“It sounds like they have a pretty tight clamp on you up there.  I know I know, you can’t 

talk about that.  So what makes this situation so dire?  In all my life I can think of many 

situations quite a bit more calamitous then this.  You could have intervened then.” 

“There was nothing I could do for you then.  I can’t change people around you”. 

“But you think you can change me?” 

“I think I can convince you to change yourself.” 

“Why the hell would I?” 

 This is a very dangerous road you’re going down.  It will destroy you if you don’t desist. 

You’ll become consumed by this womon.” 

“I already am consumed.  I think about her all the time and I don’t even know her name.” 

“Maybe this is my fault.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“I got myself and your father killed being foolish, not knowing when to stand down.  If I 

had stayed alive you wouldn’t be so torn.  You would know lots of Indian people.” 

“I’m grateful for the heritage my parents gave to me.” 

“You’re not conflicted about it?” 

“Of course I am.  But honestly I remember so little of what you and Laleh taught me 

about Hinduism.  I remember some of the myths, but not the rituals or holidays.  You have the 

wrong idea if you think I feel guilty.” 

“How do you feel?” 

“I don’t know.  A little confused. “ 

“It must be difficult to be pulled this way and that. 
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“You have no idea.  Everything I do is wrong.  There’s always somebody who will be 

disappointed.  “ 

“You do feel guilty.” 

“If I feel guilty it’s because I’m disappointing the people who raised me, not because I’m 

betraying my true religion by exploring with the religion I was born with.” 

 

“I don’t understand how you can still feel loyal to them after all they’ve done to you.” 

“Like I would have done any better in India?” 

“Well it was certainly better then growing up in the orphanage.  But I know you would 

have grown up happier with your father and me.” 

“You got yourself killed.  That was never a possibility.  They took me in and gave me a 

home.  I have to be loyal to my mother.  David can go to hell but Ema and Gabriella-“ 

“They can also go to hell.” 

“Yeah, sometimes I feel that way.  But most times I just want to have one family whom I 

can be loyal to and who will be loyal to me.” 

“You don’t want to see me anymore.” 

“I don’t know.  I love seeing you but it’s a poor substitution from having a relationship 

with a real live mother. I feel like I’m betraying Ema, and you can never really be here 

for me when you’re not even allowed to communicate with me.  You just pop in and then 

leave me for years at a time.” 

“I know.  But it’s too risky to come down here often.  I would get reincarnated, and then 

you never would see me again” 

“It’s just really confusing.  I don’t know where my loyalties lie, and I always feel like I’m 

hurting someone.” 

“I never meant to cause such dissonance.” 

“I know you only want to help.  I want you to stay, but I also want you to go.” 

“I don’t know what you want from me.  I saw you going down a bad path and knew I had 

to intervene.” 

“Well, I got the message.  I can’t believe I lost my head like that.  God I’m so ashamed.” 

“You have to introduce yourself to her, or forget about her.’ 
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‘I will, the next time I see her.” 

“Don’t go looking for her again.  She might have caught on to your game.” 

“I’m not playing that game anymore.” 

“Then it appears I’ve done my job.” 

“You’re leaving me?” 

“You wanted me to go.” 

“I also wanted you to stay.” 

“I can’t stay with you forever.  You have to wake up eventually.” 

“Stay with me until I do.” 

“I might be pulled back at any moment.” 

“Please stay.” 

“I can’t.  The longer I’m here the more chance I will be reincarnated.  Then you would 

never see me again.” 

“I know what it means.  I don’t know what to call you, but I know what reincarnation 

means.” 

“You know my name.” 

“I can’t call you Sarasati.  You’re my mother.  What’s the version of Ema in 

Malayalam?” 

“I’m really not allowed to tell you that, for the obvious reasons.  Besides, I’m not your 

mother, Rebecca is.” 

“Yes she is, and so are you.” 

“No, Vanessa.  A mother is so much more than a biological connection.  Our biology is 

important but tenuous.  If it’s not grounded in compassion and a real relationship then it’s 

meaningless.” 

“Spare me the lectures.  I didn’t get betrayed by my father for a meaningless tenuous 

thread.  I was betrayed by the fact that he could spare one blood relation and hurt another child  

and he made the obvious choice.” 

“Your father is an anomaly.” 
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“Don’t lie to me.  I didn’t spend my teen years wondering if I was betraying you and 

Rebecca by flirting with my birth religion while also trying to hold fast to Judaism for nothing. 

Biology means something, culture also means something.  Right now I hate both.  I want the 

freedom to decide who I am without all the baggage.” 

“You can.  You can shuffle it all off in college.  A lot of people do.” 

“A lot of people try to.  How many actually succeed?” 

“Unfortunately not too many.  Biology has a way of catching up with people.” 

“So does cultural and familial influence.” 

“I only want you to be happy.” 

“But I don’t know what happiness means to me.  I don’t know how to be happy.  I never 

really knew anyone who could teach me.” 

“You have to teach yourself.  It sounds stupid and lame and I hate myself for not being 

able to give you any real advice.  Happiness is something I’ve only had the briefest of 

experiences with. But I know you can be. Look at where you are.  Going to university overseas is 

an opportunity I never had in my life.  I was so close to coming to Cambridge when my mother 

got sick.” 

“I know I’m lucky.  How long are you going to shame me about it?” 

“I didn’t mean to.” 

“I know you didn’t. You only mean to help.  But I just get so confused when you’re 

around.” 

“Then I’ll go.” 

“I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to offend.” 

“It’s my fault.  I have too many expectations.  Remember what I said about that girl.  Be 

brave.” 

“I will.” 

Vanessa slowly opened her hazy eyes and saw the Cambridge gardens as they might have 

been without the precision manicuring that was their most prominent feature.  Her mother sat 

adjacent to her on the bench, further blurring the line between dream and awakened states.  As 

her eyes adjusted to the new reality Vanessa realized it was not me sitting next to her but the 

womon she had been following for the past fortnight.  Vanessa jumped back with a small fright. 
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The womon smiled in a friendly way.  

“Sorry to startle you.  My name is Rachelle Gupta.  I hear you’ve been looking for me.” 
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CHAPTER THREE 

“I have been looking for you; or more precisely at you.  I’m sorry; I know that’s a little 

creepy.” 

“It’s actually really creepy.  You should have introduced yourself to me instead of 

stalking me,” 

“I know.  I’m sorry.” 

“But I understand, really.” 

“Why?” 

“Because there aren’t that many Indians around here.  Its natural you would feel curious 

about me.” 

“I’m glad you’re not angry.” 

“Who says I’m not angry?” 

“I am really sorry.” 

“Why didn’t you just introduce yourself to me?  I’m a nice person.” 

“I’m kind of an introvert.  The thought of talking to strangers makes my throat dry out 

and my stomach clam up.  Besides every time I saw you, you were with friends or your 

boyfriend.  The thought of talking to a group of strangers makes me more anxious then talking to 

one.  Seriously, I think I’d rather jump off a cliff.  I also didn’t know if I could trust you” 

“You remind me a little of this girl I used to know.  But she was a lot bolder then you.  

You should be braver.” 

“I am brave.” 

“How?” 

“I came here without any family and I didn’t doubt it once.  You wouldn’t either if you 

had my family.” 

“How else are you brave?” 

“I’ve been arrested at a protest.” 

“Wow, you’re an activist.  That’s actually really cool.  You might be braver then me.  

What was the protest for?” 
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“That protest was for disability rights.  I’ve been to others against violence against 

womyn, reproductive rights, and environment.  Put me in a crowd with a protest sign and I’m the 

first one to march.  Ask me to make a speech about something I care about and I’ll jump at the 

chance. I’ve spent too much time being marginalized.  But ask me to introduce myself to a 

stranger and I’ll look for a closet to hide in.  You see, I’m a real coward” 

“Well you’re politics align almost exactly with mine, but you talk too much.” 

“I’m glad to hear it.  Why are you asking all these questions?” 

“I’m curious about who my stalker is.” 

“I am really sorry about that.” 

“Stop apologizing.  I’ve already forgiven you.” 

“What are you studying here?” 

“I’m a studio art major at Cooper Union, but this semester I’m focusing on creative 

writing and art history.” 

“Huh, I’m only slightly more practical then you.  I’m studying architecture, but really I’m 

a sculptor,” 

“Why are you studying architecture then?” 

“Because, I have a huge ego; I want my work to be seen by the whole world, not a 

selective few who choose to go into a museum or gallery.”  

“But only a selective few will pay attention to the intricacies of architecture.” 

“Mine will be impossible to miss.” 

“I see you’re not much interested in subtlety.” 

“Nor are you, look at how you’re dressed.” 

“You should see my paintings.” 

“I hope I do soon.” 

“I haven’t been painting this semester because don’t have a studio here. I’ve been 

focusing on my writing.” 

“That’s what I like about architecture, it takes very few supplies, some blueprint paper, 

and a T square and you’re set up.” 
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“I thought a lot was done on computers now.” 

“They make us learn the traditional methods first.  I’m really glad they do.  It gives me a 

chance to work with my hands.  But I miss the tactile pleasures of working with clay and wax 

and paper Mache.” 

“I know, it’s what I love about paintingIt’s fantastic.  I love writing, it has a whole 

different magic to it, but nothing compares to getting your hands dirty and saying, look I made 

that.” 

“I know, there are times when I hate architecture because it’s just too neat.” 

“Then why do it?” 

“Because I want to change the way the world thinks about buildings.  I want to use 

completely local and sustainable materials.  I want my buildings to generate energy not suck it 

up, reclaim rainwater, and have it be beautiful, and colorful too.  You ever hear of Isabella 

Kittery?” 

“No, I don’t know much about architecture herstory.” 

“Ha!  I love that you said that.  Not many people have heard of her. Isabella Kittery was 

an outsider sculptor-architect.  She is kind of like Gaudi’s granddaughter. She made her debut on 

the Paris architecture scene in the sixties at a time when it was virtually impossible for a womon 

to succeed in the field.  She designed a few revolutionary buildings, but she didn’t just design 

them, she found the materials, often scavenged from the waste of other buildings.  She made 

things out of junk, beautiful things.  Anyways I guess her work was a little too innovative or 

maybe her success intimidated her male colleagues. They relentlessly campaigned to have her 

work torn down.  If there was just the slightest code violation they would jump on it like the rats 

they were.  She had some allies who defended the few houses she build from the city wrecking 

balls.  She and her friends were arrested for civil disobedience more times than I can count.  Her 

main building, a house made entirely of scavenged materials was torn down for a few minor 

code violations. Anyways the struggle proved to be too much for her and she had a severe 

nervous breakdown.  She tried to kill herself so she voluntarily committed herself to a psychiatric 

hospital in Provence; the same one Van Gogh was in.  They treated her well and as a token of 

gratitude she designed and supervised the building of new living quarters, for the excess patients, 

which they badly needed.  I want to be like her, without the emotional collapse, of course.  I’m 

ambitious and, I have a huge fucking ego.” 

“I guess I do too.  I suppose most artists do.” 

“But at least we can admit it.  So what else do you not like about yourself.” 

“Isn’t that question just a little too personal?  I just met you.” 
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“I was just kidding, learn to take a joke.” 

“I’m way too self absorbed, everything I do comes back to me, even the good stuff, and I 

talk way too much” 

“I’ve manipulated people to get my way in the past.” 

“I’m not always so honest.  Lying seems to be pretty easy for me.” 

“We’re a pair of sociopaths, you and me.” 

They shared a laugh that rolled from their throats to their bellies.  Vanessa looked at her 

new friend and marveled at how easy the words came, after they started.  She had shared a part 

of her life with this stranger and now she seemed like an old fixture in her life, one she had 

always known.  She trusted her quicker and then she had trusted anybody in her life, sharing 

details with ease.  Vanessa wondered if this was wise. Even Krish had to work for her trust, and 

here she was giving it away, words seemed to spill out of her mouth and she urged them on, 

lacking the sense to form a barrier.  Well she would have to pull back now.  She had given away 

too much, and too quickly and felt quivering needles pricking her now.  How would her words 

be used against her?  Yet despite the sudden onslaught of anxiety Vanessa could not sustain her 

guard.  Rachelle snuck her warmth into Vanessa’s chilled bones.  It was impossible not to relax 

in her presence. It was still cold in Cambridge in March but the flowers were blooming boldly.  

Vanessa looked at them and thought of our recent conversation.  Now was the time to be brave, 

now when she had to prove her mettle to this wondrous creature.  

“Rachelle, do you want to join me for a drink?” 

“I’d love to.” 

Over the next month Vanessa became a womon obsessed again. But with a goal her 

obsession changed.  Her energy was channeled into a pursuit of knowledge about Rachelle and a 

furious desire to impart her best parts into her new friend’s memory.  They went to the 

Fitzwilliam’s and raved over the art and ranted over the dearth of womyn artists in the collection. 

They went to the Hepburn house and Vanessa listened to Rachelle talk about Barbara Hepburn’s 

amazing sculpture.  Vanessa found herself flushed with pleasure when Rachelle launched into a 

tirade about how her talent eclipsed Henry Moore’s yet was largely unrecognized while Moore 

became famous.  Her tiger emerged from fifteen year hibernation and she found herself thinking 

of the last time she felt this blood pulsing sweaty pressure and remembered Rakha.  With a smile 

and a tear she remembered she was once brave enough to kiss her unexpectedly on the branches 

of a mango tree in the Kerala jungle.  Time, culture clash and multiple betrayals had stolen her 

bravery.  Rape and family had made her afraid.  Only fury had restored a sense of courage to her 

life, but this courage was distorted with heart thumping rage that turned her into a formidable 

hulk of a person.  It provided her with the necessary determination to power through the most 
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painful parts of her life but lacked the joy of her earlier bravery; the feelings of want to had long 

since passed and left only have to. Vanessa found herself grasping at her old self during that 

month and constantly coming up short.  Her tiger was dancing wildly urging her on but her 

armor was also kicked into high gear, preventing her from shedding her skin.  Trust was given 

and taken away.  In that month Vanessa listened more then she talked; a rare and unusual 

occurrence. 

She listened to Rachelle talk about her love for sculpture and architecture and the inner 

conflict that created, and understood.  She listened to her talk about her upbringing in a modern 

Indian family in Paris.  Vanessa constantly wondered what her new friend was not telling her.  

Her family seemed too paradisiacal to be true.  Vanessa knew families were dysfunctional 

fucked up conglomerations of random people.  There had to be a darker side to Rachelle’s 

family, but all she talked about was her intellectual mother and erudite father.  All she talked 

about was how supportive they were, how kind they were, and Vanessa did not believe for a 

second that her family was as wonderful as her new friend made them seem. 

When she urged Rachelle to talk about her deeper past, she would shrug the questions 

with great discomfort and deflect the question with questions of her own.  .  It was the only time 

when cracks showed in her nearly perfect equilibrium.  But her anxiety would only show for a 

few seconds before she shrugged it off. She asked about Vanessa’s art, or writing and launch her 

into enthused and articulate babbling about the things she most loved, accompanied by much 

gesticulation and breathlessness. Vanessa found this side of Rachelle formidable; she was 

definitely a tough nut to crack.  But her cool and calm demeanor imbued her with mystery; 

activating the side of her that had impelled her to follow Rachelle for weeks.  In her heart 

Vanessa knew there was more to this intellectual, graceful, and sexy womon then she was letting 

on.   

It didn’t take long before Vanessa realized that she was playing the same game as 

Rachelle.  She didn’t volunteer much information about her upbringing, and when she talked 

about her childhood, it was largely after she was adopted and before Max came to live with her 

family.  She mentioned the poverty of the orphanage and the times she played in the jungle near 

the river.  She talked about what she remembered about Kerala but left out the time she had 

kissed another orphan in those trees, or was raped by a mango lassi and dosa Wallah, or how she 

had found herself in a family that didn’t know what to do with such a foreign intrusion.  Vanessa 

the way her pace slowed if they were walking together.  Gabriella’s pace was always a few steps 

ahead; Vanessa attributed it to her desire to be closer to Vanessa.  It made her flush with pleasure 

whenever Rachelle’s hand would graze against hers or when she playfully put her arms around 

Vanessa’s, and her senses would overwhelm her sense. Rachelle always smelled like cardamom 

and anise.  The scents transported her back to those years in India and she could not escape the 

feeling she had encountered Rachelle in some other lifetime. After all, Vanessa had once been a 

Hindu, and Rachelle still was (albeit a highly secularized one).  The possibility of them knowing 
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each other, being friends with each other, loving each other once upon a time ago was not so 

farfetched. 

But, they were together at Cambridge, trying to get to get to know each other in 2004 and 

if Vanessa felt Rachelle was a familiar presence she would usually dismiss the feeling as 

insanity.  If she was starting to feel close to this new friend she could not bring herself to act 

upon her desire, knowing desire could be a dangerous thing.  Vanessa’s attraction and her 

weariness waged constant battles, one desperate to get closer to the enigma next to her, anxious 

to uncover all her layers, the other fiercely protective of her own layers.  Vanessa worried both 

about the possibility of being betrayed in some way she could hardly imagine, and the possibility 

that she would betray herself; give too much away too quickly.   

Vanessa found herself in a quandary; scared to make a move, knowing Rachelle was 

straight. In the past when she had made a move on her friends it had rendered catastrophic 

consequences.  Rakha had been torn from her life forever.  She had been adopted before Vanessa 

could say goodbye. 

And Olivia, her former best friend that had stood by her through the worst of times, 

through rape and betrayal and hospitalization, where was she now?   Olivia had said goodbye, in 

the most definitive of ways.  The last time she had seen her was a few years ago.  Vanessa ran 

across Prospect Park to Olivia’s apartment clutching the envelope like it was the ticket to a new 

life.  She ran faster than the wind and felt it whipping across her face, but she didn’t mind.  

When she arrived at her friend’s house the wind had consumed her and she doubled over trying 

to breathe.  But waiting to gather her breath seemed an impossible task and she handed the letter 

to Olivia without saying a word. 

“You got in to Cooper Union! Holy shit!  I got into Hunter.” 

“That’s amazing.  We’re both going to College in New York.” 

“It’s just a short ride away on the 6 train” 

“We’ll see each other all the time.” 

“I hope.” 

“We will.  I’ll make an effort to come uptown, and you make an effort to come 

downtown.” 

“It’s just that my sister and her boyfriend made the same promise to each other when they 

went to college and they broke up after a month.” 

“We’ll do better; after all we’re going to college in the same city.” 

“But we’ll be making new friends and we will be busy with classes and stuff.” 
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“I’m sorry; do you not want to be friends with me in college?” 

“Of course I do, but-“ 

“Because that’s what you’re sounding like right now.” 

“I don’t want to lose you as a friend.” 

“Good, then we won’t lose each other.  We don’t have to be like the others.” 

“It just seems like circumstances are conspiring against us.” 

“What exactly does that mean?” 

“My parents don’t exactly like you.” 

“I’m aware of that.  I’m not too fond of them either.” 

“They say you’re unstable and way too clingy.” 

“Do they have any idea what I’ve been through?” 

“I’ve told them, they say it doesn’t matter.” 

“Well fuck them.” 

“You have to try to understand where they are coming from.  My mother worked her way 

out of homelessness.  My father’s brother is in jail.  They want better for me.  You don’t 

understand what being black and poor in America is like.” 

“But I do know what being poor is like. I was born in an orphanage in a village in India 

remember” 

“That was a long time ago.” 

“You think I don’t remember what hunger is like; or what sleeping on floors because 

there aren’t enough beds is like.  You think I don’t know what danger is like? There weren’t 

nearly enough caretakers to assure our safety?  I remember it.  How could I not?  It’s caused me 

lifelong problems..  Besides, Olivia, you didn’t grow up poor.  You grew up in a nice apartment 

in an upper middle class neighborhood.” 

“So did you.” 

“I know, that makes us equals.  Who are your parents to judge me, and why the fuck do 

you care what they think?” 

   “I don’t care. 
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“Then prove it.  Come visit me in college.  Have the courage to think for yourself.  You 

know me Olivia.  Trust your own instincts, forget about what they say.”   

“I do. I will” 

Vanessa looked deeply into her dark skin and black eyes and saw the fear but could not 

make out what exactly she was afraid of.   Was she scared of defying her parents?  Vanessa knew 

she had not done it often, but the girl was eighteen and a certain amount of rebellion was to be 

expected.  Had her parents instilled such fear, or was some other source responsible.  Was Olivia 

always so afraid?  Wasn’t she once the brave girl who protected her from bullies in the park.  

Wasn’t she the girl who saw what Max was up to and volunteered to stay at Vanessa’s house, or 

invite her over to her apartment every night if she had to.  Wasn’t she the only friend besides 

Krish that stuck by her after her suicide attempt?  Wasn’t she still the friend who would call her 

out if she was self centered, or dishonest with others or herself and receive Vanessa’s gratitude 

and respect?  Wasn’t she still the friend who had once danced with her wildly in Prospect Park 

without a shred of concern for how they looked to anybody else. 

There were many sensible ways to ask that question, but Vanessa could only think of one, 

and it was hardly sensible.  She had almost forgotten how to be spontaneous but as she leaned in 

to kiss Olivia she thought this was the only way to declare her loyalties.  It wasn’t until their lips 

had locked for a moment or a year (Vanessa couldn’t tell) did she realize she was being violently 

pushed away.  Vanessa couldn’t be sure, but she thought she had felt Olivia kissing her back.   

“Vanessa! What the hell are you doing?” 

“I’m sorry, you’re just incredibly sexy.  It was wrong, I know.” 

“You find me sexy?” 

“Are you kidding me?  God I feel like an idiot saying this but I love you.  You are 

incredibly sexy and one of the smartest people I know.  You’re probably the only person who 

can keep up with my imagination.” 

“No, this time I’m afraid your imagination has run away with you.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“You’re mistaking me for someone you met when you were twelve.   Damn Vanessa, its 

time you grew up.  I did.” 

“So did I.  This is me, grown up mature me, saying that I like you as more than a friend. 

You know I wish I didn’t, it would make our relationship so much less complicated, but I do.” 
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“My parents were right about that too” Olivia whispered to herself in a daze. 

“Right about what?”   

“Oh nothing.” 

“No, it’s clearly something.  What were they right about?” 

“You’re a lesbian.” 

“Yes, I think I am.  There are times when I wish I was straight.  I think it would make my 

life significantly easier.  But I remember liking girls the way other girls liked boys since I can 

remember.” 

“It’s not the real you.  It’s just because of what happened to you.  If you want to change 

it, become normal, you can.” 

“Actually it started way before Max raped me.  And I will never be normal, this is just 

one more thing that takes me away from what people consider normal, but that’s never bothered 

you before.” 

“Well it does now.” 

“Why?” 

“Because it’s unnatural.” 

“Look the fuck around you Olivia.  We live in Prospect Park.  There are normal healthy 

lesbians all around you.” 

“Is that why you are doing this?  You want to be hip?” 

“God no!  These lesbians are kind of boring.  I mean what’s the point of being queer if 

you’re just going to be like everyone else.  

“You do want to be hip.” 

“No, this is just who I’ve always been.  I’ve grown up, but this part of me hasn’t changed. 

You have.  You never toed the religious family line before.” 

“God forbids homosexuality.  You can change.” 

“Oh please, God is fiction.  Some people made up those stories for a good laugh.  I’ve 

come to understand that religion is not something you should take too seriously.  You have to 

decide your own ethics and morals.” 

“I take my Christianity very seriously, and I don’t appreciate you mocking it.” 
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“When did this happen?  You used to hate going to church.  You said the conformity was 

unbearable.” 

“I was a kid.  Apparently you still are.  You should come to church with me.  The music 

is amazing, and the fashion is to die for.” 

“I know, I know.  Look I love gospel music but I hate to see you lose your old wonderful 

freethinking self for your parents or your siblings or your friends or your boyfriend or whoever 

you are doing this for.” 

“I’m doing this for God.” 

“God doesn’t want you to become another robot.” 

“Is that what you think of us? That’s very flattering, you’re always so coy.  I just can’t for 

the life of me figure out what you think about us robots.  Also, you know what God wants?” 

“Do you?  Robot was your term.  You invented it.” 

“I’ve changed.” 

“Apparently.” 

A silence spread between them.  The icicles of their rift gripped them both in a tight 

embrace.  Vanessa struggled to breathe.  Her insides had been flattened but she was determined 

to get the next words in.  If she could make Olivia see that she had not backed away but instead 

had kissed her back she could change the direction of this conversation, scrape away all the 

layers of this new Olivia, to the Olivia she knew, the one she loved, and the one who loved her 

back. 

“You’re unnatural too you know.” 

“What exactly do you mean by that?” 

“You kissed me back.  When I kissed you, you didn’t immediately push me away.” 

“That’s because I was confused, not because I liked what you were doing.” 

“You didn’t just stand there either.  You were an active participant.  You thrust your 

tongue into my mouth.” 

“I did not!  You’re a liar.  I am not a freak like you.” 

Vanessa took a few steps backwards. She clutched her stomach in her hands. 

“You know Olivia, I’ve heard a lot of people call me that word freak, as well as weird, 

strange, odd, stupid, and more.  It seems that some people need to define themselves in 
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opposition to me.  My sister does that all the time.  You were the one person who I really never 

thought would do that.  I may be a freak, but you are a bigot. That’s something I really can’t 

believe you would ever be.  What the hell do you want from me Olivia?” 

“I want you to be on the same page as me.” 

“Well I can’t.  We have different values. Honestly, I knew you were getting more 

religious but I thought you would plateau at some point.” 

“And I thought your overall freakishness was something of a phase.” 

“You know, we can still be friends even if we have different values.” 

“You’ll still have feelings for me.” 

“I can keep them under control.” 

“That’s not really the issue.” 

“Why can’t you give me a fucking chance?” 

“Because, I don’t think we are compatible anymore.” 

“And I’m not sure I even like you anymore.” 

“So, that’s it I guess.” 

“You’re sure you can’t change your mind.” 

“You would ask me to change my beliefs but you won’t change your behavior.” 

“My behavior isn’t the problem.  You have a fundamental problem with who I am.  And I 

have the same problem with who you’ve become.” 

Vanessa sighed into the cold air. 

“Vanessa.” 

“What Olivia.” 

“Did you just call me Olivia?” 

“Sorry Rachelle.  I zone out sometimes.” 

“Sometime you’ll have to tell me about Olivia.” 

“Oh you don’t want to hear about her.” 

“You know.  I really do.  Why don’t you tell me at dinner, and don’t leave anything out.” 
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“Okay.” 

They walked to Malai and Vanessa talked the whole way there.  She talked when they ate 

and took forever to clear their plates.  For some reason talking about Olivia with Rachelle was 

easy.  It was a low stakes venture into her past, absent of all the messy family clusterfuck that 

came with talking about her family.  When she was done she moved on to talking about Krish, 

including what happened with her father but excluding the real reason for the split.  Talking was 

getting a little bit easier as her trust was growing.  The warm influence of a bottle of merlot 

unhinged her mouth and her past further then Vanessa had ever allowed them to go.  She talked 

about her aunt Rosa and her mother Rebecca and her old friend Rakha and the adventures they 

shared.  She talked about how she had made the same mistake with Rakha as she had with 

Olivia, and like Olivia paid with the irreversible consequence of losing both of them from her 

life.   

“Are you okay?  You’re really flushed.” 

“Yeah, I am.  It must be the wine, or the curry.” 

“I’ve never seen spicy food or wine do that to you, but I haven’t known you for that 

long.” 

“It’s been two months to the day.” 

“So you’re okay?  Here, have some raita.” 

“Thank you.  Well Vanessa, I don’t believe I’ve ever heard you talk so much about 

yourself since the day we met.” 

Vanessa looked at her quizzically, hoping the anxiety beneath her expression was well 

hidden.” 

“What are you talking about? I talk all the time.” 

“You talk about your art, and your writing, and the arts in general, you talk about your 

present anxieties and your hopes for the future.  But I have a feeling that until now you have 

edited out some parts of your past.” 

“That’s funny.  I’ve had the same feeling about you.” 

“Well we haven’t known each other for that long.  It takes time to get to know a person.” 

“I agree. It takes time.  So why are you pressuring me to open up/” 

“I don’t know, I’m just really curious about you.  You’re such an individual specimen.” 

“You say that like I’m a science experiment.” 
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“I once flirted with becoming a scientist.  I’m sorry.  What I just said was-I don’t know-“ 

“I believe fucked up are the words you are looking for.” 

“Yes it was really fucking insensitive.  I am sorry.  Sometimes I blurt out things that are 

stupid, and mean.” 

Vanessa looked at Rachelle quizzically.  A person who felt safe to blurt out things like 

was a person who felt safe generally, who had grown up feeling safe.  Maybe there wasn’t more 

to her story then the version she told. Maybe her life and family were as functional as she 

portrayed them to be.  But perhaps not, the inquiry drove Vanessa into blazing curiosity 

“I forgive you.  We can call it even for the stalking thing.” 

“That’s just it.  You put so much effort into stalking me and when we are finally getting 

to know each other intimately you I don’t know, shut down.  Do you want my companionship or 

not?” 

Vanessa tried to stop herself from tearing up, but they came too quickly for her to excuse 

herself. 

“Shit Vanessa. I’m really sorry.  I didn’t mean to hurt you.” 

“I do want your friendship, more then I can say.  It’s just hard for me to explain certain 

things.  I’m afraid that if you knew about all my fucking baggage you would be scared off.  I’m 

sorry if I’m not moving fast enough for you.  I stalked you because I was afraid to contact you 

and now I’m anxious about trusting you.  I haven’t had the best track record in that department.  

I need to be braver.” 

“I have baggage too you know.” 

“Right, I’m sure your perfect family has inflicted lots of trauma upon you.” 

“My life has not been perfect.” 

“Then why did you portray it like it was?” 

“My current family is wonderful and supportive and pretty damn near perfect.  But my 

current family has not been my only family.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“I was in foster homes before; some of them were not so good.” 

“How?” 

“I’ll tell you when you tell me.” 
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“I told you I can’t yet.  But what you just told me makes me trust you a lot more.” 

Rachelle broke out into a wide grin.” 

“See, I knew we could make a lot of progress if we both tried.” 

“You sound like my therapist.” 

“Ah yes, Hema. She sounds wonderful.” 

“She was, for the most part.  She made one major mistake that compromised our entire 

relationship.” 

“You can forgive her.” 

“Forgiveness isn’t exactly a skill I’ve mastered yet.” 

“Nor me.” 

“Then be honest about that.  I need some evidence that you’re not perfect in every way.” 

Rachelle burst out in laughter. 

“Oh, I am so far from perfect.” 

Vanessa placed her hand gently upon Rachelle’s.  A voice in her head told her that it was 

a bad idea, that it would frighten or confuse Rachelle, that Rachelle was straight and had a 

boyfriend, she was unavailable for the romance Vanessa wanted so desperately to embark upon.  

Vanessa imagined them kissing, then fucking and felt a hunger she had not ever felt before.  She 

had not felt it so intensely with Rakha, or even Olivia. Rachelle evoked some primal urge the 

rapes and betrayals had covered up.  Vanessa had been a collection of crusty scabs.  Now 

Rachelle was picking those scabs and she became a fresh bleeding wound once more.  Vanessa’s 

stomach swirled nausea uncomfortably.  But Rachelle did not pull her hand away, and this gave 

Vanessa hope that Rachelle was open to something more than friendship.” 

“God, I’ve been so lonely.” 

“You mean at Cambridge?” 

“No, I mean my whole life.” 

Rachelle whispered under her breath 

“So have I.” 

“Really, you don’t think I’m a freak for saying that.” 
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“No.  You’re human.  We’re all fucked up. Sometimes I believe we should all just be 

wiped out and replaced with a more evolved decent species.” 

Vanessa and Rachelle laughed heartily until they couldn’t laugh anymore.  Everybody in 

the restaurant stared but they stared back.  Their laughter was raucous and joyous and life 

affirming.  Who cared if it was inappropriate?” 

Vanessa pointed to another table where two womyn were having dinner together. 

“See those two.  Those womyn over there are jealous of us.  They’re breaking up.” 

“How can you tell they’re even a couple?” 

“They’re showing the last vestiges of affection for each other.  That one is stroking the 

other’s hand and that one has her hand on the other’s thigh.  But the way they are touching each 

other indicates affection, not sexual attraction.” 

“What about those two?” 

“The man clearly has feelings for the womyn, but they’re not reciprocated.” 

“How the hell can you tell these things?” 

“I don’t know.  I guess its intuition.  Or perhaps it’s because I’m a writer and I like to 

make up stories about people.” 

“Rachelle, what the hell?  I thought we were meeting Kim and Gary at nine.” 

“We were.  I called to cancel remember.” 

“I thought you were sick or busy studying or something.  Not having dinner with this fat 

dyke.” 

“What did you just call her?” 

“The same thing you called her when she was stalking you.” 

“You called me what?” 

“I am really sorry, but you were stalking me.” 

“You’re fat too.  Or haven’t you noticed?” 

“It was wrong and horrible, and I am really sorry.” 

“What are you sorry for Rachelle? She followed you around for weeks.  She’s creepy.” 
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“She apologized and I forgave her.  Vanessa is a wonderful person and artist and I really 

like her.  Damn Aaron I have more in common with her then I have with you.” 

“Well, if you feel that way.” 

“I love you Aaron but you are a class a dick sometimes.  Vanessa is my good friend and 

you just have to deal with it.” 

“Fine we’ll talk tomorrow.” 

“Fine.” 

“What an ass.” 

“He’s not the only one.” 

“I know I’m sorry.” 

“Wow, an apology without a qualifier; how refreshing.” 

“I sincerely apologize.”   

“I know I freaked you out when I was stalking you.” 

“You were, but that doesn’t matter now.” 

“It does if you can’t trust me.  I don’t deserve to be trusted; but I had hoped we would 

have moved past that by now.” 

“We have.  I forgave you for that a while ago.  Now you have to forgive me.  Please, let 

me make it up to you.” 

“How do you intend to do that?” 

“Let me take you to London this weekend.  I know a cheap but lovely place we can stay 

at near Paddington station. I’ll pay for everything.” 

“I don’t know Rachelle.  Isn’t it a little early in our relationship to vacation together?” 

“It’s early, but we hardly have the typical friendship. 

Vanessa laughed nervously and bit her lower lip. 

“What will happen to us if it goes badly?  What if you discover the darker parts of me 

and realize that you don’t like me?” 

“I met you because you were stalking me.  I already know your dark parts.  I sometimes 

worry about you finding mine, but I am willing to take a chance.” 



43 
 

“Are you ever going to let that go?” 

“I already have.  I was just illustrating a point.” 

“ That I promise not to judge you anymore.” 

“You still sound like you think you’re fucking superior than me.  God if you’re angry be 

angry.  This martyr and forgiveness stuff makes you sound like a self congratulatory asshole.” 

“Okay, I might still be a little angry.  You really scared the shit out of me. It’s why I 

started to make all those jokes” 

“I didn’t realize anything could scare you. You’re so unflappable.” 

“Hey, I worked hard to get this cool.  It was the way I learned to survive whatever life 

threw at me.” 

“Really, so you weren’t always this way?  That is really fascinating.  Tell me about that?” 

“I will, but only if you agree to come to London this weekend.  If we leave tomorrow we 

can spend five days there. 

“I have classes on Thursday. I can’t miss them.” 

“When do they end?” 

“Early, two pm.” 

“Can you make it to the train station by three? 

“I think so.” 

“Good we can make a three o clock train.” 

“Hold on dear.  I haven’t even agreed to come with you yet.” 

“Come on.  Give me a chance to make up for the shitty stuff Aaron said to you.” 

“You have to make up for the shitty stuff you said to me too.” 

“Yes, I do.  So, are you coming?” 

Vanessa quivered anxiously and excitedly for a few moments and then broke out 

into a wide smile. 

“You bet your sweet ass I am. How can I pass up a long weekend in London?” 

“How could you pass up a free weekend in London?” 
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“I don’t know about that.  I’m not sure if I’m comfortable with you buying me off.  .  

Besides, I have more to atone for then you.  Maybe I should be paying for you. Not that I can 

afford it.” 

“Don’t think of is as me buying you off.  Think of it as me showing how much you mean 

to me,.  You can find another way to make up for your stuff later.  .  I have the money from my 

jobs.  You don’t have to worry about that. 

“What exactly are your jobs?” 

“Oh, I’m an assistant to an architect in London.  I get paid pretty well for it, and I get 

school credit.  I also get to go to London a lot, like every other week.  The firm pays for it.  

You’ll get to meet her this weekend, if you want.” 

“So your firm is paying for this trip, not you.  That makes more sense.” 

“Are you opposed to that?” 

“Not at all.” 

“You know I will be paying for everything but the hotel.” 

“I can live with that.” 

“And it’s not like we’re staying in a swanky place.” 

“As long as I’m in London with you I couldn’t care less where we stay.” 

“God Vanessa, you’re so corny.” 

“Yeah, maybe I am.  What of it?” 

“Nothing, I like it. You’re becoming more relaxed around me, and a lot more fun.” 

Rachelle pulled Vanessa closer and kissed Vanessa with great vigor.  Vanessa kissed her 

back with the shock of someone who did not expect the straight girl to make the first move.  

Vanessa had been thinking of this moment since the moment she saw Rachelle from afar at the 

museum, but held back.  Olivia and Rakha had taught her not to make the first move.  But 

Vanessa found herself planning it despite her inner voice telling her to be cautious.  Gratitude 

infused her at that moment.  Their relationship was moving forward past her anxieties.  Vanessa 

relaxed into Rachelle’s arms and let her take the lead. 

“See you tomorrow babe.” 

“See you tomorrow.” 
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Vanessa floated the whole way back to Newnham.  If this was happiness it was a new 

kind, intense but also relaxed.  Vanessa did not think this was a normal kind of happiness, though 

she had not had much experience with this emotion before.  Was it love, infatuation, lust?  

Vanessa thought its name was of little import, only that she now had this strength she hoped 

would never leave. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The train ride from Cambridge to London is about an hour long and lands in Kings Cross Station.  

It is a beautiful ride filled with the meadows and fields the English countryside is famous for. As I watch 

my daughter and her new friend travel I reflect on how close I came to taking this same journey.  When I 

turned eighteen I was accepted to Cambridge and had every intent of going. Leaving New Delhi and its 

strife had titillated me with great vigor.  I would escape an upcoming marriage I felt way too young for, 

though I did love Sanjay.  My parents intended me to come back to New Delhi and married life after 

college.  I intended to stay in England and move to London, or barring that, move to Mumbai.   I might 

have stayed in the same college as Vanikha, taken the same classes, and taken this trip many times.  But 

then the cancer struck my mother, and like a good daughter I stayed and surrendered to my parent’s 

domestic wishes. I enrolled part time in a local college.  The only relief from the boredom was the activist 

fervor I shared with Sanjay.  .   

Vanikha gets to experience the real England, whereas mine comes from Austen and the Bronte 

Sisters, Dickens and George Elliot.  I love books, the best part of my college years not spent at protests or 

secret socialist gatherings occurred in libraries.  I cannot help feeling slimy green tentacles wrap around 

my throat.  I must be a terrible mother. Envy is a stupid feeling, rendering the victim incapable of 

gratitude.  In most ways I have been far luckier than my daughter.  My inauspicious end was a product of 

my own recklessness.  I have nobody to blame but myself. 

Vanessa pulls Rachelle in to kiss her tenderly.  They notice other passengers staring at them. 

Some have hostile looks arranged upon their taut faces.  Some stare with friendly curiosity.  Vanessa and 

Rachelle pay little attention to them.  Their ardor overpowers the self consciousness that would normally 

plague them.  

“We’re kind of at the edge of a precipice here.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well, we’re not dating or girlfriends, but I think we’ve crossed the boundaries of mere 

friendship.” 

“Why do we need to define our relationship anyways?” 

“Because you mean a lot to me, and I want to be able to say I’ve got a girlfriend, or a lover, or a 

something.” 

“Don’t say anything about us yet.  Please.  I have to figure out some things first,” 

“Like what?” 

“Like how I feel about you.” 

“I know how I feel about you.  I am absolutely crazy about you.” 

“Vanessa, be serious please.” 
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“Oh I am. I’m in love with you Rachelle.  Which is why I’m willing to wait for you to figure out 

whatever you have to figure out, for a while.” 

“I have a boyfriend you know.” 

“I know, Aaron, the asshole. I don’t understand why you’re with him. You deserve much better.” 

“Like you?” 

“Yes like me, or anyone else who is going to treat you with some respect.” 

“Aaron is not always such an asshole.  He is usually very sweet.” 

“I guess he’s just an asshole when I’m around.” 

“He’s threatened by you.” 

“Apparently he knows that I like you.” 

“It’s more than that.  He knows that I like you the same way I used to like him.” 

“Look, I am not going to force the issue. I just think it’s time that you’re honest with yourself.” 

“What exactly am I supposed to be honest with myself about? 

“It’s kind of something you have to realize on your own.” 

“Stop being cryptic Vanessa.  Just tell me.” 

“I’m trying not to push you.” 

“Well maybe I need a push in the right direction.” 

“You’re going to be pissed.” 

“You don’t know that, but you might be right.  In any case you should just bite your lip and tell 

me.” 

“You’re bisexual.” 

“Who the hell do you think you are?  What gives you the right to tell me who I am?” 

“I told you’d be pissed.” 

“Well I am, but that doesn’t mean you’re wrong.” 

“Hey Rachelle, you kissed me.  I’m just looking at the very sexy evidence here.” 

“Let’s just forget about labels for a while.” 
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They forgot about labels for the rest of the train ride to London.  They forgot about labels when 

they arrived at Paddington square.  They forgot about labels when Vanessa kissed Rachelle and stuck her 

hand down her pants. 

 

“Are you okay with this?” 

“Fuck yes. Keep going.” 

“Are you sure?  I want to have your complete consent.” 

Vanessa brushed her hand against Rachelle’s hip and marveled at her luck.  She was not running 

away. She was not blushing or ashamed. She was present and ready for the adventure they were 

about to embark on together, and that was an entirely foreign sensation for Vanessa. 

 “My god you’re chatty.  Fuck me already. 

It didn’t take long before their clothing came off and they were making their way through 

the Kama Sutra of lesbian sex. .  Vanessa tongue and hands reached deep into Rachelle and found 

wondrous caverns and icicles, stalactites and stalagmites and a beast that was awakened with 

breathy moans and grunts that climaxed when her tongue reached the treasure spot of the clitoris.  

She valued Rachelle’s input. When she said to move something she did.  It was amazing; Vanessa 

thought that Rachelle was so confident in what she wanted and so unabashed in declaring her 

wants and her needs and her joyous approval when she was met with satisfying results 

Rachelle was so confident that when the tables turned doubt riddled her.    Vanessa 

wondered how a virgin to lesbian sex knew exactly what would please her. How was a virgin to 

lesbian sex able to favor Vanessa with such exquisite pleasure?  Rachelle seemed to know where 

to put her fingers and her tongue, when to be frisky and when to be gentle.  Vanessa did not have 

Rachelle’s confidence or finesse in sex.  She felt clumsy and awkward burying her tongue into 

that glorious magical forest.  What did you do with all that hair?  Vanessa’s early malnutrition 

had caused stunted growth in that department, and as a result her vagina was more of a meadow 

then a forest, as was her underarms.  She supposed that was among the reason Max was so 

attracted to her, and she hated her body for it.  She hated the limbo state she felt she could not 

grow out of, a state in between little girl and womon.   She hated her scars and her grotesque 

curved back.  She hated her rotund belly, and her distorted flat feet, and her mishapen breasts, her 

left far fuller than the right.  But here was Rachelle treating her like she was beautiful.  She 

caressed the scars and the jagged toenails and the curvature of her spine like it made her some 

kind of goddess rather than the disfigured Quasimodo like freak she had always thought of herself 

as, that Gabriella had always called her.  But then again Gabriella was jealous of Max’s 

attentions.  Vanessa wished fervently she could have received her wish.   

Vanessa moaned at every magical stroke, and after a second orgasm broke into tears.   

“Hey what’s wrong?” 

“How do you know what to do?” 
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“I’ve had sex before.” 

“You’ve had lesbian sex before?” 

“I had a fling with an older womon in high school  It was fun and amazing but it never 

occurred to me that I was anything but straight.  That’s what I was supposed to be.  I never heard 

of a lesbian or bi Indian before” 

.”What about now?” 

“Well, now I know better.” 

“You know that there’s a worldwide organization for LGBT Indians.” 

“I do know.” 

“I didn’t know about it until recently either.  It’s a complicated endeavor negotiating all 

these identities.  I don’t know which should take priority. Am I a Jew first, Indian, lesbian, 

disabled, an artist, a writer?  What’s the most important? Where do I belong?  I am totally 

bewildered sometimes.” 

“You’re all of those things.  They all make you who you are.  And I’m glad because I 

really love who you are?” 

“You do?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Who are you?” 

“I’m your bisexual lover.” 

“What are you going to do about Aaron?” 

“I don’t know yet.” 

“You have to tell him.  You can’t just string both of us along.” 

“I know.  I already feel guilty about it. And you said you weren’t going to press the 

issue.” 

“That was before we fucked.” 

“Look, Aaron came into my life when I was feeling terribly lonely.  I had just started 

Cambridge and I didn’t know anyone--.” 

“And he took advantage of your vulnerability.” 

“That’s not what I’m saying.” 

“That’s what I’m hearing.” 
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“Okay, maybe he did take advantage of me then.  But he was kind to me for a while.” 

“All I heard when I met him was distrust and disdain.” 

“He shouldn’t trust me.  I’m cheating on him. God I’m a horrid person.” 

“Then maybe you and I shouldn’t be together until you figure out what you want.” 

“I know what I want.  I want you.” 

Vanessa smiled.  She couldn’t wait for Rachelle to deal with Aaron.  She knew she was 

complicit in her cheating but she didn’t care.  She and turned to face her.  Rachelle kissed her and 

stroked the scar on her thigh.” 

“I can’t wait for you to deal with Aaron.” 

“I can’t wait either.  I want you now. Where did you get this scar?” 

“I fell of a mango tree near the orphanage when I was six.  My best friend at the time and 

I were playing on it.   You remind me of her.” 

“How?” 

“She had this incredible adventurous spirit.  You even look like her a little bit.” 

“Let me show you my adventurous spirit.” 

“Rachelle, we have tickets for the Globe in an hour.  You don’t want to miss Macbeth do 

you?” 

“No.  I don’t.  I guess I’ll have to show you my incredible vigor tonight.” 

“Yes you will.” 

“Now put on your incredibly sexy dress and let’s get the hell out of here.” 

Over the next few days the sights and sounds of London combined with the passion of 

her new lover created a kind of delirium for Vanessa.  The culture of London competed with 

Rachelle’s thighs for attention and Vanessa could not help glancing at Rachelle’s perfect half 

moon breasts when she was supposed to be looking at actors or paintings.” 

“Hey, the stage is that way pervert.” 

“Oh, like you’re not enjoying the attention.” 

“Guilty.” 

”I love that you’re so turned by me, but a little subtlety might be in order.” 

“Hey, you’re my girlfriend now; I don’t have to be subtle anymore.” 
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:”You’re not my girlfriend.” 

“Yet.” 

“When did you get so confident?” 

“I don’t know, maybe when we fucked each other I got this crazy idea that you and me 

are meant to be with each other” 

“That is crazy.” 

“I think it makes perfect sense.  We understand each other; we clearly have the hots for 

each other.  What’s so crazy about that? 

“I just need some time, okay.” 

“Fine Rachelle, take all the time you need.  I want you to be all in if we are going to do 

this.” 

“Thank you.” 

Vanessa immersed herself in the culture of London during this interminable limbo 

between friendship and something more.  As her mother and someone who has chosen to live in 

the limbo between life and further life I must say that I empathize.  It’s a frustrating circumstance 

when you’re in between two definable states and you can’t see yourself moving forward.  In my 

case it’s a choice.  I was approved for reincarnation eons ago and I’m tempted to go.  If I could 

have mustered up the strength to leave my only daughter behind I would be living a completely 

new life, free of the scars I have acquired and well on my way to making new memories.  What a 

blessing.  Up here they ask me why I haven’t passed through the portal of incarnation.  Vanessa is 

doing well, so well I think she doesn’t need me anymore, but I need her.  Is it selfish?  Probably, 

but what harm can my watching her do?  I’m able to stay out of her way when she is thriving and 

provide her with gentle guidance and comfort when she is struggling.  Without my intervention 

Vanessa would still be watching Rachelle from afar.  Or maybe not, since Rachelle introduced 

herself to Vanessa.  In any case she needed the encouragement.  I think. 

“God this museum is massive.” 

“Well, it used to be a factory.” 

“It looks like it was a factory at one point.” 

“The Tate Modern was turned into a museum 15 years ago I think.” 

“It’s pretty cool.” 

“I intern for the architectural firm that designed this place.  I wish I could have gotten my 

hands on this place when they were converting it.  The things I could have done with it.” 

“What would you have done?” 
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“I would have used all the old materials from the factory and transformed them into 

something magical.” 

“Like Gaudi or Isabella Kittery.” 

“Just like Isabella Kittery, except completely my own style.” 

“The problem with that is you would have to design a museum that puts the art first, not 

your style or ego first. I hate when architects do that; it’s why I love the MoMA and hate the 

Guggenheim.  I mean, the flowerpot is a fantastic building but it sucks as a museum.” 

“I hate the Guggenheim too. It’s really hard to see the art.” 

“You’ve been to New York?” 

“I interned at Carme Rihennos for a couple of months after my sophomore year of 

college. “ 

“That’s a great architecture firm.” 

“I’m surprised you know it.” 

“It’s famous.  I loved their remodel of the Brooklyn Museum.” 

“I worked with Lila Carme herself.” 

“I’m really impressed.” 

“She’s second only to Isabella Kittery in my esteem.” 

“Where is she now?” 

“Who knows?  Some say she disappeared to do some project in Africa.  She hasn’t been 

seen in ages.  There are rumors that she killed herself.” 

“How does a person just disappear?” 

“I don’t know, but she has.  If anybody in the architecture world in Paris or London or 

New York has heard anything about her they are not talking.   I understand why she disappeared; 

it’s horrible having ten year’s work destroyed in ten minutes. She never recovered.” 

“She must not have been that strong.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I’ve been through worse and I haven’t disappeared, though there were certainly times I 

wanted to disappear off the face of the earth, but I didn’t.” 
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“Hey you don’t get to judge her.  What if your studio burned down, or your computer 

crashed and you couldn’t get your stories out? What if every time you accomplished something 

somebody stole it from you?’ 

“God that’s horrifying.  She must be strong, but you should still take my side.” 

“Why?” 

“Because, we’re very good friends.   Possibly we are something more than friends.” 

“Hey, don’t ask me to choose between you and my favorite architect, it isn’t fair.”   

Rachelle laughed and grasped Vanessa close and kissed her.  Her breath smelled like 

peppermint and cardamom and Vanessa inhaled like she had never breathed before.  Rachelle’s 

lips looked like the morning sun and she imagined them moving downward, planting a kiss on her 

chin, clavicle, uneven breasts, solar plexus, navel and finally the grand act of the vagina, where 

Rachelle’s tongue and fingers knew more tricks to get her engines revving than she did.   The 

rapes had set off a war zone down there and crossing it with her own fingers often provided a 

choked up panicked feeling in her chest and throat.  But Rachelle knew how to proceed softly and 

evoked moans and sounds and sensations Vanessa could not imagine feeling without her.  Of 

course the panic and mournful feeling came back when they fucked but Vanessa could now climb 

that mountain to see the glorious ocean on the other side, and that was something new.   

“Thanks’ Vanessa.” 

“Thanks for what?” 

“For opening up to me like that.  I know it can’t have been easy.” 

“Oh you do?  What else do you know about me?” 

“I know that you don’t trust most people, or yourself.” 

“You have some fucking nerve.” 

“I know. I’m sorry. I just really want to get to know you.  I want to know everything 

about you.” 

“That’s rich, considering how guarded you are.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“Don’t be sorry.  As far as I’m concerned caution in new relationships is a good thing,” 

“Were you cautious when you were stalking me?” 

“Actually I was, that was kind of the problem.  I should have just introduced myself to 

you.” 
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“Maybe caution isn’t such a good thing in new relationships.  Maybe you should let 

yourself be free and open to the adventure.” 

“In my experience, that’s when people get fucked over.” 

“My god you have a stick way far up your ass.” 

“That’s some lovely imagery you have there.” 

“Just because I’m French doesn’t mean I’m a delicate little flower.” 

“Who said Frenchwomen were delicate?  Ever hear of Gertrude Stein, Louise Bourgeois 

Edith Piaf?  They were strong vivacious tough ass womyn.” 

“Yes they were, also Isabella Kittery. God you would love her.” 

“Why.” 

“She’s a big dyke.” 

“Really?” 

“Yeah, she’s butch and she’s an activist, and she’s right over there.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Look at that sculpture on the other side of the pavilion.  That’s her work.” 

“Are you sure, it’s a long way away.” 

“I’m absolutely positive.” 

“Let’s go find out.” 

“She’s right across the Nicki De Saint Phalle sculpture.” 

“I love that sculpture.” 

“Its fucking awesome, but the Isabella Kittery Sculpture is better.” 

“Oh you’re just prejudiced.” 

“I’ll bet you ten pounds its better.” 

They ran over to the other side of the building where the two sculptures awaited them.  

The Isabella Kittery was a form of a reclining womon that expressed both the curvature of her 

flesh and the inner skeletal structure.  Clay, fabric, wood and fiberglass were combined in a blaze 

of color and form. 

“It says Felicia DeMournet” 
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“That’s her pseudonym.” 

“Really?” 

“Yes, her male architecture colleagues gave her flak about being a sculpture so she made 

up this pseudonym to protect herself.” 

“You can’t be an architect and a sculptor?” 

“Apparently her contemporaries didn’t think so.  It’s such bullshit.” 

“You’re right, it is better than the De Saint Phalle; Damnit.” 

“That sculpture is pretty amazing too.” 

“But this one is a masterpiece.” 

“I can’t believe we found this treasure in the Tate Modern.  I didn’t think she would sell 

to this museum.  She hated these huge museums, and Brits.” 

“Maybe she didn’t sell it/” 

“You’re probably right.” 

Vanessa reached into her wallet. 

“What the hell are you doing?” 

“I’m getting your ten pounds.” 

“Keep it: you can make it up to me tonight.” 

“Well now I feel dirty.” 

“Oh goody, I get to clean you up.  Then I’ll make you feel dirty all over again.” 

“I look forward to it.”  

 They returned to their hotel to change for dinner and a play in the West End. It wasn’t intended 

but as Rachelle saw Vanessa take off her deep Purple Blazer, light yellow shirt and colorful asymmetrical 

floral skirt she could not resist reaching under her bra to those uneven breasts that Vanessa considered 

freakish but Rachelle could not get enough of.  Vanessa wasn’t a freak but a unique goddess, a descendant 

of Artemis and the Amazonians who cut of their left breast to make hunting with a bow and arrow more 

efficient.   

 “Stop, we have to change quickly if we want to grab dinner before the play.” 

 “Who needs food? We have sex.” 
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 “ 

“We spent all day at the Tate Modern without eating lunch.  We’re going to be starving at the 

play if we don’t eat something first.” 

“Shit, you’re right.  Well we can quickly eat each other.  Will that be enough to quench your 

hunger?” 

“Not in either sense of the word.  I can’t enjoy a play if I’m only thinking about how hungry I am.  

And I am always insatiably hungry for your touch.  But if we wait the energy will build up and 

when we get back here after the club we will have explosive fucking amazing sex.  I promise you 

won’t regret waiting.” 

Rachelle kissed Vanessa deeply, inserting her tongue gently into Vanessa’s mouth.  Vanessa 

accepted the kiss graciously and they spent a few minutes lost in each other’s mouth. Vanessa felt a rush 

of energy surge up her back and shoved aside her worries that Rachelle was just using her for an 

adventure, that she would return to Aaron once her curiosity was fulfilled  Vanessa could tell with this 

kiss that a permanent change was occurring in Rachelle.  Vanessa awoke after what felt like a lifetime 

slumber after she kissed Olivia.  Of course the difference was that Vanessa was never attracted to men.  

As she kissed Rachelle she wondered if that would have been different if she hadn’t been raped by Naag 

and then by Max.  It seemed everywhere she went, from the jungles of Kerala to a bedroom in a Prospect 

Heights brownstone men were out to get her.  This wasn’t paranoia, it was fact.  But would she feel this 

way towards Rachelle and womyn if those things had never happened?  Vanessa didn’t think so.  She 

remembered kissing Rakha on the mango tree.  She remembered the same kind of electricity in her as she 

reached for Rakha’s perfect lips a fortnight before she encountered Naag. Still convention might have 

exerted a stronger pull on her in the absence of predatory men.   Rachelle was awakening in the same way 

she was awakening.  Feelings and sensations were deepening and sparking with brilliant color and 

firecracker crescendos for both of them.  Rachelle couldn’t go back to men after this kind of epiphany, 

could she? 

 Vanessa wanted to dive deeper into sex with Rachelle but instead she pushed away. 

“We really do have to get to the play.  We’ll have to wait to eat dinner till afterward..” 

“You’re right. Which outfit should I wear?”   

“Wear the purple pants with your silk black blouse and the orange blazer.” 

“You wear the colorful butterfly dress with the black belt and the black blazer.” 

“We’ll sort of match.” 

“Yeah we will.” 

 “We’ll be sort of girlfriends in sort of matching outfits” 

They took the tube to the West End Theater in relative silence.  

“What’s wrong?” 

“I told you I’m not your girlfriend.” 
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“No of course you’re not. We’re just fuckbuddies.” 

“What the hell is with the tone?” 

“I don’t know.  You’re obviously upset with me about something.” 

“Is it so preposterous to want to have a relationship with the person I’m fucking? 

“You have a relationship with me.  You’ve quickly become my best friend.  I tell you things I’ve 

never told anybody else.” 

“Really, it doesn’t feel like that to me.” 

“You are my only Indian friend.  You are also my only artist friend.  You get me.” 

“I get the parts of you that you allow me to.” 

“You hold back on me too you know.” 

“I know.  I’ve been trying to determine whether I can trust you or not.” 

“And?” 

“And the jury is still out on that one.” 

“I’m going through the same process.” 

“Is it because I stalked you?” 

“Yes, but not exclusively.   I’m just haven’t had the best track record with people I’ve trusted.” 

“Me neither.” 

“Shh, the play is about to start.” 

Vanessa brooded over the start of their relationship; barely paying attention to the actors she had 

shelled out thirty five pounds to watch.  If Rachelle didn’t trust her then why did she initiate that first 

conversation?  She could cave just told her to leave her alone and Vanessa would have.  Maybe she hadn’t 

proved her trustworthiness to Rachelle, but she had tried she had tried and failed.  Maybe there wasn’t a 

future for them. Maybe Vanessa was wasting her time. 

“Have I told you that I’m really sorry?” 

“About what?” 

“I’m really sorry about stalking you.” 

“I forgave you ages ago.” 

“Then why won’t you tell me shit about yourself.” 
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“I tell you everything important,” 

“You’re the final arbiter of what’s important?” 

“Yes, I am.” 

“Then why do I feel like I’m missing out on something essential.” 

“You were the one who said caution was a good thing.” 

“I did say that.  Shit” 

“Well what the hell do you want from me.” 

“I just want to know you.” 

“You’re not telling me something, but I don’t bother you about it.  I like a little mystery in a 

relationship.  But you expect me to share everything and you won’t share everything. It isn’t 

fair.” 

“I always have to be the one to share first?” 

“Yes, because that was your decision.  I was fine with letting our relationship grow organically.  

You were so anxious to become close that-“ 

“I pushed you away.” 

“Yes.” 

“I’m sorry.  I won’t push anymore.” 

“You can push a little, but you might get pushed back.” 

“I’m okay with that.” 

“Come dance with me.” 

“I’ve never been to a lesbian tango club before.” 

“Well I guess I’ll have to show you the ropes.” 

“I guess you will.’ 

“Come on and dance with me already.  I’ll show you how to tango.” 

Vanessa soon found out that Rachelle was already proficient in tango; the queer part came as 

naturally to her as the tango.  Their bodies moved organically and in perfect syncopation with each other.  

Vanessa took the first lead and they alternated leading and following until they were tired and Vanessa 

pushed Rachelle into the first available bathroom stall they could find.” 

“I’m sorry.  I promised to stop pushing.”  
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“I am completely okay with this kind of pushing, now fuck me Damnit.” 

“Yes Master.” 

After Vanessa finished fingering Rachelle and the moans and applause from outside the bathroom 

door had subsided.  Rachelle kissed Vanessa softly and whispered. 

“You were right.  I am bisexual.  I might be a lesbian.” 

“I’m glad to hear it.  Let’s continue this debauchery in our room.” 

After the multiple orgasms in their third story hotel bedroom Rachelle sunk her head on 

Vanessa’s shoulder.” 

“I can’t believe we have to go back to Cambridge tomorrow. 

“I can’t believe it either.  I love London.” 

“We should come back for a week after school.” 

“Really?” 

“Yeah.” 

“And then we can go to my parent’s house in Momartre.” 

“Really?” 

“Absolutely.  They’d love to host an Indian friend of mine.” 

“From there we can go to Italy, Spain, the Netherlands, wherever you want to go.” 

“What about where you want to go?” 

“Oh, I’ve been everywhere in Europe.” 

“Really?” 

“Okay, not everywhere, but you have to understand that European countries are relatively small 

compared to the vastness of the US.  Crossing a country in Europe is like crossing a state in the US. No 

big deal” 

“I suppose that’s true.” 

“I’ve lived in Paris most of my life.  I want to go wherever you want to go.” 

“Well, I went to Paris when I was twelve with my Aunt Rosa, but I definitely want to see it 

through the eyes of a native.” 

“And I want to see it through the eyes of a foreigner.” 
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“Then I want to go to Italy.  Venice always captured my imagination.” 

“I also want to see Hungary.” 

“We don’t have to plan it all right now.” 

“I want to see where my mother’s family is from.” 

“We’ll go wherever you want.” 

“It seems strange but I feel this need to connect to that part of myself.  I want to see Auschwitz.  I 

know it will be horrible, but I feel like it will bring me and my mother together.” 

“I understand.” 

“Shit, my mother!” 

“What about her?” 

“What am I going to tell her about our plans?  We had this whole trip planned.” 

“ We can split the trip in half.  You go with your mother to Hungary and Poland and Germany 

and the Netherlands and we’ll meet in Italy. 

 You don’t want to see concentration camps with my mother and me. I can’t imagine why.” 

“I’ve seen them.  My best friend was Jewish growing up.  Her family took me.” 

“It sounds awful.” 

“Oh it is.” 

Vanessa looked at Rachelle. 

“Thank you, for being so understanding.” 

“Hey, your mother wants to travel with you.  How can I deprive her of that?” 

“You can’t.” 

“Can I ask you a weird question? 

“You don’t have to ask?” 

“Have you ever had sex with toys before?” 

“I haven’t have sex with anybody before you.” 

“I’m your first? Really?  I  didn’t get that impression.” 

“You thought I was experienced?” 

“You just seemed to know how to do things.” 
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“You were more experienced in lesbian sex than me.  And you didn’t even consider yourself a 

lesbian.” 

“Would you consider trying sex with toys?” 

“Maybe.  It depends on what the toys are.  It depends on how they’re used and who’s in what 

position.  I’d be interested in things like beads and cuffs and stuff like that.” 

“That sounds really great.  But I was thinking more along the line of dildos and strapons.” 

“I don’t understand why you’re interested in those toys.” 

“I just thought they would keep our sex interesting.” 

“Our sex isn’t interesting enough for you?” 

“Of course it is.” 

“Then why?  Are you worried about getting bored?  There’s a lot more positions and things we 

can explore.” 

“I know.” 

“Are you so hungry for dick after a weekend of vagina?  If you are you have one ready and 

waiting for you when we get back to Cambridge. Why even wait till tomorrow? Go back now if you’re so 

eager” 

“That’s not what I meant.” 

“Was our sex so meaningless to you that you need to throw in an artificial penis?  Or was I just 

another experiment that satisfied your curiosity and your hunger for lesbian sex before you go running 

back to Aaron the asshole.” 

“Vanessa, please stop being so dramatic.  I just want to try something new?” 

“Except dick isn’t new for you.  It’s old, very old. I’m new.  We’re new, and you’re just throwing 

us away.” 

“Okay, forget it.  I don’t want to talk about it anymore if it’s going to cause so much trouble.” 

“I don’t want to forget it.  A dick is a dick is a dick.  It doesn’t matter if its rubber or silicone or 

flesh, you want one.” 

“I want to wear one.” 

“I’m supposed to be your bottom, no way.” 

“You can be the top sometimes.” 

“NO.  If this is really what you want then I will always be the top, always.” 
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“I don’t understand you.  First you’re all upset about me wanting dick and then you said I’m 

always supposed to be the bottom and be penetrated.  I don’t understand why your being so nutty and 

inflexible and I don’t understand why you’re crying.” 

“I don’t understand why this means so much to you?” 

“This means nothing to me.  You mean everything to me.  I’m trying to understand you. I love 

you.” 

“I can’t be the bottom, ever.” 

“Why?” 

“If I told you that I would have to tell you everything.” 

“Then tell me everything.” 

“You’ll be scared off by how fucked up I am.  You won’t like me anymore.  You’ll find some 

way to use what I tell you against me in some way.” 

“I promise I won’t do any of those things.” 

“You can’t promise me your feelings won’t change.” 

“Didn’t you hear me before? I love you Vanessa.  Have a little faith in me.  I am not so easily 

scared off.” 

“Okay.  Okay.  I am going to tell you everything.” 

Vanessa took a deep breath and started to talk.  She started with her earliest memories of life in 

the orphanage.  She talked about Rakha and Laleh and the days she spent playing underneath the mango 

trees with her best friend.  She talked about how they would climb the trees and look out at the jungle in 

one direction and at the river in another direction and the orphanage and village in a third.  She told her 

about the kiss and how she never saw her best friend again and Naag and the rape and how Laleh saved 

her life by shooting the sixteen year old dosa and lassiwallah.  Vanessa looked deep into Rachelle’s eyes 

and saw them tear up and change colors from deep green to ice blue as she talked about her adoption and 

her new family and her adjustment to her new parents and Gabriella and their adjustment to her.  She 

talked about finding a friend and ally in Rosa and in Hema and how she betrayed her sister’s confidence 

by stealing her letter.  She talked about Max and his arrival and her rapes and how Gabriella restrained 

him after walking in her room.  She told Rachelle that nobody believed her and nobody tried to help her 

and how completely alone she was in all of it.  She talked about her father’s betrayal and Hema’s betrayal 

and her own betrayal in keeping her father’s secret.  She talked about Gabriella’s pregnancy and her 

adoption and her two suicide attempts and how she had first been saved by a lovely caring boy named 

Krish who she had met in an Indian restaurant where, like tonight she barricaded herself in a bathroom, 

but for entirely different reasons.  She talked about how Gabriella had tried to help her by finding Jesse 

and getting Max to come back and beg for her forgiveness when all he cared about was amnesty.  She 

talked about her second suicide attempt in the frigid February waters of Lake George and how this time 

she was saved by her aunt Rosa and was subsequently hospitalized for three months.  She talked about 
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how she barely graduated high school and got into Cooper Union.  She talked how she always felt guilty 

and ashamed and torn between allegiances. She talked about how she always felt like she was betraying 

Rebecca and Rosa or me.  Then she looked into Rachelle’s eyes, which looked like a sea foamy 

aquamarine and cried.   

“You’ve been holding out on me.” 

“I know.  I’m sorry.” 

“Shh, don’t be sorry.  I understand now.  I understand all of it.” 

“What do you understand?” 

“I understand your difficulties with trust. I understand why you can’t deal with anything that feels 

like dick.  That’s quite a story you’ve got there.” 

“You’re telling me.” 

“Shh, sleep.  We have to wake up in a few hours to go home.” 

“Did you mean it when you said you loved me?” 

“Absolutely, and now that you’ve told me everything I love you even more.  I’m not going 

anywhere.” 

“I love you too.  I have for some time.” 

“I know. Now sleep.” 

Rachelle stroked Vanessa’s face and hair as she fell asleep in her arms, but could not seem to fall 

asleep herself.  Something about her story resonated deeply with her and she lay awake trying to figure 

out if Vanessa was who she thought she was. 

In the morning they packed up and headed to Kings Cross Station in a hurry. 

“Don’t worry Vanessa.  We’ll be back again soon.” 

“I know.  I really love Cambridge you know.” 

“I know.  Cambridge is wonderful, but London is better.” 

“Hey look, Platform 9 and 3/4.” 

“I’m glad to see the influence a Cambridge education has had on you.” 

“I read my Potter in between my Wolf, Plath and Joyce.” 

“Well you would have to after all those downers.” 

“I thought you loved literature.” 
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“I do.  Take a fucking joke now and then.” 

“Tell me an Indian joke; I don’t know any.” 

“Neither do I.” 

“Really?” 

“My parents told jokes about every ethnic group and religion except their own.” 

“What part of India are you from.” 

“My parents are Guajarati.  I was born in Paris.” 

“I thought you said you were born in India.” 

“No I said I’ve been to India.” 

“I must have misheard” 

“I guess so.” 

“You know I thought that after I told you everything you would return the favor.” 

“I will.” 

“When?” 

“It will be real soon, I promise.” 

“I don’t think you appreciate how difficult it was for me to tell you all that stuff.  Most people get 

scared off when I tell them my story.  They think I’m too fucked up to deal with.” 

“Vanessa I am absolutely not scared of you.  I’m here, and I’m not going anywhere.”  

“You better not go anywhere.  I fucking love you.” 

“I fucking love you too.” 

“So you should trust me.” 

“I do.” 
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   CHAPTER FIVE 

It was a few days before Vanessa saw Rachelle again.  The busyness of classes and 

homework and encompassed her and she relished the distraction from her feelings of 

abandonment.  A good academic workload was just what she needed.  It had the effect of a cool 

bath that cleared the steam from her fogged up mind.  That long weekend in London pushed their 

relationship into undefined territory.  Vanessa had pressed for some definition but when Rachelle 

resisted she let it go.  But now they were back among their friends and Vanessa was no longer 

content to live with this amorphous blob of love.  She craved context.  She craved a real 

girlfriend and the itch was nagging at her. 

Vanessa saw Rachelle around town when she took her laptop to the square to work on her 

short stories and research papers.  She fawned over her friends and Aaron like their time in 

London never happened.  This time Vanessa did not pursue Rachelle as she had before. She kept 

calm and assumed that Rachelle would contact her when she was ready.   

Waiting turned out to be a maddening pursuit.  Vanessa often found herself awake at 

night, thoughts of their time in London eating at her.  If she couldn’t fall back asleep she would 

take her laptop to the gardens of Newnham and work.  The combination of the solitude and the 

fragrant flowers ignited her creativity and she found ideas and inspiration among the flowers and 

trees. 

But the solitude was a little too solitary and the glow of the stars and of her laptop could 

not match the glow Rachelle gave her.  Vanessa got up and danced around the garden like she 

had danced among the mango trees in Kerala with Rakha and missed her.  She danced like she 

had danced the day she met Olivia in Prospect Park.  She danced and there were no friendly 

spirits to dance with her. 

When Vanessa became exhausted she sat back down on the bench and saw that a new 

email had arrived while she unsuccessfully tried to dance her demons away. 

 

 Hey Vanessa. 

I hope Cambridge is treating you well.  It certainly sounds like you’re having fun. 

Rachelle sounds like she can be a really good friend or maybe even more.  I hope you’re classes 

are interesting and challenging. 

Anyways I wanted to write you because I got a internship at Stella McCartney in London.  

It’s really going to help my career in fashion.  I’m coming in a couple of weeks and I plan on 

coming to Cambridge to see you.  I’d also love for you and Rachelle to spend a week with me in 
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London.  You can stay at my apartment or near it if you want privacy.  Although you two can 

fuck as much as you want with me.  No judgment, I promise. 

Love Krish 

Vanessa jumped and danced elatedly. Krish was coming Krish was coming.  She 

immediately typed back. 

Come see me I’m so excited, I want to see you so bad.  Cambridge is awesome. You’ll 

love it.  Rachelle and I are in a weird place.  We just had this amazing weekend and now she’s 

ignoring me.  I don’t understand why.  Maybe she feels guilty or something.  But I’m going to 

see you Krish.   I am so fucking excited I’m literally dancing around the garden as I write this.  

The people I most miss in NYC are Rosa, and YOU!  I suppose I should miss my mother too, but 

we were fighting a lot before I left and I’m glad for the break.  I do miss her a lot actually.  I 

suppose it’s true what they say about absence making the heart grow fonder. 

I’m so excited about your new job.  Cambridge and London is Fucking Awesome.  You 

should be pretty familiar with London from all the times you visited your cousins here.  I hope 

you travel around Europe after the internship is over.  I’m traveling with Rachelle after the 

semester, or at least I think I am. 

Love 

Vanessa. 

The next night Vanessa exchanged the gardens for the town. At two in the morning she 

exchanged her pajamas for her violet, fuchsia, and orange skirt, black strapless top and the 

yellow orange blazer that Rachelle got her in London.  She walked the long road down from 

Newnham to the town square and got a dosa from the dosa man.  She relished its spice and felt 

alive for the first time since London.  Tears fell onto her plate in wide swaths and she threw 

away the little dosa she had left.  

Vanessa dragged her feet to the pub and ordered a Pimms and Lemonade .  She drunk 

deep from its contents and rested it on the counter.  From the reflection of the iridescent golden 

contents swirling with the deep brown of the counter she saw something familiar.  Vanessa 

turned around and immediately recognized the wavy black hair and the lime green blazer. 

Rachelle was laughing with her friends.  She was cracking jokes in her most jocular voice 

and drinking a pint of ale with gusto.  If she recognized Vanessa’s presence she didn’t 

acknowledge it at all.  The golden concoction ignited a spark within her and she walked over to 

Rachelle’s table. 

“I need to talk to you.” 

“I can’t right now.  I’m with friends.” 
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“I’m your friend too, or at least I thought I was.” 

Rachelle looked up at her. 

“You are.” 

“Then why are you avoiding me?” 

“Can we not do this right now?  I’ll call you later.” 

“Like you called me yesterday, or the day before, or the day before that?” 

“Fine. Let’s go outside and talk.” 

Vanessa walked outside with Rachelle. 

“What the fuck is going on?  Why haven’t you called me?” 

“I’ve meant to.  I just didn’t know what to say.” 

“You can say thanks for the six orgasms when do want to get together?” 

Rachelle smiled tentatively. 

“That was amazing sex.  It’s been a long time since I’ve had any orgasms.” 

“Oh Aaron hasn’t provided them for you. I’m shocked.” 

“Vanessa- I” 

“I don’t understand.  I reveal all my secrets.  I talk about my history and my rapes and all 

these things that are really hard for me to talk about and you seem to understand and then we get 

home and you fucking blow me off.  What the hell?” 

“Look our situation in London is different than here.” 

“What, I’m just your booty call, a weekend delight before you return to the boring land of 

heterosexuality?” 

“Vanessa.” 

“What.” 

“I love you but I’m not ready to introduce you to my friends. I’m not ready to be out with 

you.” 

“You’re ashamed of being bisexual.” 

“No, I’m ashamed of cheating on Aaron.” 
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“Oh.” 

“Yeah.  I really fucked up.  I should have broken up with him before London.” 

“You can break up with him now.” 

“I can’t.  I feel horrible about what I did.”  

“I understand but-“ 

“No you don’t understand Vanessa.  There are rumors going around about us.” 

“I never thought you cared about rumors.  You always seemed stronger than that.’ 

“I care about these rumors.  Apparently some people saw us snogging last week.  I don’t 

want Aaron to find out that way.” 

“Have you considered that he might already know?” 

“Oh God you may be right.  What am I going to do?” 

“You’re going to get your shit together and dump his ass.” 

“Vanessa, in case you’ve forgotten, I cheated on him.” 

“He treats you like shit.” 

“He didn’t used to.  He used to be kind and polite.” 

“He’s a manipulative shithead.” 

“I can’t justify what I did because he’s become somebody different.” 

“I’m sorry you’re feeling guilty but you made your decision.” 

“I don’t blame you.” 

“You don’t?” 

“I told you I blame myself.  I’m awful.” 

“I wish you would forgive yourself.” 

“I can’t”  

:”You can’t change the past.” 

“I know.” 
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“I want to be with you Rachelle.  I love you and I want the whole world to know.” 

“Just give me a few days.  I promise I’ll deal with him.” 

“Thank you.” 

“I can’t be seen with you until I do.” 

“I understand.  We’ll find away to be together.” 

“I misspoke.  I can’t see you until I break up with him.” 

Vanessa rolled her eyes. 

“You better be quick.  I can’t take my hands off of you.” 

Vanessa glided home.  The swirl of alcohol and love made the walk back home as light as 

the walk there was heavy. 

: 

  It took a few days before Vanessa saw Rachelle.  Nightmares crept up on her and she 

imagined that Rachelle had chosen Aaron.   A few nights later Vanessa found a teary eyed 

Rachelle at her doorstep. 

 “It’s been taken care of.” 

 “By you or him?” 

 “I’m not sure.  I guess it was both of us.” 

 “It doesn’t matter to me.” 

 “Really? I thought it would.” 

 “Why?” 

 “Because I’m a coward.” 

 “What did he say?” 

 “He said that I’m a cheating cowardly cunt who didn’t have the balls to break up with 

him.” 

 “What a misogynistic bastard” 

 “He’s not wrong.  I mean he’s wrong about the cunt part but he’s right about the coward 

part. 
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 “Come on.  Let’s go.” 

 “Where are we going?”” 

 “We are going to get you a drink.” 

 “I like that idea.” 

 “We are going to get you a drink and then we are going to come back here and we are 

going to talk or fuck or whatever you want to do 

 “Let’s go.” 

.   “I’m really sorry Rachelle.” 

 “What for?” 

 “I’m sorry I pressured you into breaking up with Aaron.  This is my fault.” 

 “Are you kidding?  I should have broken up with him ages ago.  I’m just upset about the 

way it happened.”  

 “You want a pint?” 

 “Sure, get a plate of samosas too, and some curly fries.” 

 “I see we’re indulging tonight.” 

 “I can’t get over my breakup without alcohol and fried food.” 

 “And a joint.” 

 “And some amazing sex.” 

 “I’ll hold you to that.” 

 “I really fucked things up.” 

 “It’s over now.  You have to stop torturing yourself.” 

 “I fucked things up with you.” 

 “You didn’t fuck things up with me.  I’m here.  I’m always here.” 

 “You were right about what you said in London. I haven’t been fair to you, or to him.  

I’ve strung you along without giving our relationship a fair shake.  I was just really hard on you 

about opening up and I couldn’t be honest with myself.” 

 “About what?   
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 “I’m bi and I’m in love with you.” 

 “Well it’s about damn time.’ 

 “I’ll get the drinks.” 

 Vanessa couldn’t take her eyes off Rachelle as she walked away. She returned with her 

pint of golden ale and a pitcher of sangria. Rachelle poured a glass of the sangria and pushed it 

towards her. 

 “I had a shot of tequila at the bar.” 

 “After the day you’ve had I think you’re entitled.” 

 “Yes I am, now drink up.” 

 Vanessa sipped while Rachelle chugged.  She finished her pint and another and the 

sangria Vanessa left in the pitcher.” 

 “Are you sure you want to drink this much?” 

 “What, you think I’m a drunk or something.” 

 “No, I just think you should take it a little slower.” 

 “I’m going to finish this pint and then we’ll go back to your dorm.” 

 “Okay!” 

 Vanessa dragged Rachelle to her dorm, feeling like she was made of bubbles even as 

Rachelle leaned on her for support.” 

 “You want some coffee?” 

 “Sure.” 

 Vanessa wrangled the blackest cup of coffee she could muster, but doubted even that 

would ameliorate Rachelle’s inebriation.  Vanessa was tipsy but Rachelle was much further 

gone, dancing around the living room and crashing into the wall and the table and the couch.  

Vanessa felt a little dizzy and mellow but Rachelle appeared to be one of those frantic drunks 

who get hyper under the influence 

 “You okay back there?” 

 “Yeah.  I’m having a grand old time.” 

 “Just don’t hurt yourself.” 
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 “I’m okay, really.” 

 “Have some coffee.” 

 Rachelle took the mug and drank deeply. 

 “How can you drink it like that? It’s so strong.” 

 “I’m French remember. We drink coffee like its coke” 

 “I thought you were Indian.” 

 “I’m that too.” 

 Vanessa lit up a joint and smoked it.  The rings emanating from her exhaling mouth 

formed a haze in the room.  Cannabis perfumed the air and Rachelle stopped dancing franticly 

and settled on the couch next to Vanessa. 

 “Hey give me some of that.” 

 ”I don’t know, you’re so drunk already.” 

 “I’ve been smoking weed since I was twelve.” 

 “I know I know, You’re French.  You can handle all manner of controlled substances.” 

 “I smoked weed with my mother.” 

 “Anjali is a toker? I’m shocked.” 

 “Yes, Anjali is a toker, but she isn’t who I’m talking about.” 

 “Who are you talking about?” 

 “ I’m talking about Claudette and Jacque Morave.” 

 “Who are they?” 

 “They are the wonderful people who adopted me from an orphanage in Kerala.” 

 “You lied to me.  You said that Anjali and Vishnu were your parents and that you were 

born in France.  You lied to me over and over again.” 

 “They are my parents.  They just aren’t my only parents.” 

 “I can’t believe you lied.  I can’t believe you’re from an orphanage in Kerala, like me.” 

 “I am really sorry.  Are you mad?” 
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 “Hell yeah I’m mad.” 

 “I’m really sorry.  I just wasn’t ready to talk about all this stuff.  It isn’t easy.” 

 “I know it isn’t easy.  I did it.” 

 “You did it so well.” 

 “You gave me such a hard time for holding back on you, and you’ve really been holding 

back on me.” 

 “I know.  I’m really sorry.  I’ll go now.” 

 “Don’t go.” 

 “Why.” 

 “Because I am angry, but I’m also really curious.” 

 “Vanessa, do you know who I am?” 

 “Of course I do.  You’re Rachelle Reddi.” 

 “Look into my eyes.  What color are they.” 

 “They change; now they’re a light turquoise, sometimes they’re ice blue, sometimes 

they’re jade green.” 

 “Does that ring a bell?” 

 “Yeah, from a long time ago, but I don’t remember what it is.” 

 “Rachelle took off her pants and underwear and thrust her ass into Vanessa’s face.” 

 “Look.” 

 “Your ass is lovely.  What’s your point?” 

 Rachelle took off her shirt and bra. 

 “Look at my back, right above my left cheek.  What do you see?” 

 “It’s a birthmark.  It’s shaped like a hammer.”  

 “Doesn’t that look familiar?” 

 “Oh my God! You’re Rakha Gupta.” 

Vanessa burst into tears. 
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 “And you’re Vanikha Rajeesh.” 

 “Why didn’t you tell me before?” 

 “I didn’t think you would believe me.” 

 “I wouldn’t have.” 

 “So I had to prove it to you.” 

 “I guess I would have to believe you.  How else would you know all those things about 

me?” 

 “I could have tricked you.  I could have been another person in the orphanage.  So, are 

you still mad?” 

  “That depends.  How long have you known who I was?” 

 “I had a couple of suspicions but I only knew for sure when you told me about your life.” 

 “You should have told me sooner.” 

 “I had to wait until I was completely sure before I told you, just in case I was wrong.” 

 “But why didn’t you tell me right after I told you?” 

 “I was overwhelmed I guess. I didn’t want to ruin what we had.  Please don’t hate me.” 

 “I love you Rakha.” 

 “I love you Vanikha.” 

 “Tell me about your life after you were adopted.  I have to know everything.” 

 “Okay, pass me that joint.” 

 Vanikha inhaled deeply from the joint before passing it to Rakha. 

 “I was adopted that day we kissed in the mango tree.  I was so overwhelmed by my 

feelings for you that I ran all the way to the orphanage.” 

 “I remember this part.  I never got to say goodbye to you.  It broke my heart.” 

 “I’m really sorry.  When I got back to the orphanage I met my new parents.  They were a 

lovely French couple, Claudette was a chef and Jacque was a lawyer.  Anyways, you remember 

the Laleh’s policy about adoptions.  No goodbyes.” 
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 “I remember.  I used to think it was incredibly cruel but I’ve since learned to appreciate 

why she did that.” 

 “Why did she do that?  I never really understood.” 

 “She wanted us to forget our past.  She wanted us to fully embrace our new parents, our 

new nationality, and our new lives.  We were supposed to make a clean break.” 

 “I suppose there was a good reason for her policy, but I’ve never quite forgiven her for 

making me leave without saying goodbye to you.” 

 “I haven’t either.” 

Vanikha and Rakha kissed and started to move into sex but Vanikha pulled back. 

“Stop, I have to know your story before we fuck.” 

“Okay.  Claudette and Jacque adopted me and we had an amazing time.  They were kind 

and lovely.  They treated me like I was the most precious thing they’d ever seen.  They made up 

for the lack we experienced by buying everything I needed and wanted and things I never 

imagined were possible.  I remember when they told me I had my own room I was shocked that 

any child ever had her own room, or even her own bed.” 

“I remember the same thing.  It was wonderful and a little overwhelming.  I spent the first 

month in New York crying because I was lonely in that room.  I spent a lot of nights sleeping in 

my parent’s bed.” 

“Well, when you sleep outside on hammocks half the time and the other half is spent in a 

room with twenty girls you get used to a lot of company. The adjustment required is pretty 

dramatic.” 

“So you move to Paris and then?” 

“It’s pretty much an idyllic childhood until I turn twelve.  We lived in this beautiful 

house in Marseilles. Claudette cooks really good food, Indian and French.  Claudette knew some 

Malayalam so the transition was a lot easier than it is for most adoptees. But there were still 

some weird things I had never seen before” 

Vanikha laughed. 

“I remember arriving in New York and not understanding anybody.  My father knew a 

few words but it was lonely.” 

“Claudette had spent some time in Cochin learning the cuisine, so I was lucky.  The 

transition was mostly seamless, but I remember being freaked out by the most ordinary things 

like the TV” 
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“I remember being afraid of television too. “ 

“It’s a big box of moving images, we had never seen one in the orphanage, of course it 

freaked us out. 

“What happened when you were twelve?” 

“Claudette died in a car crash.  Jacque was devastated.  I was distraught.  But Jacque was 

devastated beyond the point of return.  They were very much in love.  Jacque tried to move past 

it for my sake but the depression overtook him and he hung himself.  I was the one who saw his 

body hanging from the rafters of our attic.” 

 “God that’s horrible.’ 

 “It gets worse.  I was put into the foster system and went from home to home.  Some of 

them were nice to me but most weren’t.  I was raped by one of my foster brothers, and generally 

abused by my foster fathers and brothers.” 

 “I don’t even know what to say.  That’s awful.” 

 “It wasn’t as bad as your story.” 

 “Who’s to say whose past is worse?  It doesn’t really matter.” 

 “Anyways, I finally got put into a good foster home.  Anjali and Vishnu were the Indian 

parents I always imagined I would have if my parents hadn’t died.  They were very kind and also 

very modern.  They encouraged my education and helped me get into Cambridge.  Anjali was a 

alumni.’ 

 “What did they do?” 

“Anjali was an oncologist and Vishnu was a neurologist.  They met in med school.” 

“Did you have any siblings?” 

“Anjali had a daughter from a previous marriage and Vishnu had a son. My sister Aishani 

and I became really close friends.” 

“What about your brother?” 

“He hated me but he left me alone, which was all I really wanted.” 

“I can’t believe you’re Rakha. It’s amazing.” 

“We should call each other our real names.” 

“I love it.” 
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“But only with each other.” 

“Why?” 

“Everybody knows us Rachelle and Vanessa, and those are as real as our other names.  I 

just think that we should honor our heritage by calling each other our birth names.” 

“I think it’s a great idea.” 

“I’ve told you my life story, or the essence of it.  Let’s get it on.” 

“Hold on.  You’re drunk.” 

“Yes I am. What’s your point?” 

“I don’t think its right for us to have sex while you’re drunk.” 

“What are you talking about?  I want to fuck you.” 

“I want to fuck you too, but you are seriously inebriated.  I don’t think you can give 

consent when you’re as drunk as you are.” 

“You’re drunk too.” 

“Yeah, a little bit. But you drank two pints of beer and a glass of sangria and two shots of 

tequila.” 

“Thanks for the recap.  I didn’t think you were such a stick in the mud.” 

“I don’t care how much you drink.  But I refuse to rape you.” 

“It isn’t rape if I consent.” 

“You can’t consent.” 

“I want you. Damnit Vanikha don’t you want me?” 

“Of course I do. Its taking all the strength I have to not give in.” 

“Then give in.  Fuck me.  I want you to.” 

“You’re asking me to do something I know is wrong.  This is really unfair.” 

“I want to be with you as Rakha.  I want to sleep with Vanikha.” 

“You will, tomorrow.” 

“No, we’re going to do it tonight. No day but today.” 
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“Your quoting my favorite musical is adorable, but it doesn’t change my mind. I don’t 

want to hurt you.” 

“Give in Vanikha.” 

Rakha pushed Vanikha onto the bed and pinned her hands so she couldn’t push her off.  It 

was getting impossible to argue with Rakha and she longed for her crimson tongue so she did as 

Rakha suggested.  Vanikha gave in and felt the arousal and shame wash all over her. Vanessa felt 

the small delicate hands around her own and was reminded of another pair of hands who had 

pinned her a long time ago.  Suddenly she was fourteen again and was being raped.  But it wasn’t 

Max on top of her it was Rakha, someone she had loved as long as she could remember and she 

wasn’t fourteen, she was twenty one.  Maybe it wasn’t as wrong as she imagined it to be. Maybe 

Rakha could realize true desire and fight through her drunken daze to truly consent. Vanessa 

shook off the image of Max raping her and fully gave into her desire. 
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   CHAPTER SIX 

Vanikha woke up earlier than Rakha, determined to combat Rakha’s incumbent hangover 

by providing her with a hearty breakfast and some strong coffee.  She brewed the black 

concoction to Rakha’s perfect specification, and cringed at the smell.  It evoked nausea; the brew 

was way too strong for her own taste but Rakha loved strong coffee.  Vanessa realized she was a 

bit hung over herself and longed to sit down.  Instead she pressed on, wanting to get breakfast on 

the table before Rakha awoke. 

It didn’t matter that Vanikha felt queasy or that last night she had flashed back to the 

worst events of her life.  Nothing could dilute the golden aura of joy that surrounded her.  She 

danced as she cooked the curried omelet and French toast.  She hummed vigorously but quietly 

as she poured the coffee and tea and passion fruit juice.  Vanikha anticipated her future with 

Rakha, imagined traveling with her around Europe and India, introducing her to her mother and 

Rosa.   

 Rakha emerged with blood shot eyes and sat down at the table.  She held onto her 

stomach like it was going to fall out. 

 “You want some eggs.  I made them the way you like.” 

 “I can’t eat anything right now Vanessa.” 

 “Did you just call me Vanessa?” 

 “That is your name isn’t it?’ 

 “It is but last night we talked about-“ 

 “I don’t remember anything about last night.” 

 “You don’t remember what we talked about or what we did?” 

 “Well, obviously we fucked.” 

 “I didn’t want to.  I mean I really wanted to but I didn’t think it was right.” 

 “But you gave in to your desire.” 

 “Yes I did.  I’m ashamed about what I did, but last night was one of the most wonderful 

nights of my life.” 

 “You should feel ashamed about it.  You raped me.” 
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 “I didn’t.  I swear I didn’t.” 

 “You knew how drunk I was.  You knew I couldn’t consent in that state.” 

 “I resisted your advances.  I didn’t think you could consent until you begged me to fuck 

you.  You begged me.  How could I say no?” 

 “You could have the wherewithal and the willpower to know that whatever I said last 

night doesn’t matter and not act on it.” 

 “Why don’t you take a little responsibility and not get so drunk that you can’t express 

consent?” 

 “This isn’t about me.  Look, maybe I shouldn’t have drunk so much, but I was hurting 

over the breakup and you took advantage of me.” 

 “I’m sorry about the breakup, but you wanted it as much as he did. You did it so we 

could be together.” 

 “Fuck you Vanessa, how dare you blame this on me.  You should know better than to 

blame the victim.” 

 “I’m not blaming you.  I really am sorry.” 

 “I should report you to the police for this.” 

 “Rachelle, do you have any idea what you did last night?” 

 “No, that’s the fucking problem.” 

 “Well, maybe you ought to ask me what my side of the story was.  You owe me that 

much as your girlfriend.” 

 “Fine, tell me. But I’m not your girlfriend anymore.” 

“Last night we went out for drinks and you got wasted, then we came back here where I 

tried to sober you up a little bit with coffee but it didn’t work.  We talked for a while and you 

told me something about yourself that made me deeply happy.  Then you made a move on me. I 

said no because you were drunk, even though I really wanted to fuck you.  You begged for sex. 

You pleaded over and over again that you consented.  Then you pushed me on the bed, pinned 

my hands down in a way that very much resembled Max when he raped me and proceeded to 

scissor me.  I struggled for a while but gave in because it seemed like my objections didn’t 

matter anymore and I really wanted you to fuck me. 

 “I’m sure you hated every moment of it.  I’m sure you didn’t enjoy it at all.” 
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 “Of course I enjoyed it.  I love you, and I love it when we fuck hard, but I hated the way 

you pushed me onto the bed and restrained me. .  Frankly I think I have an equally valid claim of 

rape as you.” 

 “How do I even know you’re telling the truth?” 

 “When have I ever lied to you?” 

 “You stalked me for two weeks.” 

 “God Rachelle, I’ve apologized for that a million times. I’m sorry I stalked you but this 

isn’t about that.” 

 “Yes it is.  I’m starting to notice a pattern of predatory behavior here.” 

 “I didn’t stalk you because I was a predator.  I did it because I was too shy to talk to a 

stranger.” 

 “I know. You’re a coward.  Instead of introducing yourself you follow me around, and 

instead of taking responsibility you blame me for last night.” 

 “I am not blaming you.  I’m also not avoiding my fair share of blame either.  I’m merely 

pointing out that you share the blame.  I’m not lying to you.  I have never lied to you. I have lied 

to other people but not you.” 

 “Well I guess you started treating me like other people.” 

 “God Rachelle I would not lie to you about this.” 

 “You held back on me.” 

 “I know I have, but that’s not lying, and you’ve held back on me too.” 

 “I didn’t know if I could trust you.  I guess I know now.” 

 “That’s funny.  I was thinking the exact same thing.  The difference is I had the courage 

to open up first.” 

  “Goodbye Vanessa.  I’d wish you a nice life, but that would be lying.” 

 Rachelle left and slammed the door behind her.  Vanessa sank into her chair and stared at 

the clock, willing it to move backwards to last night so she could be stronger and resist more 

than she did.  She looked at the set table around her and couldn’t believe that an hour ago she 

was dancing around it giddy with the joy of reuniting with her childhood best friend.  She 

couldn’t believe that last night Rachelle was Rakha and she was Vanikha and she experienced 

joy that she had never experienced.  This joy radiated throughout her body infusing warmth and 
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song and love into her life in a way she had never imagined possible.  The warmth was gone now 

and all Vanessa could feel was cold.  Even though it was a warm April day it felt like the world 

had entered a new ice age, and she would never live to see it thaw.  The wind whistles through 

her hollow bones. 

Vanessa remembered the feeling well.  It was the feeling she had when Max raped her, 

when her father betrayed her, when Hema betrayed her.  It was the feeling she had as she 

barricaded herself in the bathroom of Karayi’s in BedStuy against her father’s intrusions.  It was 

the feeling she walked around with, slept with, woke up with and lived before she attempted 

suicide twice.  The suicide attempts were her way of trying to get warm.  The world wasn’t cold, 

she was.  She was cold and alone and broken, and nothing could ever fix that.  

Vanessa’s mind travels back a five years to when she was sixteen.  Vanessa sits on the 

chair of Café Van Gogh in Nyongac New York.  She watches the waves of Lake George lap 

gently at the beach.   Things have been relatively calm but lonely the past couple of years.  

Gabriella is in college in LA, and she misses her, but she also feels free.  Vanessa goes to 

Kennedy high school, the most prestigious arts high school in Brooklyn and she nurtures her art 

and her writing there. 

Vanessa eats her French toast and drinks her tea and notices the people wandering in and 

out of the café.  Womyn try to calm their young children.  It’s February and the café is less 

crowded than it is in the summer, but its regular customers make the place from feeling empty. 

Vanessa and Rosa came up for her winter break, needing a break from her mother and their 

constant fighting. 

Snow still covers the Adirondack Mountains but it’s beginning to thaw out.  Vanessa 

notices a young man come into the café.  He has dark hair and a full beard and Vanessa is sure 

she hasn’t seen him before, but he looks intimately familiar.  Vanessa feels a chill and moves 

closer to the man, curiosity overtakes her common sense.  He orders a latte and sits down at a 

chair far away from Vanessa.  Vanessa sits back down, and attributes her curiosity to her 

overactive imagination.  But the man keeps looking at Vanessa and she finds him unavoidable. 

She has to know why he seems so familiar 

The man moves closer and closer to Vanessa until she finds herself sitting next to him.  

She looks into his deep green eyes and feels a chill.  Vanessa moves away but then moves back 

to her seat.  His eyes may chill her but her inquisitive nature draws her closer to the mystery of 

this strangely familiar person. 

“Hey.” 

“Hi.” 

“What’s your name?” 
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“I’m only sixteen.” 

“I just want to know what your name is.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I think I’ve seen you before.” 

“That’s really funny.  I think I’ve seen you before too.” 

“Where?’ 

“I don’t know.  You just look so familiar.” 

“We went to school together.” 

“You go to Kennedy?” 

“No, I went to the Brooklyn Hebrew Academy.” 

“Oh really, I guess I would be noticeable there.” 

“Yes. Someone like you would definitely be noticeable there.  Your Gabriella Goldstein’s 

sister right.’ 

“I hate when people identify me by my sister.” 

“Tell me about it.  I have this brother who’s perfect and people always compare us.  I just 

said that because we were in the same year.” 

“You look too old to be a college student.’ 

“It’s the beard right?  I grew it because everybody thinks I’m fourteen without it. It 

makes me look older.” 

“It sure does.” 

“I had a thing for your sister my whole high school career.’ 

“Oh.  I don’t think she ever talked about you.” 

“Oh she talked about me.  She kind of had a thing for me too.” 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.  She had a boyfriend.  She slept with him and 

got pregnant.” 

“Oh I remember Frank.  I’m just saying she kind of liked me too.” 
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“I suppose that could be possible.  I don’t know why you’re telling me all this stuff.  I 

don’t even know you’re name.” 

“It’s Yitzchak. You’re Vanessa.” 

“Yes I am.  What are you doing here?” 

“My parents have a beach house here.” 

“Mine too.” 

“I figured.  Can we go outside and talk.” 

“Listen, I don’t think you have the right idea about me.  I’m not my sister, I’m sixteen 

and I’m pretty sure I’m a lesbian.” 

“I just want to get to know you.  It can be really lonely out here.  I could use a friend.” 

“Fine, we’ll go outside, but only for a few minutes.  My aunt expects me to come back 

with her coffee and muffin.” 

“I only need a few minutes.” 

Vanessa led her new friend to the outside seating where the winter air nips at her cheeks.  

She motioned for him to sit down and followed suit. 

“We can talk for a couple of minutes, but I’m freezing, so make it quick.” 

“I know what you mean.  I like the weather in India better.”  

“You’ve been to India?  Which part” 

“I started a business in Goa.  I love it there, it’s so exotic.” 

“Why did you go there?” 

“My childhood was rather restrictive.  I love being Jewish, but I also love to travel and I 

don’t ever want to be confined to the kind of life my family wanted me to live.” 

Vanessa smiled.  This was a person after her own heart.  He understood the wanderlust 

that coursed throughout her veins. 

“Where else have you traveled?” 

“I’ve lived in Mumbai, New Delhi, Kerala, Thailand, Mexico, Dubai and France.” 

“You are definitely not the typical Hebrew Academy student.” 
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“Thank you.” 

“So why did you come back?” 

“My mother is sick.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“How have you been? I heard some bad things happened to you.” 

“What exactly do you know?” 

“I know what your sister told me.” 

“What the fuck did she tell you?’ 

“You’ve got quite a mouth on you.” 

“Tell me what she told you now or I’m leaving.” 

“She told me that you were raped by your half brother.” 

“I swear I’m going to kill her.” 

“Doesn’t she go to school in LA now?” 

“What’s your point?” 

“It would take a lot of effort to kill her from across the country.” 

“I don’t care. I swear I’ll fly to California just to kill her.” 

“Why does it matter so much?” 

“It happened to me.  She doesn’t have the right to tell anybody she wants.” 

“It affected her too.” 

“I know, but it happened to me.  It primarily affected me.  It’s my story.” 

“Maybe she needed to talk to somebody.” 

“She can talk to her therapist, other than that she has no right to talk to strangers about 

me.” 

 “I’m not a stranger. You recognized me as soon as I walked into the Café.” 

“I don’t mean to offend but I don’t remember you at all.” 
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“Are you sure about that?” 

:”Why should I know you? You’re a few years older than me.  And it’s not like I had a 

lot of friends in that school.” 

“I lived with you for a while, and I didn’t go to that school.” 

“Get away from me.  I swear I’ll turn you in.” 

“Nobody will believe you.  I’m not Max Lehar any more.  Max Lehar is dead.  My name 

is Isaac Stern, Michel Olaffson, Lucien Monteux, and Nigel Cravenship.” 

“I can convince the police of who you are.  I’ll give them pictures.  They can strip away 

your beard and use digital imaging to make you look like you were.” 

“Vanessa, listen to me.  I mean you no harm.” 

“You are harm. Everything you are is malevolent.’ 

“That’s who I was.” 

“You must really have a thing for Indian girls.” 

“Vanessa, I came here to make amends.” 

“Tell me, how many other Indian girls have you raped since me? 

“I haven’t raped anyone since you.” 

“Congratulations, you should be so proud of yourself.” 

“I am deeply ashamed of myself.  I am really sorry about what I did to you.” 

“I can’t believe you found me?  How did you find me?” 

“Your sister contacted my mother who emailed me at an untraceable IP address.” 

“I suppose that was your doing.” 

“I am a computer whiz.” 

“You say that with such pride.” 

“I am proud of my limited accomplishments. I had so much potential.” 

“You have the gall to blame your wasted meaningless life on me.” 

“My life isn’t meaningless.  I’ve become a wealthy man. 
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“If that’s your definition of a meaningful life then honestly I pity you.” 

“I’ve given half my fortune to charity.” 

“I’m sure that’s just your way of laundering money. God I can’t believe Gabriella did 

this. I really am going to kill her.” 

“She was just trying to help you.” 

“What kind of bullshit is that? 

“She was trying to help you move on with your life by giving you some resolution.” 

“I was moving on with my life.  She thrust me back into this shit.” 

“She said if I came back and proved I was a changed person you might forgive me.” 

“Well that shows how much she knows.” 

“I really am serious about making amends.” 

“If you want to make amends you will turn yourself in.  That’s the only thing that will 

make me consider that you might have changed.” 

“I can’t do that.  I was hoping there was something else.” 

“There is one other thing.” 

“What is it?  I’ll do anything.  I have money.  I can pay for college.” 

“I’m not taking your hush money.” 

“Than what do you want?” 

“I want you to turn yourself in, but if you’re not going to do that then you can kill 

yourself.” 

“Why would you want that?” 

“It would prove to me that you understand just how despicable you are.” 

“I am not going to kill myself.” 

“Okay, then you will turn yourself into the police.’ 

“I really thought an apology and some financial restitution would take care of it.” 

“No amount of money will erase what you did to me. Why did you really track me 

down?” 
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“I want you to call off the hunt.  I want to be able to live in this country again.” 

“You clearly got into the country.” 

“I had to make fake passports, fake licenses, fake everything.  Everybody I know thinks 

I’m a monster.” 

“I should have known this was about you. You don’t want to make amends.  You’re not 

remorseful in any way. You are a monster, and you’re delusional if you think I am going to help 

you in any way.” 

“This was a mistake.” 

“Is that what you call it? Harassment seems like a more appropriate term. ” 

“Your sister is so stupid.” 

“I agree with that.  She should have known how malicious you are.  After all, she was the 

one who discovered your midnight trips to my room; after I told her what you were doing.” 

“Goodbye Vanessa.” 

“Hold it.  You’re not going anywhere.  Your father isn’t here to help you escape this 

time.  You shouldn’t have come back here Max.” 

Vanessa took out her clunky Motorola and dialed nine.  Max shoved her shoulder onto 

the table and twisted her arm.  Vanessa prayed that another customer would emerge from the 

warmth of the café into the frigid February air, but nobody did.  She wished for a window that 

faced the café’s courtyard but there was only a door and a solid brick wall.  She felt Max take her 

phone and run off. 

Vanessa knew Max wouldn’t use her phone.  It was too easy to track down.  He would 

throw it into the lake the first chance he got.  It would never be seen again.  She also knew with 

certainty that none of the names he gave her were his real aliases.  Max was many things but 

stupid was not among them. Vanessa remembered Max’s speed and agility as he climbed down 

the sycamore tree in their front yard.  He would already be on the bus to the nearest airport by 

now.  Or, worse he would stick around Vanessa until she gave to his demands.  Vanessa’s 

shoulder throbbed and she keenly felt the violet marks where Max had grabbed it.  

Vanessa walked back to the Lake house in a daze.  She found a note from Rosa on the 

door of the fridge. 

I went out grocery shopping. 

I tried to reach you on your phone but you didn’t answer. 
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I’ll be back in a half hour or so. 

Rosa. 

It was exactly what she was hoping for.  Vanessa walked out to the pier with great 

deliberation and jumped.  The cold was agonizing and Vanessa could see the shadows of death 

hover around her but arms chased them away.  The mysterious pair of arms grabbed the back of 

her jacket and pulled her up where the air chased the reptilian shadows away. 

“Vanessa, come back to me.” 

“Rosa let me die.” 

“Vanessa, its Miranda.  I’m back from my trip” 

“Huh.” 

Vanessa registered a head of auburn hair in front of her. 

“Miranda, what are you doing here?” 

“I came back from London and found you zoned out.  The kitchen is a disaster.” 

“I’m really sorry. I’ll take care of it today, I promise.” 

“I don’t care about that.  I’m concerned about you.  What happened here?” 

“Rachelle and I had a massive fight this morning.  It got ugly.” 

“I don’t understand.  I thought the two of you were really happy together.” 

“We were.  Last night was the happiest night of my whole life, and today is one of the 

worst.” 

“What happened?” 

“I can’t talk about it.  I’m too ashamed.” 

“So you broke up, it happens.  It doesn’t mean it’s your fault.” 

“It is my fault, I hurt her real bad.” 

“You can apologize to her.” 

“It won’t make a difference.  She hurt me too.” 

“I’m sure you can fix it.” 

“You’re not listening.  Nothing can fix it. I fucked it up permanently.” 
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“I wish you would just tell me what’s going on.” 

“I can’t talk about it.” 

“Okay.  Why don’t you go lie down for a little while?  I’ll take care of the kitchen. 

Vanessa snorted and wiped her eye with a tissue. 

“It’s my mess.  I’ll clean it up.” 

“No, I know what a bad breakup looks like.  You rest. Natalie and I will take care of it.” 

Vanessa sank heavily into her bed and lay there motionless.  Even though it was the early 

afternoon she had no trouble falling asleep.  The sunlight fell through her room and dappled it 

with the bright spots of early spring.  Vanessa thought she might be ecstatic with joy right now if 

she hadn’t gave into Rakha’s drunken demands and her own incendiary passion.  But she was 

weak and undisciplined and Rachelle was right.  She raped Rachelle and was raped by her.  It 

was a conundrum that pounded against her head.  Vanessa fell asleep hating herself. 

Vanessa dreamed of me, but I did not meet her in those dreams.  There was no comfort I 

could offer her. When she awoke the sunlight was gone.  Vanessa didn’t know how much time 

had passed but she imagined it to be early evening. She heard voices talking through the wall. 

“I don’t know what happened.  She wouldn’t talk about it.  She just said she fucked up in 

a big way.   I called Rachelle to ask her what happened but she wouldn’t talk about it either.  She 

was pretty upset that I called, called me a nosy cunt.” 

“She’s almost as radical a feminist as Vanessa.  I’m shocked.” 

“Vanessa has a complicated history.  I can’t tell you all of it but-.” 

“I know enough to know that losing Rachelle is more than losing her first girlfriend, 

which is bad enough.  It’s like losing a part of herself. 

Natalie would never realize how right she was.  She was a new friend but she had proven 

herself to be a good one.  Clearly Hannah had a good deal of insight into her life, but Vanessa 

did not understand why. They had interests in common but not background.  Miranda, on the 

other hand had been Vanessa’s friend since the first day of Cooper Union, and Vanessa knew she 

could trust her, but she could not imagine why Miranda liked her enough to want her as a friend. 

“I’m really worried about her.   She’s been through more shit than most people can even 

imagine.  She acts tough but she’s very emotionally vulnerable.” 

“I think she is genuinely resilient.  She can handle this.’ 

“I hope so.” 
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Vanessa whispered a silent thanks to Miranda for showing some faith in her and knew 

she had to prove her friend right.  She could not fall apart now.  This had to be a hurdle and not 

her Waterloo. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Over the next couple of weeks Vanessa dug into her school work to avoid Rachelle.  Her 

writing consumed her and she dove into the beginnings of a novel.  After a slight dip in her 

grades in the heat of her relationship her fingers flew across the keyboard and she became 

insatiably hungry for knowledge.   

She rarely went out anymore except to go to the libraries or the Fitzwilliam Museum.  

Mostly she stayed in the gardens of Newnham and was content with the company of flowers and 

trees.  When she went out she made sure she was never alone.  Miranda and Natalie became her 

bodyguards, protecting her from people’s inquiries and sidelong glances.  They always remained 

on the alert for Rachelle, knowing that Vanessa could not deal with her rage. 

When she did see Rachelle from afar she adopted a process that was opposite of her early 

stalking.  A flash of her ex girlfriend would send her running in the opposite direction.  She hid 

behind columns and trees, and felt her breath quicken and her stomach churn at the sight of her 

oldest friend.  And though she found compassion in her friends they could never fully grasp the 

scope of the tragedy that had occurred.  She had not only lost her girlfriend, she had also lost her 

first friend, and the only person who knew her authentic self before it was befuddled by adoption 

and its demands on her. 

  It was Krish’s upcoming visit that prevented Vanessa from surrendering to the 

undertow.  When she caught herself looking fondly at a bottle of her antidepressants or 

Miranda’s razorblades the image of Krish’s smiling face popped up in her mind and she put any 

plans out of her mind. Vanessa marked down the days on her left thigh until his arrival with a 

paring knife, saving the razorblade for her later plans.  She cut herself deep enough to bleed a 

little but not deep enough to attempt suicide. 

 Vanessa met Krish’s train with a bottle of Prosecco and a huge smile.  She embraced him 

with a crushing hug and let him lift her of her feet.  She smiled and took Krish in stride.  He 

looked fantastic, wearing purple skinny jeans and a black shirt with a turquoise blazer and burnt 

orange fedora.  They walked to the hotel complimenting and teasing each other like they always 

did. 

 “Hey I thought you were really happy here.’ 

 “I am really happy here.” 

 “Something has changed.  I don’t sense the joy you used to have when you used to talk to 

me. “ 

 “Krish, seriously I’m fine.” 
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“What’s going on with your girlfriend?” 

“She’s not my girlfriend anymore.” 

“Oh Vanessa I am so sorry.” 

“See, this is why I didn’t want to tell you.   I don’t need your pity.  I’m okay, really.” 

“You don’t have to be okay.  Rachelle was your first love.  You must be devastated.” 

“I can’t talk about it Krish.  I have to get through the semester.” 

“I know you were planning to travel together afterward.  I think you should travel with 

me instead.  I’ll cut my internship short.” 

“Thank you. That means a lot to me, but this internship is important to your career.  I 

can’t let you compromise it.” 

“I want to.  I’ve wanted to travel around Europe as long as I can remember.  Now I get to 

do it with you.” 

“Okay, let’s do it.” 

Vanessa smiled at Krish.  It was a genuine smile, the first since her breakup. 

“You could not have come at a better time.’ 

“I can get you through this.  You don’t have to shut me out.  I can handle it.” 

“I can’t.  I can’t let myself fall apart.  I have a huge course load and I won’t ruin the rest 

of my time here.” 

“I understand.  I lost Bram a few months ago.” 

“I’m sorry. Did he break up with you?” 

“No, he cheated.  I broke up with him.” 

“That sucks.” 

“It certainly does.” 

 

 Krish didn’t mention the breakup the next day.  They were having fun and Vanessa 

would not allow the crepuscular shadows to interrupt their gaiety.  At the Fitzwilliam Vanessa 

avoided the paintings and sculptures that she had designated the landmarks of her relationship 

with Rachelle.  She tried to pass by the Van Gogh’s but Krish really wanted to see them and she 
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could not hold the roiling cypresses and flaming sunflowers accountable for her pain.  When she 

looked at them all she could think about was how yellow was Rachelle’s favorite color. She 

hated that Rachelle was ruining one of her favorite artists.  Vanessa  grabbed her thigh and dug 

into it with her nails. 

 “This museum is amazing.” 

 “Yeah, it really is.” 

 “Let’s go to the sculpture section next.” 

 “Okay.” 

 “Can you get the map?’ 

 Vanessa opened her bag and pulled out her map of the museum.” 

 “Vanessa what’s on your hand?” 

 Vanessa wiped her hand on the back of her dress 

 “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

 “You obviously do know what I’m talking about.  Your hand is bleeding, and so is your 

leg.” 

 “Its just a scrape.  I fell yesterday.” 

 “Don’t lie.  I was with you all day yesterday.” 

 “I fell after you left.  I went for a walk and I fell.” 

 “You’ve done this before, the covering up, the falls.  You’re cutting yourself again, aren’t 

you?” 

 “I swear I’m not.” 

 “Vanessa, I saved your life.  You owe me the truth.” 

 “Okay.  Can we go somewhere private?” 

 “Yes of course, but I’m going to need to see your leg first.” 

 “You don’t want to see it here, it’s ugly.” 
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 They went back to Vanessa’s dorm where Vanessa took off her dress and belt.  She lied 

on the bed in her underwear and bra and sandals and thanked god Krish was gay. 

 “God Vanessa, your leg is infected.  We’re going to have to see a doctor,” 

 “We can’t.” 

 “Why not? 

 “They’re going to hospitalize me, or worse they’re going to send me home.” 

 “Maybe you should go home.” 

 “I can’t go home. That would be the worst thing possible.” 

 “The worst thing possible is if you kill yourself, or die from infection.” 

 “If I go home it will mean that I failed.  College is the first place I’ve felt successful.  I 

can’t go home in shame.” 

 Krish looked at her and saw the fragile girl he saved at fifteen.” 

 “What does that look mean?” 

 “I thought you were stronger than this.” 

Vanessa burst into tears. Krish hugged her and she wept into his arms.” 

“Tell me what happened.” 

Vanessa quietly regaled the story from her stalking of Rachelle to her London trip, to the 

big reveal, and the accusation of rape.” 

“You didn’t rape her.” 

“I think I did.’ 

“She made her choice.  She not only consented to sex, she insisted on it.  She may have 

raped you.” 

“I’ve considered that possibility. It doesn’t really make me feel better about this 

situation.” 

“No, of course it doesn’t.  Either situation is awful. ” 

“Tell me Krish; is it possible that we raped each other?” 

“Of course it’s possible.” 
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“Then she wouldn’t go to the police; would she?  If she’s culpable she wouldn’t put 

herself in that position right?” 

“If she does we’ll explain what happened.  We’ll make sure they know she’s at fault too.” 

“God Krish I am so scared.” 

“I know you are.  I can talk to her if you want.” 

“No, no I think that would only make things worse.” 

“She doesn’t really have a case.  There wasn’t any force used and she didn’t go to the 

hospital and get a rape kit done.” 

“That we know of.” 

“You said you saw her later that day.” 

“Yeah, a few hours later.” 

“I really think you should go home.  You’re all alone here and the fear and sorrow is 

paralyzing you.” 

“If I go home this semester doesn’t count.  I’d have to start it all over again.” 

“So what?  It’s better than going to jail or killing yourself. Repeating a semester is not 

that big a deal.”.” 

“If I don’t finish in four years Cooper Union starts to charge.” 

“Vanessa, your parents haven’t paid a cent for your college education except for this 

semester.  I think they could pay for a semester.’ 

“That’s not the real issue.” 

“I know.  You think the real issue is that you failed if you go home early.” 

“Yes it would be a huge defeat.” 

“Vanessa you need help, and people who can take care of you. You don’t have any 

support here.” 

“I have you.” 

“I can’t stay with you here forever.  I have to start my internship.” 

“I know.  I’m sorry. It isn’t fair for me to rely on you like this.” 
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“I am always here for you Vanessa.  I just can’t be responsible for you if you’re harming 

yourself.  I can’t be your savior all the time.” 

“I know.  I feel so stupid for expecting from you.  But I’m stronger than you think.  I’ve 

survived more than most people.  I just wish you could see that.’ 

:”You only survived because I saved your ass.  Otherwise you would be dead right now.” 

“Is that really what you think about me?” 

I met you at a very bad point in your life and I’ve watched you grow into this amazing 

creative and resilient person,” 

“Then you should trust that I can handle this setback.” 

“Should I?  The evidence suggests the contrary.” 

“Stop talking like a lawyer Krish.  It’s irritating.” 

“You’re cutting yourself again Vanessa.  I’m so sorry but I have to tell your mother.” 

“No you don’t Krish.  Please please please don’t do that.  It’s a huge mistake.” 

“You won’t listen to me, but I bet you’ll listen to her.” 

“I do listen to you.  I’ll stop cutting.  I did it before.” 

“You stopped before because you were institutionalized.  I don’t know if you can do it by 

yourself. “ 

“Please trust me just a little bit. Don’t call my mother.  I haven’t even come out to her 

yet.” 

“She knows.” 

“How does she know?” 

“She’s read your journal.  I saw her reading it when you were in the hospital the second 

time and I came to visit you.” 

“That’s just fantastic.  I can’t believe she read it.  I can’t believe she found it.” 

“Well honestly it wasn’t that hard.” 

“I changed its hiding place weekly.” 

“I told her where you kept it.” 
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“You did what?” 

“I had to tell her.” 

“Why?” 

“She pressured me to tell her.  She said it was the right thing to do and If I really was 

your friend I would want to get you the help you needed.  She only wanted to know if you had 

any other suicide plans.” 

“I didn’t.  I jumped into the freezing lake without forethought or hesitation.  I didn’t even 

leave a note that time. I knew if I waited I wouldn’t be able to do it.” 

“I know that now.  It must have been terrible encountering Max again.’ 

“It was terrible just seeing him.  I don’t even have the words to describe what it felt like 

when he shoved me onto that table.  I thought he was going to rape me again.” 

“He wouldn’t dare.  You were outside where people could see you.” 

“I was in the restaurant courtyard that didn’t face the windows in the middle of winter.  I 

like the solitude of winter in Nyongac but there aren’t that many people strolling about.” 

“Maybe you’re right.  Max was insane, he could have done anything.” 

“He wasn’t insane; he was an evil fucking genius. He traveled down to Mexico and to 

places all over the world without being discovered.  He knew which countries didn’t extradite in 

case he was caught but he never was. He even came back to the US without getting 

apprehended” 

“That sounds like an evil genius.” 

“The only thing I could think about as I walked back to the house is what if he comes 

back.” 

“I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have told your mother where to find your journal. 

“No, you shouldn’t have.  It isn’t fair that I don’t get to come out to my mother.” 

“If it helps, I was outed by my brother to my parents.  I understand how cruel it is.” 

“How did your parents react?” 

“My mother was fine with it once I told her that I plan to have children.  I mean she was a 

little fuzzy on the how.  I had to discuss surrogate motherhood and egg donation and adoption 

with her which was a bit uncomfortable but inevitable so I might as well have that discussion 

sooner rather than later.” 
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“You definitely want kids?” 

“Absolutely, I think I can balance a career in fashion and fatherhood, with the right 

partner.” 

“I think you would make an amazing father.” 

“Thanks Vanessa.  You know you’d be an aunt to my kids.” 

“Really?” 

“You’re great with kids.  You’re playful and creative and loving, but you have to 

survive.” 

“I know I have to be strong.  You know I never wanted kids until I met Rachelle.  I 

always thought I would focus on my career as an artist and writer.  But I fell in love with 

Rachelle who turned into my oldest and best friend Rakha and I start thinking about the life we 

could have together; kids, living together, the whole shebang.  I ruined everything Krish.  I met 

my soul mate again and I fucked it up past the point of return.  Tell me how to get over that 

because I honestly don’t know.” 

“There are worse things that could happen you know.” 

“I know, but that isn’t much of a comfort.” 

“I am so sorry Vanessa that was such a stupid thing to say.” 

“You’re right though. I should stop feeling sorry for myself.” 

“You should feel whatever you feel.” 

“What if I feel like killing myself?” 

“Think of me and don’t.” 

“Hey, you never told me how you’re father reacted to the news.” 

“Well I don’t really know because we haven’t spoken since.” 

“Oh my God Krish I am so sorry.” 

“At first I was really pissed off.  But now I just feel really sad about it.  He’s going to 

miss knowing his grandchildren, his son in law.  He’s choosing to rob himself of a whole family 

and there’s nothing I can do about it.” 

“Maybe your mother can convince him.” 
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“I hope so.” 

“At least you don’t need a beard anymore.” 

“Amen to that.  Being closeted is exhausting, you should really come out.  It’s such a 

relief.” 

“I want to come out, but now I don’t have that opportunity.” 

“Yes you do.  It’s important that you tell your mother and your aunt.  They want to hear it 

from you.” 

“It isn’t the same.” 

“You’re right.  It’s easier to come out when they already know.  This is far from an ideal 

situation but you can make it work for you.” 

“I hope so.” 

 You know you really should see a doctor.  We can tell her you fell and scraped yourself 

up.” 

“Can’t I just put some Neosporin on it and cover it with a Band-Aid?” 

“You need an antibiotic or it will get worse.  The infection could spread.” 

“Okay. Let’s go.” 

They went to the campus health center where the doctor raised her eyebrows but didn’t 

confront her about it.  She looked up Vanessa’s file which showed a 3.76 GPA and decided that 

if she was getting those grades she wasn’t in immediate danger.  She wrote a prescription for a 

topical antibiotic and handed her a pamphlet on self harming as she left. 

“She didn’t buy our story” 

“Gee, you think?” 

“But she didn’t hospitalize you either.” 

“Thank Durga. They would have deported me as soon as I was released.” 

“You’ve been researching Indian mythology.” 

“When I met Rakha I started to research my heritage again, although I do remember some 

things from my childhood.” 

“I think that’s really great.” 
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“Every time I think about the heritage I would have received from my biological parents I 

feel guilty about betraying the heritage I received from Rebecca and Rosa.” 

“I think you can honor both.” 

“I don’t see how.  They are diametrically opposed.” 

“Don’t think of it as obeying either.  Think of it as honoring and respecting that which is 

valuable in both.  You don’t have to choose one or the other.” 

“I never thought about it that way.” 

“You have a very black and white mindset about this issue.  Everything else you think 

about in Technicolor but this is one or the other. It doesn’t have to be that way.” 

“My parents and sister made me believe that is was.” 

“Since when have you taken their word for anything?” 

“Oh shit.  You’re completely right. I feel really stupid about it.” 

“You shouldn’t.  It’s a real mindfuck.” 

“It sure is. I can’t believe you’re leaving tomorrow.” 

“You can visit me in London whenever you want.  Just show up.  You don’t even have to 

call. “ 

“I will though. You know I will.” 

“We should start planning our trip.  I’ve already got the approval from my boss.  She said 

it’s imperative to travel while I’m here.” 

“I am so excited.” 

“I’m here for years so a couple of weeks don’t matter much.” 

“Hey come with me to the dining hall.  I want to introduce you to my friends.” 

“I look forward to meeting them.” 

Vanessa and Krish walked arm in arm to the dining hall.  Vanessa felt safe nestled in the 

crook of her best friends arm and breathed in his sweet scent of cinnamon and cardamom like it 

was oxygen.  It would be okay if she never found another lover; as long as she had Krish she had 

family.    
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

Krish was a naturally social person.  He interacted with Miranda and Natalie like he had 

known them for years.  He casually skipped over the awkwardness that imbued Vanessa’s 

interactions with her friends.  While parties might be an uncomfortable situation they eagerly 

looked forward to spending time with Vanessa alone.  Her intelligence and creativity impressed 

them and they looked to her for wisdom. 

Krish made them smile and laugh and shared stories from his childhood like they were 

anecdotes from yesterday.  Vanessa marveled at his willingness to share. This ease was a 

sensation utterly foreign to her.  Every time something of her past was asked of her she felt a 

clenching in her stomach, like her body was trying to protect her from those who demanded too 

much.  She looked at Krish and wondered why it was so easy for him.   

Krish had always been impeccably forthright with her.  It was this honesty that convinced 

Vanessa he was worthy of her trust.  He never covered things up with bandage after bandage 

while the wounds underneath festered.  He exposed her to air and light and demanded honesty 

from her.  Yet he was never insensitive or brutish. The balance he struck between honesty and 

compassion seemed like the mark of a master.  Krish inspired her to reveal more of herself to her 

friends. 

“Anyways, I barricaded myself in the restroom of Krish’s family’s restaurant and despite 

my father’s best efforts, I was not coming out.” 

“So I went to talk to her and I told her that I would take her home.  I told her she never 

had to talk to her father again.” 

“And I started laughing, because I had just met you so why would I trust you?  You said 

something really funny.   What was it? 

“I said I’m a closeted gay Indian teenager; you should trust me because you have the key 

to my utter destruction.” 

“And then David came in and just started to make things worse.  Everything he said just 

made things worse.  I wanted to stick my head down the toilet and drown myself. Krish told him 

how he could convince me to leave.’ 

“I only told him what I would want to hear if I were you.” 

“Yes, well you were a miracle worker.  You’d make an excellent therapist or hostage 

negotiator if you wanted to.” 

“I’ve thought about that as a backup, in case fashion doesn’t work out for me.” 
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“Well you are an amazing designer.” 

“Listen to Vanessa” Miranda interjected “She’s right.” 

“That’s quite a story.” 

“Natalie, you don’t even know the half of it.” 

Miranda gave Vanessa a gentle nudge in the ribs and whispered 

“Look who it is.” 

Vanessa turned around and saw a flash of lime green.  Her heart jumped up into her 

throat and she turned back around.  The color to another person could have belonged to anything, 

a plant, a wall, a book, but to Vanessa that color was so specific that it only could belong to one 

blazer.  Vanessa turned back around and saw light brown skin and wavy black hair attached to 

that lime green blazer. Vanessa inhaled deeply and said 

“I’m going to talk to her.” 

“Are you sure?’ 

“It ended really badly.” 

“At least she didn’t report me to the police.  That indicates a small amount of hope.  I’m 

going to talk to her.” 

“I don’t think you should. It will only end badly.’ 

“I appreciate your concern Krish, but I only want to ask for her forgiveness.  I don’t 

expect anything else.” 

“Good luck.” 

Vanessa swallowed her nerves and walked the great distance of the great hall.  She didn’t 

know why Rakha was eating in Newnham since she belonged to Clare’s College but she 

imagined she had gone out of her way to find her.  If that was the case Vanessa wondered why 

she didn’t approach her.  Maybe she was here for some other reason.  A horrible thought 

occurred to Vanessa and she wondered if Rakha was here to meet a new girlfriend, but she 

couldn’t get over so fast could she? 

Vanessa felt every eye in that room on her, wondering if she was really going to go 

through with her plan. Her feet walked faster than her mind and soon she was twenty feet away, 

fifteen feet away, this is insane, ten feet away, turn back, no keep walking, five feet away, and 

soon she felt the edges of Rakha’s table dig into her side. 
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“Can we talk in private?” 

“I’m eating with friends now.  Meet me in the gardens in half an hour.” 

Vanessa walked away ebulliently and danced back to her table. 

“So how did it go?” 

“She agreed to talk to me in private.  She didn’t lambast me or send me away.  It’s a start 

right?” 

“It’s a great start. Go get her back.” 

“Thanks Miranda.” 

“Try not to be too disappointed if she doesn’t want you back.’ 

“Krish- I love you but you’re kind of depressing right now.” 

“It’s a possibility.” 

“I know it is.  I’m trying not to get my hopes up, but I could really use your support right 

now.” 

“You always have my support. Whatever happens I’ll be here for you.” 

“Thanks.” 

 Vanessa waited out in the Newnham Gardens where Rakha-then Rachelle introduced 

herself to Vanessa.  The April air was fecund with the aroma of blossoming potential and the 

roses and daisies and azaleas seemed to serenade Vanessa as she waited for Rakha to show up. 

When she did her nerves jumped around under her skin and Vanessa felt a most peculiar desire 

to take her clothes off and let the sun’s glow calm her twitching synapses. She took off her blazer 

to reveal her tank top and let the warmth permeate her bare arms and exposed chest. 

 Rakha slid next to her on the bench but said nothing.  Vanessa took it as a cue that she 

was supposed to talk first. 

 “I am really sorry for what I did to you.  I was weak and it was wrong and it didn’t matter 

what you said because you were drunk and I am really ashamed.  I don’t expect you to forgive 

me now, but I hope some time in the future you can.” 

 “You know it’s funny how angry I was when I woke up naked in that bed.  It’s not like 

this hasn’t happened to me before, but I never expected it to happen with you.  And I started to 

wonder why I had higher expectations of you.  Maybe it’s because you are a rape survivor and I 
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thought you would know what it feels like, but then I realized there’s more to it than that.  I 

expected more from you because you were the first partner I really loved.” 

 “I let you down Rachelle, I am such despicable scum.” 

“Shh, let me finish.  A couple days after our big fight I started to remember that night.  It 

started in flashes but then it progressed to more continuous streaks.  I remember pushing you 

onto the bed and pinning you down after you said no.  I’m sorry I accused you of rape.  I’m the 

rapist.’ 

“No Rakha.  I wanted to have sex with you.” 

“But you said no because you thought it was the right thing to do.  I forced myself on 

you.  It was a horrible thing to do, especially considering your history.” 

“It’s happened to you too.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Oh, I guess you don’t remember that part.” 

“What don’t I remember?” 

“You told me some stuff before we had sex.” 

“Oh, you shouldn’t listen to anything I say when I’m drunk.  I lie like a rug when I’m 

drunk.” 

Vanessa looked at Rakha and detected a mere whiff of panic.  Her skin colored a delicate 

hue of rouge and it was obvious that her newfound memory of last Saturday night’s events did 

not extend to her revelation.  Vanessa considered telling Rachelle what she had said but decided 

she had to be the one to say it of her own volition. 

“You’re probably right.” 

“I feel like shit about everything I put you through.  Is it possible to start again?” 

“No.” 

“Oh, I guess I understand.” 

“But we can start from Saturday night before the bad stuff.  I don’t want to lose all the 

good stuff we had together.” 

“Kiss me Vanessa.” 
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Vanessa and Rachelle kissed and the world was right again.  Rakha was Rachelle again 

but it was a small price to pay for the clock turning back to a time when her joy and sexuality 

was untainted by the recent debacle.  Of course she could not turn the clock back as far as she 

liked, but it was enough.   

“Come by my suite tonight.  I’ll get rid of Miranda and Natalie.” 

“Hold on a second.  I want to meet Krish.  You told me so much about him when we 

were in London.” 

“I don’t know, he might act a bit antagonistic.” 

“I get it; it’s the obligatory post breakup hatred on your behalf right.” 

“Yeah, that’s pretty much it.” 

“Well, I can handle it.  In fact it’s an excellent opportunity to show you and him and your 

bodyguards how much I love you.” 

“Did you still love me after I raped you?” 

“I never stopped, that’s why it hurt so badly.” 

“I hope you can forgive me.” 

“I hope you can forgive me.” 

“We can forgive each other.” 

“Well, I want our new start to be completely honest, so I have to show you something.  I 

really hope you don’t freak out.” 

“Why would I freak out?” 

“Ugh. I shouldn’t have said that.  Maybe this is too much information.” 

“You haven’t said anything.  Be brave Vanessa. Be brave like you were today when you 

approached me.” 

“Okay, here goes” 

Vanessa pulled up her skirt and showed her leg to Rachelle. 

“What’s under the bandage?” 

“You’re about to find out.” 

“If it’s something gross you can just tell me.” 
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Vanessa pulled the bandage off and grimaced at the pain. 

“I know you’ve seen the scars of my former cutting.  After our fight I started cutting 

myself again, one time for every time I saw you.” 

“I appreciate your honesty.  Um, this is an awkward situation, since we just got back 

together.” 

“I understand if it’s too much to handle.” 

“No I don’t want to break up with you again.” 

“Oh. Thank God” 

“Did you stop because you thought we were getting back together?” 

“I’m done.  I stopped a couple of days ago.  I didn’t have any expectations when I 

approached you. If anything I expected it to be a fiasco, but I had to try.” 

“So why did you stop.” 

“I realized that if I wanted people to trust me I had to give them something to trust.” 

“Does people mean me?” 

“Actually it means Krish.  He tried to convince me to go home.” 

“Good for him.  It means he’s a good friend.” 

“He threatened to contact my mother.” 

“So you ceased cutting yourself because he threatened you?” 

“No.  I did it because I wanted to be able to trust myself.” 

“I don’t understand.’ 

“I have to be strong enough to handle whatever comes my way.” 

“If you’re really done, then we’re okay.” 

“I’m really done.” 

Vanessa sighed deeply. 

“I shouldn’t have told you.” 

“I’m glad you did.” 
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“Why?” 

“I would have found out eventually, and then it would have been a big issue.  Now it 

doesn’t have to be.” 

Vanessa smiled a shy pleading smile. 

“We can put this and everything else behind us.” 

Vanessa and Rachelle ran to Vanessa’s dorm room and undressed each other ravenously.  

Rachelle took care to brush over Vanessa’s scars without pressing into them. Rachelle’s fingers 

grazed the lining of Vanessa’s clit and she screamed for her to push further and press deeper.  

Her nerves danced wildly under her skin.  They jumped up and around at every touch of 

Rachelle’s finger and tongue and tits and cunt.  Vanessa memorized the color and texture of 

Rachelle’s perfect round brown-pink areolas, which seemed so much superior to her own dark 

brown ones.  Vanessa screamed and her nerves and her skin and her bones screamed with her. 

She thought that time should have the decency to stand still at this very moment so she would 

never forget this exquisite sting. 

That night Vanessa took Rachelle to the pub to meet Krish.  Vanessa thought she noticed 

the slightest trepidation in her hand as they walked to meet Krish.  But Krish hugged the both of 

them and welcomed Rachelle into his warm embrace.  When the gin and \tonics and pints of beer 

created a warm glow in their stomachs Vanessa excused herself to go to the bathroom and 

motioned for Krish to follow her outside. 

“I’m really sorry about this.  I know we were supposed to spend your last night here 

alone.” 

“Are you kidding me?  I’m thrilled you brought her.” 

“Why?” 

“I can interrogate her without really interrogating her. 

“You sure she won’t find out?” 

“She might, but I’m okay with that.” 

“I’m not.” 

“I have to know if she’s going to hurt you again.’ 

“I need you to chill out.” 

“I know you’re okay now, but you were in bad shape before.” 
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“I appreciate the concern but I’m strong, and I was really hoping you could trust me.” 

“You’re like my sister, so I have to be protective.’ 

“Big bro you need to back off.” 

“Okay, I’ll back off.” 

“Good. Now go talk to her, and be nice.” 

“I always am.” 

Vanessa hung back while Krish worked his charms on Rachelle.  She smiled and laughed 

and Vanessa knew that she didn’t have to worry.  When she joined them her old friend and her 

oldest friend acted like they had known each other for years.  Vanessa watched Rachelle closely 

as she took swigs from her pint of ale and wondered if the golden brew was her paring knife. 

But this time Rachelle stopped after her second pint.  They went to Rachelle’s bedroom 

where they fucked for the second time that day. 

“We have a lot of time to make up for.” 

”We only were apart for two weeks.” 

“I never want to spend another minute apart from you.” 

“Oh Vanessa, you’re so corny.” 

“Sorry.” 

“I like it.” 

“Well I lied.  I actually have to go.” 

“Go, meet Krish; spend some time with him before he leaves tomorrow.” 

“Thanks Rachelle.” 

Rachelle threw Vanessa’s underwear at her. 

“Go before I get sick of you.” 

“I’m leaving.  Will I see you tomorrow?” 

“You better.” 

Vanessa left with a song on her lips.  She glided across the streets and leaped in the 

gardens where Krish was waiting for her. 
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“You’re happy.” 

“I really am.” 

“I’m happy for you.” 

“You should be.” 

“I am.  But I want you to be careful.” 

“I will.” 

“You promise?” 

“I promise.” 

“So I guess your travel plans with Rachelle are back on.” 

“They are, but we talked, and we want you to meet us in Rome.” 

“Really?” 

“It was her idea.” 

“We want you to spend a couple of weeks with us.  We can do Rome and Florence, or 

Rome and Paris.” 

“You don’t have to do this.’ 

“We want to.  In a way you got us back together.” 

“Not really.” 

“You kept me alive the past week.  You gave me the courage to talk to her.” 

“You have plenty of your own courage.” 

“That’s funny considering how we met.” 

 “You are braver than you know.  I’m sorry I underestimated you.  I should have known 

you were strong enough to overcome this hurdle.  I’m sorry I contacted your mother.” 

“I wasn’t.  If you didn’t come I might have killed myself.  Oh shit, what did you say to 

her?” 

“I said you were severely depressed after your breakup and you might be suicidal.’ 

“Oh shit shit shit fuck fuck.  She’s probably buying a ticket already.” 
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“You should call her.” 

“I will, tonight.” 

“Are you mad?” 

“Yes; but you did the right thing.”  Vanessa punched him in the arm half jokingly. “Why 

do you have to be so goddamn ethical all the time?” 

“I thought that was why you liked me.” 

“It is. Damn, now I hate myself.” 

 “Go call your mother before she buys a plane ticket.” 

 Vanessa ran back to her dorm and called her mother without any hesitation despite the 

time.  It would be eight a clock in New York and Rebecca would be drinking her morning coffee. 

 “Vanessa, it’s so late over there.” 

 “I know, but I had to call you.” 

 “Why was it so urgent?” 

 “I need you to know that I’m okay. I’m not going to do anything stupid” 

 “I appreciate that, but I need more information.  Tell me what’s going on.” 

 “I thought Krish filled you in.” 

 “He let me in on the basics.  Why didn’t you tell me you had a girlfriend?” 

 “I didn’t think you would approve.” 

 “I don’t care if you’re a lesbian.” 

 “You don’t?” 

 “After everything you’ve been through I just want you to find happiness.” 

 “You want Gabriella to get married and have kids.” 

 “That’s because she wants that for herself.” 

 “So what do you want from me?’ 

 “Look; I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want grandkids, because of course I do.  I also hope 

that someday you find a nice Jewish girlfriend.  I hope you might consider having children 
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someday in some way. But you’re only 21 and you deserve to have some fun.  At least I don’t 

have to worry about you getting pregnant.” 

 

“This isn’t just a fun college lark you know.  I fell in love with Rakha.” 

“I know.  I doubt you would have started cutting yourself again for a lark.” 

“I knew her, from before.” 

“She’s that Rakha.” 

“She’s that Rakha.  I never thought I would see her again, and now that I have I 

remembered why I fell in love with her.  She’s creative and adventurous and brilliant and 

fiercely loyal.” 

“Then why did she break up with you?” 

“Because she got really drunk and tried to have sex with me.  I said no because I thought 

it wasn’t right.  But I gave in and she accused me or rape.  I raped her and she raped me 

and it turned into a calamity.  But we made up and I’m okay.” 

“I wonder how stable she is.” 

“Why?” 

“A rape accusation is a big deal Vanessa.  I have to wonder if she’s good for you.” 

“I did rape her.” 

“You consented to sex that she pretty much forced on you.” 

“She was drunk.  She couldn’t consent so it was up to me to refuse her, which I didn’t” 

“I don’t think she’s right for you.” 

“She is everything I have been looking for. You just don’t like her because she’s from my 

life before you.” 

“That has nothing to do with it.” 

“Ema please listen to me.  I fucked up, I raped her, I started cutting myself again and I 

stopped, by myself.  I take responsibility for what I did. She has done nothing wrong.” 

“She got really drunk and hurt you.” 
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“Lots of college students get really drunk.  We both made mistakes.  I really love her and 

I’m begging you to keep an open mind.” 

Rebecca sighed deeply and acquiesced to her daughter’s plea. 

“Okay.” 

“Okay? Really?” 

“I’ll keep an open mind.  I wish you would come home early but I know that’s not going 

to happen.” 

“No, it’s not going to happen.” 

“I’m not giving you any money to travel with her. You travel with me or not at all” 

“David gave me money to travel.” 

“I am going to kill him.” 

“He owes me.” 

“I agree, but he should have asked me.” 

“He wanted to give me an opportunity.” 

“He is sneaky and underhanded.” 

“He hasn’t paid at all for college.  He wanted to contribute.  I can’t believe I’m defending 

him.” 

“Yeah, me neither.” 

“Please don’t be mad at me.” 

“I’m not angry, just worried.” 

“I know I have to earn your trust back, and I will never cut again.” 

“You better not.  I’ll see for myself when I come see you. Then I’ll decide if I trust you 

enough to travel with your friend.” 

“She is not my friend.” 

“Don’t pick a fight with me.  You’re hanging by a thread.” 

“When are you coming?” 
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“Three weeks. Rosa and I planned this great trip together.  We were hoping you would 

come along.” 

“I want to, but I already made plans with Rakha.” 

“Well if your plans don’t work out you can always join us.” 

“I know.  You always provide a safety net. 

“I always will.  No matter how independent you get I will always be there for you.” 

“I’m excited to see you.” 

“I love you so much.  Be safe.” 

“I love you too Ema.  Try not to worry.” 

“I always worry.” 

The farewell between Vanessa and Krish at the train station wafted an aroma of 

unfinished business and longing for each other’s company.  But it was bereft of the desperation 

that was infused into their hello four days prior.  Vanessa hugged Krish goodbye sadly but did 

not beg him to stay and eagerly went back home to prepare for the arrival of her new guests.  

Rebecca and Rosa were arriving in Heathrow in less than three weeks and she had to convince 

them that Rakha was as wonderful as Vanessa claimed her to be.   
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   CHAPTER NINE 

Vanessa spent the next couple weeks with Rachelle as if they were alone in the world.  

The pressures the end of the semester enforced took them away from each other for days at a 

time, but when they found each other again there was only each other’s love and tits and cunts 

and minds and imaginations.  Their bubble stretched dangerously close to popping as the days 

went on and the arrival of Rebecca and Rosa came closer. 

Anjali and Vishnu Reddi were arriving in Cambridge a week after Rebecca and Rosa, and 

the upcoming influx of parents and aunts made their time together frantic with the desire to be 

alone.  They urgently tried to make up for the time they were apart, knowing that their time alone 

was coming to an end. 

They arrived on a Thursday afternoon in a flurry of activity.  Rosa and Rebecca packed 

up Vanessa’s dorm in an afternoon while Vanessa typed up papers on 20
th

 century feminist 

artists and analyses of Woolf and Joyce.  Her hands flew across her keyboards and scattered 

books and when she looked up it was only to gaze into Rachelle’s perfect eyes and kiss her 

tenderly.  Rachelle’s books on Mies Van der Rowe and Frank Lloyd Wright spread around her 

blueprint papers and her jade green eyes occasionally interlocked with Vanessa’s chocolate 

brown eyes only to flit back to their papers a moment later.  But the knowledge of each other’s 

presence warmed the air-conditioned atmosphere around them. 

Vanessa spent the evenings with Rebecca and Rosa, showing them the Fitzwilliam 

Museum, Kettle’s Yard, and King’s College. They watched the neon sunset together while 

punting on the river Cam.  In exchange they treated Vanessa and Rachelle to dinner at Malai and 

sweated over Biryanis and Vindaloos. 

“So, you study architecture.” 

“I love taking something from an idea to a blueprint to a building.  It’s very satisfying.”  

“Have you actually designed a whole building?” 

“I just finished my senior thesis. It’s a green design for an apartment building.  My 

professor said it was a brilliant design.  Unfortunately she also said it was architecturally 

unfeasible.” 

“So when do you learn to do that?” 

“Ema, come on.” 
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“No, it’s okay.  The truth is I should have been less ambitious.  I really want to 

revolutionize architecture, make it completely green, and beautiful.  But the technology isn’t 

there yet.  I get flack from my professors all the time.’ 

“Can you get a job with that kind of ambition?” 

“I have an internship in London with Lila Carme. They just invited me to stay on next 

year.  The money is scant but it’s a great opportunity.” 

“That’s really great. It sounds like an exciting opportunity.” 

“It is.” 

“I saw a Lila Carme building in Paris the last time I was there.  I thought it might be the 

most beautiful modern building I’ve ever seen.” 

“You know her work?” 

“A little bit. I saw the hotel on Rue Perumet.” 

“Ah.  I love that building.” 

“Rosa knows Paris well.” 

“Well, I haven’t been there for a while.  But I’m excited to revisit it.” 

“You should do some stuff with us in Paris.” 

“I will.” 

“So, are you planning to go to Grad school in architecture?” 

“Absolutely.  But I think I’m going to work at this job for a couple of years.’ 

“It must be really expensive to go to grad school, especially after four years at 

Cambridge.” 

“It is, but I got a good scholarship here.  It wasn’t a full ride but it was enough to make it 

possible.  That’s why I plan to work.  I can save up some money and gain experience.” 

“What do your parents think of your chosen profession?” 

“They are concerned about job opportunities, but they’re also very supportive. They’ve 

paid for the unpaid portion of Cambridge and they’ll probably chip in for grad school too.” 

“They must be well off.  What do they do?” 

“My mother is a Gastroenterologist and my father’s a criminal lawyer.” 
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“You’re lucky.” 

“Yes, I am.” 

“Ema, seriously, what is with all the questions?” 

“I’m just curious about your friend.” 

“She is my girlfriend.’ 

“Oh please it’s just semantics.” 

“Rebecca, give her a break.” 

“Thank you Rosa.” 

“I can’t ask questions? 

“It’s okay.  I really don’t mind.  Architecture is a hard field for womyn, it’s even harder 

when you want to change it, but I did get into Cambridge, which has a really good program.” 

“Rather confident aren’t you.” 

“Ema come on.  She was just answering your questions.” 

“Rebecca, all she was saying was she has professors who like her.  She has a network.” 

“Well it’s a more practical profession than art.” 

“I thought you were confident in my work.” 

“It’s a farfetched dream; you need a backup.” 

“Well I’m confident that you can make it as an artist. That’s why I gave you your studio.” 

“Thank you Rosa.” 

Vanessa whispered under her breath. 

“I don’t understand why you’re being so mean Ema.” 

“I’m trying to protect you Vanessa.  You don’t know what life is like after college.” 

“Well stop.  This is really unbelievable.” 

“Rebecca, please give the poor girl a break.”  

“I’m sorry, which poor girl do you want me to give a break, the one who assaulted my 

daughter or the one who accused her of rape?” 
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“You told her? Vanessa how could you?” 

“I didn’t say anything.  Krish called her and told her everything.” 

“I am so sorry Dr. Goldstein.  I am really ashamed of what I did.” 

“You should be.” 

“No she shouldn’t be.  It was entirely my fault.” 

“No it wasn’t” 

“You don’t have to defend me Rachelle.” 

“Of course I do, you are my girlfriend.” 

“Well you’re loyal, and you’re gutsy.  That’s important. I appreciate how much you care 

about my daughter.” 

“I love your daughter.” 

“You say you love her but you haven’t known her for that long.” 

“What, this is some kind of twisted test?” 

“I have to put the screws to her.  She has a lot to prove.” 

“I know I do. It’s okay Vanessa, I don’t mind.” 

“It is certainly not okay.  You do not get to treat my girlfriend this way.  In fact Ema you 

don’t get to treat anybody this way. Let’s go Rachelle.” 

Rachelle doubled back and hastily muttered 

“It was nice to meet both of you.” 

They ran to Vanessa’s suite to savor their limited time alone.  They knew that schoolwork 

awaited them till late at night but they couldn’t take their hands off each other.  The exquisite 

aroma of Rachelle’s breath pumped life into Vanessa’s organs. 

“You are an absolute saint.” 

“I understand why your mother feels protective of you.” 

“I am so sorry for how she acted.  I am so sorry.” 

“It’s not your fault.” 
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“My mother was nasty to Krish when she first met him.  She thought he was going to 

corrupt me in some way.  It was ludicrous, but she felt threatened because he was Indian and 

Hindu.  Maybe she was scared that I was going to give up being Jewish, which is insane.  I love 

being Jewish, but I also miss being Hindu sometimes. I mean I always feel like a consummate 

outsider in the Jewish community.  I always feel like I’m betraying either my biological parents 

or my adoptive parents.  It’s confusing to say the least.” 

“It sounds like you have a terminal case of guilt.” 

“That’s exactly what it is.  You don’t know how lucky you are to have one religion and 

one culture you feel loyal to.” 

“I know I’m lucky in a lot of ways.  I’m incredibly lucky to have met you.” 

Vanessa felt a twinge and wondered if she should reveal when exactly they met.  But it 

wasn’t fair to rob her of the opportunity to reveal the news while she was lucid and sober.  Still 

her nerves itched with the desire to go back to that tender place after the initial revelation and 

before the questionable sex.  It was such a short oasis from lies and pain and loneliness and 

Vanessa missed the honeyed glow of their fully sentient love.  Maybe it wasn’t so wrong to act 

like she had figured the secret out.  But despite her persistent déjà vu it was Rakha who 

connected the dots.  Vanessa couldn’t impose this secret on her now.  But if she didn’t tell her 

soon then the secret might burst out of her.  The semester was almost over.  She was running out 

of time. 

“Hey.  What’s going on inside that head of yours?” 

“I was thinking about my mother,” 

“What about her?” 

 “I have seen her act this way once.” 

“When was that?” 

“When she realized that my father let my brother go instead of handing him over to the 

police she completely lost it.   They had this knock down drag out epic fight which ended with 

the cops being called by the neighbors.  Of course my mother loved that, after dealing with 

incompetent fuzz who couldn’t find my rapist brother. She pretty much lost it, ranting and raving 

at the cops.  They arrested her for disturbing the peace” 

“That seems a little like what I saw tonight.” 

 “Tonight was like a tenth of what she became that night.  I mean, she was completely 

deranged. She was let go the next day with a small fine. I never saw her lose her cool like that 

again.  That kind of freak-out is a lot more like me than her.” 
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“She didn’t really freak out tonight.  She just seemed so angry.” 

“That’s also a lot more like me.  Perhaps I’m rubbing off on her.  I’ve been really angry 

for a long time. I hate so much about the misogynist racist ableist homophobic world we live in   

I’m not so naïve to think that I can change the world by myself but I have to try.” 

“I love that part of you.” 

“It’s the part of me that catapulted me from being a victim to being an activist.  It’s also 

the part of me that got swallowed by shame and sorrow when I raped you.” 

“So your mother was helping you find that part of yourself again.” 

“If that’s true then it worked really fucking well. I’m furious.” 

“I don’t want you to start a fight with her on my behalf.” 

“I want to have this out with her.” 

“Please, just let it go.” 

“Why?” 

“Because she’s right.” 

“Why would you say that?” 

“She’s right.  I’m despicable.” 

“Look, we both feel bad.  But we’ve found a way to forgive each other.  I think we have 

to find a way to forgive ourselves. If we don’t we’ll just sink into hatred and shame and we’ll 

become lesser versions of ourselves.” 

“You’re not angry at me anymore?” 

“No.  I only feel love for you, nothing else.” 

Vanessa and Rachelle kissed.  They danced a tango of tongues, feeling around the 

architecture of teeth, melting into each other until they were a single being.  When they emerged 

from it there were tears on Vanessa’s cheeks that Rachelle wiped away with her perfect warm 

hands.” 

“I’m sorry.  This is insane.” 

“I like seeing this side of you.  I love your strength, but I also like your vulnerable side.” 

“I am so embarrassed.” 
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“Don’t be.  Please don’t be. I feel privileged that you can open up.” 

“I didn’t do it on purpose.” 

“Nobody cries on purpose unless you’re acting or really manipulative.” 

“I wish you trusted me enough to do the same.” 

“I’m really trying.” 

“I know I have to work to regain your trust after what happened.” 

“I guess I don’t trust you completely.  You really shook me up.” 

“I know.  Have I told you how sorry I am recently?” 

“You’ve apologized every day since it happened.  Don’t think I didn’t listen to those 

voice messages and emails you sent me.” 

“I’m sorry about that too.” 

“Don’t be.  I liked that you fought for me.” 

“I avoided you.” 

“This was your way of letting me know how you felt.  It was better than I did. “ 

“Well, yeah.” 

“I know that I have to work to regain your trust too. We’re on a fairly level field in terms 

of trusting each other.” 

“I love that you say what you feel instead of silently resenting me.” 

“I’ve never been one for grudges.” 

“Well than you are a better person than me.” 

Vanessa kissed Rachelle again but was interrupted by the abrasive sounds of the buzzer. 

She opened the door to find a very wet Rosa standing at their door.” 

“I went to bed early, being jetlagged and all, but I couldn’t sleep because I just felt really 

bad about dinner tonight.  I am really sorry.” 

“It’s not your fault.  Come in.” 

“I should get going.  I have so much to do.” 

“Please stay Rachelle, just for a few minutes.” 
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“Okay, for a few minutes.” 

Vanessa gave her shivering aunt a cup of herbal tea. 

“You have to understand what this family has been through.  I don’t know what Vanessa 

has told you.” 

“It took a while, but she told me almost everything.  I know about the rapes and the 

suicide attempts and the hospitalization.’ 

“Well, I have to applaud you for not being scared off.” 

“I was petrified, but I love her too much to let go.” 

“When Krish told me what happened between you too I thought you were the stupidest 

person in the world and a coward to boot Vanessa.” 

“Thanks Rosa. I appreciate the vote of confidence” 

“Let me finish.” 

“I didn’t think there was any way in the world that you would ever make up.  It’s a real 

testament to you both that you were able to.” 

“Thanks Rosa.  You always had faith in me, even when Ema doesn’t” 

“Your mother believes in your potential intensely. Nobody is prouder of your 

accomplishments.  But she worries about you.  Can you blame her? 

“I can blame her for being a bitch to both of us tonight.” 

“I thought you hated that word.” 

“I do, but there isn’t any other to describe how she acted tonight, except for an even more 

sexist word.” 

“I know.  She really believes in your art and writing.” 

“She just doesn’t believe I can make a career out of my passions.” 

“It’s a hard road.  You have to admit that.” 

“I know.” 

“Rachelle, if it helps, my sister was a total bitch to Krish when she first met him.” 

“Vanessa’s told me about that. It does help” 
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“But she had to warm up to him when he saved my life.” 

“I hope I don’t have to do that to prove my loyalty to you.” 

“I hope so too.” 

 “I really do have to go.” 

“Good luck on your thesis presentation tomorrow.  Call me tomorrow, we’ll meet up 

tomorrow.” 

“I will talk to my sister.  It worked with Krish.” 

“I’m relieved to hear that.” 

“You have to convince her that Rachelle is good for me.” 

Rachelle disappeared into the rainy night 

“I think Rakha has really brought you out of your shell. I think she’s a great influence on 

you, and a great girlfriend.” 

“Ema told about that?” 

“Yeah.  It’s amazing isn’t it?” 

“Shit.  I really shouldn’t have told her that.  It was so stupid.’” 

“Just let me handle your mother, okay?” 

“What are you going to say?” 

“I’m going to tell her everything I just told you and more.  I’m also going to tell her that 

she risks alienating you by rejecting your girlfriend, and your oldest friend.” 

“I think she feels threatened by Rakha.  I’ve known her for longer than I’ve known Ema.” 

“You’ve known her for longer with a huge gap in the middle.” 

“Okay I guess cumulatively I’ve known Ema longer, but you know what I mean.” 

“I do.” 

“Good night Rosa.  Thanks for everything.” 
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It was a few days before Vanessa could see her mother again.  She seethed in the 

pumping of her heart.  She simmered in the swishing of her intestines.  She punched pillows and 

kicked carpets when she thought of the injustices Rebecca perpetrated.  And though I have often 

expressed envy and discontent with Rebecca I have also expressed gratitude and admiration for 

her courage.  Raising my torn daughter is no easy task.  My heart ached for Rebecca, and I 

understood her craving for forgiveness.   

What can I say?  Compassion always came easy to me.  I chose compassion over 

judgment, over reason, over sanity, over my own life.  I went to protests when I was pregnant 

and when my daughter was an infant and a toddler because the plight of untouchables enraged 

me, because my biological mother the untouchable died because nobody gave a shit about her. 

  

Forgive her Vanessa 

She fears she is losing you. 

She sometimes fears your loyalties are not with her. 

Just as I sometimes fear your loyalties are not with me. 

Regardless of religion, culture, ethnicity, nationality we are both your mothers. 

We are all tied to each other. 

None of us can cut these ties. 

So forgive her Vanikha. 

Just as you have been forgiven. 

 I whispered these words into the river of dreams and watched them dissolve when the 

river glowed with the consciousness of my daughter’s dream.  I dived into the river and inserted 

myself once again into my daughter’s dreams. 

 “You’re back.” 

 “I am, but I can’t stay for long.” 

 “You want me to forgive her.” 

 “Yes.” 
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 “Why?” 

 “Because, I understand her.” 

 “I don’t.” 

 “I know, but you will. When you have your own children you will.” 

 “I don’t think I’m going to have kids.” 

 “Why not?” 

 “I’m gay, remember?’ 

 “That doesn’t have to stop you.” 

 “I’m too fucked up to be a mother.  I would just fuck my kids up.  Some people shouldn’t 

have kids.” 

 “If you really don’t want kids then I applaud your courage to be different. But if you’re 

saying this because you’re scared you should know that every mother is scared, no matter what 

the circumstances are.  We all dive in and hope for the best. Anxiety is the perpetual curse of the 

parent.” 

 “But I’m already so anxious already, all the time.” 

 “I’ve noticed that.  I’ve also noticed that Rakha has had a very calming influence.  Stick 

with her.” 

 “Why didn’t you visit me in that awful time when we were apart?  I really needed you 

then.” 

 “I tried. They forbade me, and they watched very closely.” 

 “Who forbade you?” 

 “You know I can’t say.” 

 “I know.” 

 “I am really sorry.  If they caught me there would be severe consequences.  Limbo 

doesn’t have a lot of rules and I have a habit of breaking the cardinal one.” 

 “What consequences?” 

 “Suffice it to say that we would never be able to talk again.” 

 “They would kill you?” 
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 “I’m already dead, remember?” 

 “How could I forget?” 

 “They would send me somewhere else.” 

 “Where?  Never mind.  It’s stupid of me to expect any answer from you.” 

 “I’m sorry.” 

 “You should go.” 

 “Are you angry?” 

 “Mostly I’m just frustrated.” 

 “I am too.” 

 “I have a final tomorrow.  I really do need to sleep.” 

 “Good night darling.  Think about what I said.” 

 The next day Vanessa could not forget Rebecca as she took her exam.  Images of her 

concerned face inserted herself into her mind as the world’s famous paintings.  She became 

Botticelli’s Venus, The Mona Lisa, and The face of Christ in Matthias Grunewald’s and El 

Greco’s crucifixions.  She became the head of Judith as she was slaying Holofernes in Artemisia 

Gentileschi’s famous paintings, and she wondered how Judith’s mother felt after she was raped 

by her friend and mentor.  She wondered how Judith felt going through the trials and tribulations 

that were required in Baroque Rome to earn justice, as she never got that opportunity. 

 A warm flame began to melt the ice that surrounded her mother.  Who could blame 

Rebecca if she was fiercely protective?  If that sometimes came out as antagonism Rebecca 

could be forgiven.  When the final was finished Vanessa ran to Rebecca’s hotel hoping to find 

her, but she was not there.  She walked heavily to her own dorm where Rebecca was waiting for 

her. 

 “Miranda let me in.  I hope that’s okay.” 

 “I suppose.” 

 “I think we should talk, don’t you?” 

 “Unless you came here to apologize I really don’t have anything to say to you.” 

 “I did.  I really am sorry.” 

 “What are you sorry for?” 
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 “I’m sorry for being hostile and mean to your girlfriend.  When Krish told me you were 

cutting yourself again I jumped into full blown mama tiger mode.   I blamed her for doing that to 

you.” 

 “It was my fault Ema.  It was my entire fault.  I should have said no.  I should have 

resisted her.  I should have been stronger.  But I was tired of resisting, and I was aroused.  I 

wanted her to fuck me.” 

 “Vanessa, mind your language.” 

 “Oh come on Ema. Don’t be a hypocrite.” 

 “Is that what you think of me?’ 

 “It is when you say things mind your language.” 

 “I have a feeling that there might be more to it than that.” 

 “You said at the airport that you wanted me to make new friends here.” 

 “I did say that.” 

 “So I can have a friends but not a girlfriend?” 

 “You can have a girlfriend, just not one who accuses you of rape.” 

 “I did rape her.  When are you going to get that?” 

 “She also raped you.” 

 “Thanks for reminding me. We are equally culpable.  More importantly, we’ve each 

found a way to forgive each other.” 

 “I’m not quite so forgiving.” 

 “Can we talk about the real issue here?” 

 “I thought we were.” 

 “The real issue is that you are jealous of Rakha, because she was a part of my life before 

you.” 

 “You’re right.  There are so many times when I wish I was your only mother.  There so 

many times when I wish you weren’t so torn about your identity.  I’m afraid she’s going to take 

you away from me.” 
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 “I am torn.  It’s not Rakha’s fault or Krish’s fault.  It’s just the circumstance.  I wish you 

could honor my birth heritage as an equally important part of me as my given heritage.  Your 

attempt to completely win me over to your side actually repels me.” 

 “Is it too much to ask for a child who wants to continue my heritage?” 

 “Then you shouldn’t have adopted me.  You should have stuck with being Gabriella’s 

mother who can live up to all your demands and expectations.  It isn’t fair to ask me to choose 

one side over the other.  I am Jewish and Indian.  Do you have any idea how lonely that is?’  

“Add to that the baggage of being disabled and lesbian and you get a population of just one.” 

 “I guess I never realized that you can’t just deny that part of yourself.” 

 “Well you should have.  You’re a psychologist.” 

 “I’ll tell you it’s easier dealing with other people’s problems.” 

 “You should go to therapy.” 

 “We should, together, when you get back.” 

 “I agree.” 

 “In the meantime, I will apologize to Rakha.” 

 “You better call her Rachelle when you do.” 

 “Vanessa you have to tell her that you know who she is.  The longer you wait the bigger 

the reaction will be,” 

 “I thought I’d give her a chance to tell me when she’s sober.” 

 “It’s a miracle that your relationship survived the last debacle.  It can’t go through 

another crisis.” 

 :”Well this is an unexpected turn of events.  Last night you were doing everything you 

could to destroy my relationship.” 

 “I am sorry for that.  Will you forgive me?” 

 “I’ll forgive you when she forgives you.” 

 “That seems fair enough.” 

 “So, why the change of heart?” 

 “I guess I just want to see you happy. But I also want you to be cautious.” 
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 “I don’t trust you.  You were so nasty last night and now you’re being kind and this 

change has come so rapidly that I wonder exactly what tricks you have up your sleeve.” 

 “I think you should give me more credit. Mothers are supposed to be protective.” 

 “Then why didn’t you protect me when I really needed your protection?” 

 “I’ve never forgiven myself for not seeing the truth.” 

 “I get it; this is about your guilt.  You are trying to compensate for everything else.  You 

know what Ema.  I’ll call you when I need a mother.  Until then be supportive or but the hell out 

of my life.” 

 “I suppose your right.  After all the shit that has happened I see everything as a threat.  I 

want you to be safe.” 

 “I know you do.  I wish you could trust me more though.” 

 “I wish I could too.  But I find it hard when you slip into your old self.” 

 “I suppose that’s fair enough.  I thought I had lost everything.” 

 “You will never lose me.  If you feel that way just call me okay.” 

 “I thought you would judge me.” 

 “Maybe I would have.” 

  “Then I couldn’t have come to you.” 

 “I really do want you to be happy.” 

 “I am happy.  For the first time in my whole life I know what happiness means, and I 

can’t get enough.” 
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  CHAPTER ELEVEN   

Anjali and Vishnu Reddi were kind people, enamored of their daughter’s success and 

concerned with her future.  They smiled at the right times and harbored their worries in their 

bellies where they could not interrupt polite dinner conversations.  They talked about politics, 

art, and architecture and asked questions with curiosity rather than resentment in their voices.  

They were cosmopolitan and secular and spiritual too.  Anjali wore a sari with a blazer and 

Vanessa could see where Rachelle got her fashion sense and also how she rejected her mother’s 

style.  They were Indian and French and the two identities merged seamlessly into one.  They 

saw no conflict between the two and Vanessa envied them for this ease.    

But their darker skin nagged at Vanessa.  Their brown crepuscular hue differed from 

Rachelle’s lighter golden tinge and Vanessa wondered if the time had come to reveal her secret. 

Rachelle should have told her sooner.  It had been a month since the calamity and a few weeks 

since their reunification.  Vanessa knew why Rachelle held her last royal flush close to her chest, 

and wondered what it would take to convince her to let it go.   

Together they resided in the netherworld between the end of finals and papers and 

presentations and the posting of their grades.  Their time was spent packing and seeing 

everything in Cambridge again, for Vanessa’s semester was ending and Rachelle was graduating 

and neither of them knew when they would be back.   

When their grades were posted joy awaited both of them.  Vanessa and Rachelle scored 

top forms for most of their classes.  Engineering proved tricky for Rachelle and Vanessa 

expected her B equivalent in Renaissance art history, but nothing soured their satisfaction. 

Vanessa took her grade sheets and ran to the hotel where she shoved the papers in front of 

Rebecca’s face. 

“These are really great grades honey.” 

“I told you I could handle this semester by myself.’ 

“You were right.” 

“I didn’t let the relationship stuff distract me from my studies.” 

“I think you did superbly.  We should celebrate tonight.” 

“Actually you and Rosa are on your own.  I have plans with Rachelle tonight.” 

“Is it time?” 

“You bet it is.” 
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“Good luck.” 

“Thanks.  I’ll need it.” 

“Just try to take it in stride.  It’s big news for her, she might need some time to process 

the news.” 

 Vanessa took a picnic to the Newnham gardens that night and lit votive candles on the 

nearest bench.  When Rachelle arrived she savored the starlight that illuminated her face.  She 

was Rachelle and she was Rakha and she had the starlight in her jade and ice eyes. 

 “What are you looking at me like that?” 

 “You’re beautiful.” 

 “Oh stop it.” 

 “No you are.” 

 ”Vanessa, what’s going on?” 

 “Okay here goes.  That night when you were drunk you told me something.  I probably 

should have told you when we got back together.” 

 “Then why didn’t you?” 

 “I thought I should give you a chance to level with me while you’re sober.” 

 “I can’t, seeing as I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

 “You’re Rakha Gupta.  We were in the same orphanage in Iddhuki together.  I kissed you 

when I was six and you were seven.” 

 “How did you find out?” 

 “You put it together when I told you my story in London.  You told me the night you got 

drunk, before the incident.  I didn’t believe you until you showed me your birthmark.” 

 “You must have seen it before.” 

 “I did, but I never connected the dots before you connected them for me.” 

 “You waited all this time after we got back together to tell me.” 

 “I’m sorry.  It just seemed so wrong to tell you something you didn’t remember telling 

me.” 
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 “You could have told me you figured it out.” 

 ”I didn’t though, you did.” 

 “How did you know I was telling the truth?” 

 ”How else would you know all those things about me?” 

 “You’re Vanikha.” 

 “Yes, I am.” 

 “I should have told you so much earlier.” 

 “Yes, you should have.” 

 “You should have told me.” 

 “That’s also true.” 

 “I don’t know how to feel about this.” 

 “I suppose you’re pissed off.” 

 “Yeah, I am.” 

 “I understand if you want to split up.” 

 “You’re such a pushover sometimes.  Why don’t you fight for me?’ 

 “I love you Rakha and I haven’t been fair.  Honestly I really didn’t know what to do.  

Everyone offered a different opinion.” 

 “Everyone who?” 

 “Krish, Rosa, my mother.” 

 “You told your mother before me?’ 

 “I didn’t tell her anything.” 

 “Ah, Krish.” 

 “Yes, it was him.” 

 “He is quite the blabbermouth.” 

 “He was concerned about me.” 
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 “Well, I can’t be mad at him for that.” 

 “The way that I see it Rakha, anything you told me when you were intoxicated doesn’t 

count, so I was waiting for you to tell me for the first time.” 

 “Except you already knew, so it wasn’t the first time.” 

 “Would you I rather I tell you sooner and deprive you of the chance to tell me unfettered 

by alcohol?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Why?” 

 “Because we lost so much time together being who we really are.” 

 “I am Vanessa, and you are Rachelle. Those identities are real too.” 

 “They are constructs that other people invented for us.” 

 “Vanikha and Rakha are also names that other people gave us.” 

 “We have all this history together.  We could have picked up where we left have.” 

 Vanessa shook her head sadly and looked at Rakha with tears in her eyees 

“Time has changed us.  The years apart from each other have shaped us indelibly Rakha.  We 

aren’t six and seven anymore.” 

 “I know.  I just miss the ages when we were innocent.  I miss feeling free and trusting 

instead of guarded and anxious.  I miss the mango trees and the plays and dances we made and 

the way we kissed in the moonlight.  I miss our lives absent of tragedy and shame and 

heartbreak.” 

 “I do too.  But our lives were shaped my tragedy.  How else would we have ended up in 

the orphanage?  My biological parents were killed when I was three.  I know virtually nothing 

about them.  And you never knew your parents.  These things made us outsiders from the 

beginning.  Family always seemed like such an artificial thing to me, and I craved it intensely.” 

 “You and I were family.” 

 “And now we are again.  We can still dance with each other and kiss in the moonlight.” 

Rakha leaned over and kissed Vanikha and I smiled from my heavenly perch.  They were 

reunited in honesty without the haze of inebriation.  For the first time they saw each other, all 

they were, had been, and could be and they rejoiced in this newfound discovery. 
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 “We are our past and our present.  We are our family and our culture, but most of all we 

are who we choose to be.  I choose to be with you Rakha.” 

 “I choose to be with you Vanikha.” 

 “I’m glad to hear it.” 

They retired to Vanessa’s room and fucked each other with the moon enveloping them in 

an effulgent glow.  The light illuminated Rakha’s breasts and turned them orange pink.  The 

shadows seemed nebulous as they wrapped around Vanikha’s belly and transformed it into a 

vivid hue of violet.  Vanessa stroked Rakha’s vagina, first gently then harder.  Rakha felt around 

the darkest places and brought light to it with her tongue and fingers and her own vagina, pressed 

against each other like flowers eating flowers.  They felt each other’s flesh and blood and bones 

and nerves and muscles and shit and piss and they fucked until they melded into one creature 

with four arms and four legs and was dark brown and gold and violet and orange and magenta 

and green and possessed ample fat and flesh.  The creature reveled in the moonlight and 

celebrated her wholeness finally finally finally after so many years split in twain.. 

When they emerged into separate beings there were breaths and sighs and the release of 

fifteen years of not knowing what had happened to each other.  Vanessa’s anxiety melted into 

her sweat.  Her sheets were soaked and she wiped the sweat from her brow, yet Vanessa could 

not remember feeling so relaxed. Rakha’s finger traced the contours of her vertebrae and they 

smiled into the wind. 

“So, are you still angry?” 

“A little bit.” 

“Well I deserve it.” 

“Mostly I’m pissed at myself.” 

“I get it.” 

“We should have had more time together.  We should have grown up together.” 

“Then we wouldn’t have our families.” 

“Is that such a bad thing? “ 

“I don’t know.  I wouldn’t have been raped and betrayed by my family.” 

“And I wouldn’t have had to go to foster home after foster home until I found the right 

one.” 
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“I love Rebecca and Rosa, and I love Gabriella, even though I don’t think she loves me.  I 

even love David, even though I don’t think I can ever forgive him.” 

I love Anjali and Vishnu and I loved Claudette and Jacque, but I also loved Laleh and 

you more.” 

“She was an amazing person.” 

“Yeah, she was.” 

“If we had grown up together we would never have gotten where we are.” 

“That’s probably true.” 

“We would have been consigned to a life of poverty.” 

“Again, you’re probably right.” 

“Most, importantly, we would most likely be more like sisters than girlfriends.” 

“Would that be so bad?” 

“No, but I would miss this tremendously.” 

“You would miss the sex?” 

“Of course I would miss the sex, but not just the sex.  I would miss our lying together and 

smelling your hair.  I would miss you stroking my back.” 

“I would miss those things too.  I think we should call each other our original names.” 

“I agree.” 

“But only when we’re alone.  It will be our secret.  After, we’ll be the only people who 

use those names.” 

“Your parents don’t call you Rakha.” 

“They call me Rachelle, or sometimes Rohini.” 

“I like Rakha better.” 

“I do too.  Did you know it means moonlight in Malayalam?” 

“That’s you to a tee.” 

“It is, isn’t it?  I’m the moon and you’re the sun.” 

“And together we light up the world.” 



136 
 

“That’s so cheesy.” 

“I know it is.” 

“But I like it.” 

“Did your parents tell you that?” 

“They don’t even know that’s my name.  I found it out in a book.” 

“I thought maybe they knew but decided to call you something else.” 

“They speak Hindi, not Malayalam.” 

“Oh.” 

Besides, I never told them.” 

“Why?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Perhaps it’s better that they don’t know.  Maybe they would have been jealous or 

something.” 

“You might be right.   

“Do you remember any Malayalam?” 

“I remember tiny fragmented bits and pieces, you?’ 

“No, not really.  What I do remember are the melodies of the lullabies that Laleh used to 

sing to us.” 

“It’s kind of sad.” 

Rakha looked at Vanikha and let the tears flow. 

“So I guess you trust me now.” 

“I guess I do.” 

That moment between them could have lasted forever.  It lasted through the night and 

into the next morning when Rachelle graduated from Cambridge in regal purple robes.  It lasted 

as they packed their bags and took the train to London.  It lasted as they held hands and knocked 

on Krish’s door and started their European adventure.  It lasted as they took the ferry across the 

Channel and Vanessa was reintroduced to the glory of Paris and Rachelle saw her city in the 

light of a newcomer.  Each moment was infused with great joy and light and they were hesitant 
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to let them go.  The joy came as they sat on Rachelle’s Momartre rooftop and watched  the 

fireworks glow on Bastille Day over the Eiffel Tower.  The joy came as they skinny dipped in 

the Adriatic Sea under the moon and stars.  The joy came as they marveled at the Tintoretto’s in 

Venice.  Their joy came as they swigged Merlot with Krish in the Piazza in Rome and as they 

breathlessly took in the wonders of the Sistine Chapel and the Uffizi and the Peggy Guggenheim 

museum and the Venice Biennale. The joy came as they reveled in their moments together and 

the sorrow came as they realized that their time together was drawing to an end. 

They were back in Paris and they were alone.  Krish had left them to go back to London.  

Rebecca and Rosa, whose travels had intersected with theirs, were back in New York. Anjali and 

Vishnu were away in Nice for the last couple of weeks of the summer. They had visited them 

there for a few days and took the train to Paris to spend their last week alone.  They drank Gin 

and Tonics on the rooftop and watched the sun set over the Eiffel Tower.  As the glorious show 

of color burst forth Vanessa sighed deeply. 

“I can’t believe the summer passed so quickly.” 

“I know.  It seems like yesterday we were right here watching fireworks.” 

“I don’t know what we’re going to do.  You’re staying here for your internship, and I’m 

going back to New York.  I have a year of college left.” 

“I thought you loved Cooper Union.” 

“I do.  I really do, but it doesn’t have you.” 

“We have to break up.” 

“Why?” 

“It’s not fair for either of us to expect something that we can’t deliver.  Long distance 

relationships rarely work.” 

“I know.  But we can try can’t we?” 

“It’s better to end it now and be friends then to mess up later.” 

“I won’t cheat on you.  I don’t have anyone to cheat on you with.” 

“What about Miranda?” 

“I like her as a friend but I love you.” 

“Yeah, but she’ll be close.” 

“I wouldn’t.  I swear.” 
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“I’m not saying that you would.” 

“I know what you’re saying, and your right.  Its better we make a clean break and stay 

friends.” 

“I don’t doubt that we’ll be together again someday.  I might work in New York or you 

might go to Grad School in Paris or London.  We’ll find a way.  I just want to anticipate that day 

with eagerness and excitement, not with bitterness.” 

“I hate this.  Can’t you get an internship in New York?” 

“I would, but a paid internship with  Lila Carme is too hard to resist.” 

“I’m being crazy.  It’s too much to ask.  I wouldn’t want you to give up your dream.  Ugh 

I hate myself.” 

“I don’t hate you.  I love you for wanting me.” 

“Maybe I can transfer schools, finish here in Paris, or I could drop out.” 

“That’s crazy. You only have a year left” 

“Yeah, it is.” 

“Let’s just enjoy our last night together.” 

Vanessa reached in her sketchbook and tore out a page.” 

“I drew this of you on the train to Florence.  You should keep it.” 

“You keep it.  I’ll keep the one I drew of you on the Train to Milan.” 

“You better send me lots of photos that you took. 

“I will.  I’ll email you every last one.” 

“The naked ones too.” 

“That goes without saying.” 

They sat on the roof top silent, watching the riot of colors against the black tower.  The 

sky turned from gold to orange to vermilion, then crimson, fuchsia, violet and finally indigo.  

The stars and moon came out and Vanikha kissed Rakha with passion and finality, and they 

fucked hard with the knowledge that this was the last time weighing on their backs. When they 

finished they looked at the stars and into each other’s eyes and knew that despite their 

circumstances their love would always be preserved in this moment like a fossil.  No matter what 

happened later on they would always have this memory, unsullied unspoiled, pure. 
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“I think I’ll miss your eyes the most, your beautiful color changing jade and ice eyes.” 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


