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 I am sorry that it has been so long since my last book. Six years have passed in which my 

daughter has been relatively happy and I have been having a lot of fun in Limbo.  I guess I feel 

like I can skip some of the more pedestrian parts of this story as it is a long one.  Don’t get me 

wrong readers, I love my daughter but I feel like I have to develop a life outside of life, you 

know.  There are so many things to explore here, and my obsession with keeping track of my 

daughter prevented me from engaging in the constant swirl of activity that is Limbo.  Anyways 

since my last story Vanikha has grown up a lot and she is at the point where maybe a little 

privacy was needed.  Maybe she didn’t miss my presence as much, and maybe that is a good 

thing.  No longer did I feel compelled to watch her every move.    

But then things changed and I started going to the movies every day again, the way I used 

to right after I died.  It took me some time to write this section because when the shit really hit 

the fan I was beside myself.  I spent hours pacing in the limbo gardens and pulling out my jet 

black hair.  Of course since this is Limbo it just grew back.  I could hardly fathom that I was 

powerless to affect my daughter’s life. I wrote unceasingly, interrupting my sessions only for 

those unscheduled visits when my daughter needed me the most.  When she felt my presence it 

felt as if I had never died. Still those vague echoes of me are no match for being alive. It’s the 

stirring of wind, the scent of cumin and mangoes, and the distant sound of the songs I grew up 

with and then I am gone, but those ethereal reminders create hope for Vanikha in the most 

desperate of times.  I want to be alive again; I want to be with her again.    

Occasionally I consider applying for reincarnation; though the thought of losing Vanikha 

twice makes me cringe, the prospect of a new adventure is enticing.  I know I am supposed to 

view life as punishment like a good Hindu, but really I find even the difficult parts of it 

rewarding in some way.  Still, I don’t think I could tear myself miss my daughter’s life.  Limbo 

is good; I get to be with my own mother, and my husband.  I get to live at any age I want.  I don’t 

have to worry about disease, or political strife, or the ravages of age. I get to write this book with 

no interruptions of my time.  But limbo is not life; the lack of those mountains and valleys which 

peppered my life on earth enflames my mind with the desire for something to do, something that 

will challenge me, something that I can struggle with and then reap the rewards of that struggle.  

I crave activity, and passion, and challenge. The only challenge there is here is watching my 

Vanikha-Vanessa grow up; an activity which ranges from a passive meditation to torture.    I 

need to feel active again. I am restless.  But I wouldn’t abandon Vanikha- when she needs me. 



2 

 

 I couldn’t. 

 Could I? 

No. I won’t.  I am needed here. 

Saraswati Rajeesh. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3 

 

Chapter 1    Secrets 

“So”, Dr. Bagchi said, or as Vanessa had come to call her, Hema.  When she started 

therapy the intimidating womon was introduced to her as Dr. Bagchi by her parents.  Soon after, 

Vanessa found comfort in the strange womon’s warmth and intelligence. Only Dr. Bagchi’s 

Indian heritage could soothe her burning flames of contradiction.  She embodied both her past 

and her present identities like nothing else since she arrived in this strange land.  Vanessa 

transitioned from calling her therapist Dr. Bagchi, to Dr. Hema, to just Hema, and Hema was 

enough; because she was both similar to Vanessa and foreign in her Hindu identity.  She wore 

Saris vivid in hue and texture and a lipstick dot upon her forehead.   I suppose she was a 

surrogate for me in a way.  Hema Bagchi started to treat Vanessa at the same age I was when I 

died, now four years later, she has aged the mere four years from thirty-two to thirty-six, 

Vanessa has aged the monumental divide between nine and thirteen, and I remain the same, 

perpetually thirty two, not a day older since the day of my death.   

Vanessa had not encountered a Hindu since she departed India, and she barely 

remembered anything about their beliefs or traditions, those of her adopted religion took their 

place.  She recalled Madam Gupta telling stories about the goddesses and gods, to the other 

orphans.  Once upon a time, Vanessa was intimately familiar with the stories of Lakshmi, and 

my namesake Sarasati, and Shiva, and Ganesha.  But as the years passed the specifics of those 

stories were lost.  They were replaced with the myths of her new religion; Eve, Adam. Sarah, 

Avraham, all the way to Miriam and Moses.  What remained of the old were not details of those 

stories but feelings and colors, much like the fading memories of her old life.  Hema Bagchi was 

both intimately familiar and exotic to Vanessa.  She looked like a rainbow and smelled like 

turmeric and ginger.  As long as Hema evoked the echoes of my Vanikha’s old life her presence 

would not allow Vanessa to completely forget those things that she wanted to forget, but hoped 

she never would.   

I wore Saris like that when I graced the streets of New Delhi as a young womon, holding 

the arm of my betrothed as we walked in the streets.  I fully expected our love to bloom, despite 

the origins of our betrothal.  I loved Sanjay, but desired a life outside the path that had been 

prescribed for me.  I craved a freedom I had never known. I was educated in the best schools in 

New Delhi.  My plan was to study abroad in Cambridge, but my mother’s sickness put an end to 

those lofty ambitions.  Despite these obstacles I remained a voracious reader.  Sanjay and I 

would go to libraries where I would spend hours in the art and literature sections and meet near 

the political books.  My Sanjay encouraged my relentless self education.  He wanted a wife with 

whom he could converse intellectually, while still providing a family. We were a progressive 

couple,. I was the daughter of the untouchable maid who killed herself. I was adopted by a local 

beloved, yet corrupt politician.  He was the son of a businessman who taught Sanjay the art of 

greasing politician’s hands.  Together we embodied the spirit of Modern India.  Yet there were 
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many skeletons in my family’s closets, secrets that developed a stink despite their noble origin. I 

did not know of my true parentage, until I was old enough to wonder why my skin was a more 

crepuscular hue then the skin of my family.  My parents were reluctant to tell me, feeling the 

outrage I exhibited at the plight of the people I was now a part of.  Activism came naturally to 

me, and I avoided legal trouble only because of the auspicious position of my father.  My parents 

hoped that betrothal would end my troublesome habits, but it was not to be.  Sanjay, was 

encouraging of my life’s purpose, and that is how I came to be swimming in the River of Life , 

merely watching the life of my daughter unfold, rather than participating in it.  I was raised in a 

wealthy suburb of New Delhi, and every twist my life took brought me closer to the fate I now 

possess with my husband.  The circumstances I encountered growing up the daughter of 

Brahmins radically differed from the life I knew I would possess as the untouchable I should 

have been.   

Every time Vanessa encountered Hema, a new vibrant color encompassed her; violet, 

magenta, tangerine, sunflower yellow, turquoise.  They externalized the rich imagination Hema 

Bagchi possessed, enhancing the fecund source of her seemingly boundless empathy. Hema 

Bagchi was a person filled with the passions and trials of her own life, a fact that allowed her 

compassion to thrive in therapy rather than be constricted to her private existence.  Hema Bagchi 

was much more than a therapist; she was a shaman, a sculptor of identity and emotions, a miracle 

worker. The colors she donned enchanted Vanessa; her own paintings and wardrobe was full of 

those colors she remembered and imagined, colors of the saturated wildflowers and the saris and 

the verdant green of the jungle filled her palette and her closet.  Vanessa experimented with 

blending and contrasting colors until her facility with hue eclipsed all other techniques in her 

painting.  She mastered the complexities of complimentary colors and the way they fought 

against the all too easy victories of harmony that other people emphasized.  Vanessa emphasized 

dissonance in her paintings.  The colors almost blended harmoniously but quickly transformed 

into a staccato rhythm before any of her viewers could get too comfortable.  She didn’t feel 

comfortable, why should anybody else?  Why should she pretend to be what they wanted?  Her 

paintings were evidence of the dissension that wove in and out of her life every day.  She could 

not blend in.  She would not know how too even if she wanted too.  The tugs and pulls of family 

and school stretched her beyond the point where even the most limber of contortionists could 

recover their natural shape. 

 “Vanessa, where did you just drift off to?” 

“I’m sorry Hema, I was only thinking about how I haven’t seen anybody like me since I 

left Kerala.  We connect in a way they can’t possibly imagine.”   

“Why?” 

  “Because we’re both brown, and you remind me of Madam Gupta.” 
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“Does it really matter, the color of a person?  Does that make us more connected then you 

are to the other people in your life?” 

“Of course it does.” 

“Why?” 

“I don’t know why, but there is something about you that’s more real than they are.  I 

find myself wondering why my parents would care about me without a blood connection.  I find 

myself wondering when they are going to realize that I can never be like them.” 

“Maybe you have more in common than you think.” 

“I try to think that way, that my real life started when I came here, that everything that 

happened before doesn’t matter, wasn’t even real.  My life would be so much less complicated if 

that were true.  Sometimes I wish I could forget everything that happened before I came to 

America. 

“Why do you think you have to?’ 

“Because it’s what they want.  It’s what I want.  I don’t want my past to strangle me.  I 

don’t want to dream of Rakha, and the bloody boy that Madam Gupta shot to death every night.  

I don’t want to recall my rape.  I only want to start again. If I didn’t have these two lives, I 

wouldn’t be coming here every week I wouldn’t have to worry about Gabriella hating me, and I 

wouldn’t have to continuously prove my loyalty to my family.” 

I was an adopted child like Vanessa, yet Ganesha smiled down on me as I was adopted as 

a baby.  I never knew another life.  Even though the differences between me and my family were 

less palpable then those between Vanessa and her family, they were none the less distinct.  

Vanessa and I encountered a similar dilemma, yet where mine was subtle and hidden, hers is 

pronounced and unavoidable. 

 I dove into activism, to assuage my newfound guilt and found myself craving more 

danger each time.  After a lifetime of being removed from the struggles of those around me, I 

desired the dirty hands of those who throw themselves directly into fracases and emerge a better 

person for it. I would go to a protest, for untouchable’s rights, womyn’s rights, get myself 

arrested and find myself released when the police noticed my last name.   The other activists 

thought I was privileged and sheltered.  To prove myself to them I threw myself deeper and 

deeper into the inner workings of radical politics.  Sanjay would join me on these excursions. 

Those times we had together became the closest we ever came to actually dating.  We would 

meet up at a protest, get arrested and meet up again when we were released. Eventually I would 

be jailed for longer periods of time, but I didn’t mind.  The police station’s holding cells were 

infested and dirty and the cops treated us like shit, but I bonded with other activists. The cell that 

contained us also contained the fecund energy of our recent activities.  The arrests were part of 
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the process of civil disobedience, and, I took it in stride. Of course the cops were rough with me 

during the arrests and the cavity searches afterwards, experiences that almost kept me away from 

the next protest, but Sanjay encouraged me to go back, though I knew that as a man he could 

really never understand what was occurring to the womyn activists.   My parents expressed 

concerns that I was inciting Sanjay to action rather than settling into married life, .  As far as my 

parents knew Sanjay was a respectable man with a respectable career, not the erudite and 

passionate socialist that I knew.  We would get together with a group of like minded activists and 

sip cheap wine while expounding on the possibility of an India with equality towards womyn, a 

chasteless India, an India reunited, and whole, free from the political, religious, and geographical 

divides between Hindu’s and Muslims.  We were risk takers who didn’t have the sense to sense 

when our risks went too far.  Each protest was a chance to prove how devoted we were to our 

causes, never mind the arrests, never mind the chaos, never mind the discovery of a fetus in my 

belly or the birth of my daughter, or her getting older and missing her mother.  It would take a 

miracle or a tragedy to deter us.  I was a fool when I failed to notice the police in riot gear, mace 

and batons in hand.  I was blind not to notice the beatings, the blood, the counter protester’s 

increasing violence.  I was blind not to notice that the last protest I attended had turned into a 

riot.  I blame myself for inability to raise my own daughter in her motherland.  

I was twenty –five when I learned I was pregnant, an unusually late age for an Indian 

wife, but Sanjay and I wedded at twenty-four, and we decided to wait until I could finish the 

education that was interrupted when my mother’s illness took a turn for the worse.  

Unfortunately that was never to be. My mother’s cancer drained her to a mere wisp of a womon.  

Once Lakshmi Kutraphali was robust and firm; time not spent with her children and husband was 

spent perfecting her own recipes.  She was an inventive cook and every once in a while, her 

inventions went too far, throwing ingredients into pans and seeing what came out.  The cuisine of 

India, specifically south India was her passion but influences came from all parts of our country 

and beyond, she reached into Thai, Moroccan, and Ethiopian cuisine and claimed their home 

grown treasures as her own.  If she was a man she would have cooked for a four star restaurant, 

since she was not she turned our home into a restaurant.  One time she was trying a flambé and 

burned her arm badly.  I still recall the blistering flesh.  Calluses could be found in the exact 

places she would hold a knife or the handle of a sauté pan.  Due to our relative wealth the 

cooking could have been done by servants, but my mother chose to do it herself.  Her friends 

toasted her culinary ability and stopped by for meals.  Their appearances delighted Lakshmi; she 

would smile widely and ask her servant to fetch some tea and the homemade meals she lavished 

on her guests. My mother was not a naturally social person and abhorred those forced 

engagements that came with my father’s business and political career. But she was always happy 

to entertain a friend, even when the cancer had taken its toll, when the shaking of her hands and 

legs stole her passion and I had long inherited her recipes and her love of the culinary arts.  

Those days the visits from friends withered, she was too tired to entertain often, but they never 

died down completely.   I devoted myself to her, forgoing my plans to attend Cambridge.  My 

sister Daksha and my brothers Shiva and Vishnu had long since gotten married and their own 
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marital and professional duties prevented her from caring for my mother the way I did.  Even 

though I cared for her, I still snuck off to protests and rallies; though my mother begged me not 

to.  She withered away slowly while I fought for the rights of others.  She withered away while I 

risked my own safety.  She declined as I began to know the man I was arranged to marry at those 

political events.  She was satisfied that her influence began and ended in her home and I vowed 

to myself that it would not be. 

 

Vanessa reminds me of her and of myself.  Her passion for art and writing stems from 

both of us.  Her strident political views remind me of my mother and of me. But her willingness 

to venture outside her sheltered world to share those views stems from me alone.  Vanessa 

started activism around the same age that I did; she fought for womyn and for the environment, 

and for disabled and queer people.  As I watched her launch herself into the furious imbroglio of 

police laden protests I paced back and forth from my almost heavenly perch and prayed to my 

namesake that she wouldn’t get into too much trouble. I became powerfully reminded of my 

mother’s fear.  She tried to stop me, and I would not listen.  If I were alive to raise Vanessa I 

wouldn’t try to stop her, but I might warn her to not go too far, not to end up like me.   

Yet I wonder if Vanessa is still my daughter.  Vanikha Rajeesh was my daughter; Is 

Vanessa Fay Goldstein?  Are they the same person?  Am I still her mother now that she has a 

new mother?  I am grateful to Rebecca for loving her as if she were her own, and incensed that 

through my courage, misfortune and stupidity, my daughter, my life was taken away from me.  

All I have to offer her are ghostly comforts, when I should be able to hug her, to love her 

tangibly. Now I must trust Rebecca, and David, and Hema, to help my Vanikha, and all they 

have done is turn her into a person I hardly recognize.  If I could I would take her back with me, 

bring her up in Kerala with my husband and I.  I miss her growing up, I miss getting to know her, 

I miss shaping her into the person she’s meant to be.  I miss having a family. I miss the worldly 

theater of earth.  I’m glad Hema has become such an important part of Vanessa’s life.  She has 

something of me in her. 

 “Tell me more about Rakha.  What does she mean to you?” 

“She was my best friend, we did everything together.  We would think of whole plays 

and dances and perform them in the jungles for the womyn washing their clothes and the 

monkeys.  She was even more than a best friend; she was—is it possible to find a soul mate that 

young?” 

 I don’t know, what do you think?” 

“I hope it isn’t.  I don’t even know if I believe in soul mates, but if she was it’s a damn 

shame.” 

“Why?” 
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“Because a soul mate is wasted on me.  I was too young, I couldn’t appreciate what we 

had, I had to go and kiss her.” 

“When did you kiss her?” 

“It was the day before she was stolen from me, and a few weeks from my own adoption. 

We were playing in the nearby jungle, and I reached forward and kissed her, on the mouth.  It 

lasted two or three seconds and then she ran back to the orphanage.” 

“Why do you think she did that?” 

“She was shocked; I think she was overwhelmed with some feelings, but I can’t say what 

they were.  Perhaps she felt violated.  I learned a week later what that feels like.” 

“How does it feel?” 

“How do you think it feels?” 

“I want you to tell me.” 

“You should know; you’re the psychologist.  Don’t you study this stuff?” 

“I do, but I still want you to tell me.” 

“I told you already.” 

“No, Vanessa.  You told me about what happened, but you never told me how you feel 

about it.” 

“I don’t want to talk about it.  I just want to forget about it.” 

“Can you forget about it?” 

“Not when I see it in my dreams almost every night.” 

“Maybe if you talked about how it feels it would have less of an impact on you” 

Hema had a way of deflating her anger with a few swift words. Vanessa’s volume 

lowered.  Her confrontational stare at Hema lowered to the floor.  She wished she could stay 

angry, because when she felt the hot hands of fury power surged through her body she was free 

from the memories that controlled her. When those hands departed she was left more bereft of 

authority than before.   But Hema could help her to get it back.  I breathed courage into my 

daughter at that moment and hoped she could feel it.  The demons inside her needed to be 

exorcized and I was the only conduit who could help Hema do it. Hema could influence Vanessa 

externally and that was powerful, but not quite powerful enough.  Vanessa needed a push, and 

that is where I could assist. 
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“It feels like your body is no longer yours. Nothing is yours, your soul is displaced.   Heh, 

there I go talking about souls again when I don’t even know if I believe in them.” 

“It sounds like you do.” 

“I hope not.” 

“Why?” 

“Because then I made Rakha feel like I did.  It’s karma; I deserved what happened to me. 

“You believe in Karma, but not souls?” 

“I don’t know what I believe in, in case you haven’t noticed.” 

“I noticed, but I hope you believe that kissing your friend is not the same thing as rape.” 

“Isn’t it?” 

“What do you think?” 

“I think that I probably violated her.” 

“You were acting spontaneously; once she ran away you didn’t pursue her. You didn’t 

continue once she made her feelings known.  You didn’t force yourself the way he did.” 

“But she was underage, and so was I.” 

“You didn’t deserve what happened to you.” 

“And he did? He is dead because of me.” 

“Laleh Gupta must have believed he would have killed you.  It was you or him.” 

“And Rakha, was it her or me too? 

“If you could say something to Rakha now, what would it be?” 

“I would say that I’m sorry I hurt you, and I hope you are happy.  I would ask her to 

forgive me, and tell her not to worry about me, that I’m in a good family, that I’ve made another 

close friend.” 

“Ah yes, Olivia.  Has she become the kind of friend Rakha was to you?” 

“Yeah, she is wonderful.  She is similar to Rakha and nothing at all like her.” 

“Well she is a different person.” 

You’re right; it’s not fair to judge my two friends by the same standards.” 
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“I’m glad you realized that.  But I think you should give yourself some recognition of 

how far you’ve come from where you were.” 

Rebecca, David, Hema, and especially Gabriella had all encouraged her, cajoled her, 

pleaded with and harassed Vanessa to stop shadowing her sister and find her own friends.  David 

said “I’m glad you and your sister are so close, but she’s in high school now.  She has less time 

to spend with you.”  Rebecca said “it’s time to make your own friends, and let your sister have 

hers.”   

“Why? A few years ago you were telling me that I should get to know my sister, become 

friends with her.” 

“Yeah, well now I think that you may have followed up on that a little too well.” 

“So what now, you don’t want me to be friends with her?” 

“No, of course we want the two of you to remain friends; we just also want you to make 

your own friends.” 

“What if I can’t?  What if I’m no good at making friends?” 

“Sweetheart we just want you to try.  This is for your benefit too.  Your sister’s going off 

to college in a couple years.  What will you do then?” 

Vanessa had to admit her parents had a point.  But she did not want to leave her sister’s 

side.  She had grown accustomed to that privileged position. Vanessa, who had once mistrusted 

Gabriella, now felt safe and cradled in that position of doting sister.  So she was shaken when 

Gabriella first showed the twitches of annoyance at her constant shadow and said “go away, 

can’t you find other people to pester” for the first time.   

After that the times when she would have spent with Gabriella she spent at the Brooklyn 

Museum or at Prospect Park, pretending she was in the jungles of Kerala with Rakha. I followed 

her to these places.  With my limited ghostly powers I attempted many times to breathe life into 

her, buffing up her courage to talk to other people.  As it occurred, both of us just needed a little 

assist. 

 Vanessa meandered in Prospect Park after school.  She played on the margins of the 

other children’s games until they trickled down into nothingness; Vanessa glanced around to 

assure herself that she was alone.  When the warmth of her self-consciousness melted away she  

danced wildly, thrashing and whipping around.  She repeated this pattern for a couple of weeks, 

dancing in the park after first assuring herself there were no witnesses, but on one of the days, 

there was one.  A black girl stepped out of the trees. 

“You’re a really good dancer.” 
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“You saw me.” 

“I’m sorry, I only watched for a few minutes.  It was beautiful.” 

“Wow, I never thought, I mean nobody has ever said that to me before.” 

“Well, I’m saying it.  I’m sorry if I embarrassed you, I didn’t mean to, but I thought you 

should know how amazing that dance was.” 

They talked until it grew dusky and Olivia walked Vanessa home.  After she departed 

Vanessa could only smile, and I grinned too, seeing the delight in my daughter’s face.  Vanessa 

couldn’t wait till tomorrow when she could tell Hema about her new friend, recalling how she 

pushed her to open up to new people. 

 “Don’t you want another Rakha?”  

Vanessa only grasped the perspicacity of her family’s request at the moment.  After all, 

her family did not know about Rakha, only Hema, the keeper of secrets did.  Vanessa was not 

certain why she did not reveal these tidbits of her old life.  She knew only that her memories of 

that time were beginning to fade.  Details were leaving but the emotions remained. Some 

memories, some feelings were sacred.  They must be locked away in a secure storage vault in her 

amygdala or their intensity would boil over into a family she was certain could not handle the 

mess that was integration. 

But Hema Bagchi could know about some of these secrets.  She would understand both 

parts of Vanessa and the transformation from one to the other, Vanikha Rajeesh into Vanessa 

Fay Goldstein; Hindu into Jew, Indian into American.  Hema also understood the parts of 

Vanessa’s identity that straddled both cultural lines; artist, storyteller, choreographer.  Because 

of this understanding Vanessa wanted Hema to herself.  Even after all the therapy, the learning to 

trust her family and herself, there remained sparks of that initial suspicion.  Hidden within were 

secrets that stayed camouflaged within the shadowy tentacles of that doubt.  There was a 

creeping darkness that engulfed Vanessa, one that she had never revealed to Hema.  .  She was 

consumed by vermilion heat, flickering and waving its chiaroscuro shadows across her face.  She 

could not escape from the ravages of her past. It was Hema who allowed my Vanikha to truly 

open up.  Her questions directed her to shed light on the most crepuscular areas of her life.  

Hema intuited, and induced and let Vanessa take as much time as she needed to talk about what 

really troubled her. 

 Vanessa could not have guessed that her parents knew about what happened and had 

adopted her regardless of that taint.  She could not have imagined the depth of her parent’s love; 

that the orphanage doctor, Dr. Raj Patel had seen firsthand the damage done by the thing, and 

that he had informed Rebecca and David both of the initial event and its consequences.  Vanessa 
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could not fathom that Dr. Patel had explicitly recommended adopting another girl, any other girl; 

“one who isn’t tainted, one who has a future”.   

Vanessa could not know, nor understand, nor even imagine that her parents had took her 

against the recommendations of nearly everyone in that orphanage; promising to love her despite 

her damage and disabilities. Vanessa could in no way fathom that the circumstances leading up 

to her adoption had been forged in fiery promises years before she was even born.  David vowed 

to Laleh Gupta the night before he left India to return to New Haven and Jesse; that he would 

return, and adopt a girl, one who needed the most love, one who would have little hope if she 

remained in India. ”.  

 But I was acutely aware of the ticking clock strapped around Vanessa.  The older the 

orphans got the less likely they were to find a family. From my corner of limbo I paced and 

worried she would spend her whole childhood at the orphanage, and despite the care and love 

given by Laleh Gupta, it was an ugly place to grow up. 

 Vanessa could not grasp that David swore that he and Jesse would return to the 

orphanage when it was time for them to adopt.  David and Laleh consecrated their vow in a 

crucible of passionate fucking.  This sex, given generously by both parties was more powerful 

than any blood oath.  And so David came back, after it became abundantly clear that he and 

Rebecca would birth no more biological children, that after two stillborn babies the danger was 

too great.  Rebecca came close to dying the last time she gave birth. Trying a third time could not 

be an option.   David returned with a different womon as his wife, and years after he initially 

estimated.  Still he was back, with Rebecca in full awareness of the oath given long ago. 

Laleh Gupta knew. 

David knew. 

Rebecca knew. 

Dr. Patel knew. 

Vanessa knew. 

And Hema knew. 

They all knew about the so-called secret, about the shameful thing.  They all knew 

vaguely what, but they did not know how or who or why.  The last revealing of this secret that 

nobody was supposed to know and yet everybody did know was the subject of much strife 

between Rebecca and David.  When they first went to see Dr. Bagchi, argument pierced their 

Park Slope brownstone on Eighth Avenue and Fourteenth Street.  I witnessed their argument and 

formed my own opinions, but my opinions were worthless without the ability to impart them and 

so I worried and planned a way to let my feelings be known. 
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“We have to let her tell Dr. Bagchi in her own time.  It would be unethical to breach our 

daughter’s confidence. ” Rebecca insisted.   

“Don’t you think our family therapist deserves to know all the facts to help our daughters 

in the best way possible?”. David responded. 

  “Hell no! There are no cheats in therapy; the process will take however long it takes.  

Attempting to speed it up could lead to horrific repercussions.. As her therapist Hema has to 

respect her patient’s privacy, and so do we.  Believe me David; I’m in the same profession.  I 

know this stuff like the back of my hand. 

  “But Vanessa is a minor; legally she doesn’t have the same right to confidentiality. I 

think we have an obligation to fill Hema in on all the information we know.  Maybe then Hema 

can encourage Vanessa to talk about it.”  

 “If Hema Bagchi is the psychologist I think she is she can do just that with no breach; 

and if she is not, well, we can always find somebody else” Rebecca responded with finality in 

her voice.   

However David carried the seed of doubt inside him. It was a seed planted by Dr. Patel, 

who insisted Vanessa had a bleak future because of this damage.  By now, the seed had grown 

into a twisted, mishapen, tangle of parasitic vines and weeds.  It was something resembling a tree 

but was not a tree.  This mess of vines carried within it the sinister shadows that David stored 

away from cogent thought and consciousness.  His doubts about Vanessa plagued him.  Was Dr. 

Patel right? Did he adopt a little girl with no future?  He often had to remind himself that the 

values were different; that a damaged girl with few prospects in India could be transformed with 

love into a womon with great potential.  So it was with good intentions that David surreptitiously 

entered Dr. Bagchi’s office in Prospect Heights 

. I observed it all and screamed tell, tell, tell Hema, tell it to her now.  Of course I was 

concerned for my daughter’s privacy, but I cared much more that she received the help she 

needs. I do not know if I could betray my daughter the way David did, but I am glad Hema was 

told. 

David had waited for two years.  He waited while his intestines twisted and distorted the 

vines he could not seem to uproot.  He waited for Vanessa to start talking about those events of 

which he knew only the skeleton.  But she never did; not about the rape, or Ms. Gupta, or the 

resulting shooting.  David Gave Vanessa two years, and then out of impatience and kindness, 

cruelty and love, fear and heartbreak, slithered into Dr. Bagchi’s office.  His movements and face 

revealed determined conviction of his righteousness. He walked in, demanded an audience with 

Dr. Bagchi and told her everything he knew.   



14 

 

Hema tried to stop him but found herself craving more information.  In the poison of his 

lips and teeth and tongue was her map to understanding her patient.  She knew, for some time, 

that there was a missing component to Vanessa’s story.  Here it lay, concealed for so long in 

shadows, now exposed to blazing light and color.  Hema and David did not want to reveal what 

they had collectively partaken in. Their unspoken agreement remained unspoken. 

And yet some part of their sin was validated because it had done the job it was supposed 

to do.  Hema began prompting Vanessa, and the floodgates began to spill.  Hema was indeed 

startled to hear about Laleh’s fatal rescue.  After all, David’s confession provided only the bare 

bones of Vanessa’s story.  She began to collect bits and pieces of information and feeling; 

piecing the puzzle together a little bit at a time. 

Everybody was relieved.  It didn’t take long for Rebecca to work out the tacit 

understanding between David and Dr. Bagchi.  She was, after all, an accomplished psychologist 

in her own right.   

“You told her?” 

“I had to.” 

“You had to” Rebecca said in a mocking cadence. 

“Why did you have to?” 

“It was the only way she was ever going to know the full story.  Vanessa wasn’t going to 

tell her so I had to.” David defended. 

“Vanessa was going to tell her, in her own time.” 

“Oh and when exactly would that be, a month, a year, five years?” 

“Therapy takes time David, it can’t be rushed or it can’t do what it was supposed to do.  

You telling Hema is a betrayal of our daughter.” 

“Rebecca, we pay this womon eighty dollars an hour.  Don’t you think Vanessa should 

get as much out of it as she can?  She clearly needs help now. I won’t allow her problems 

worsen.” 

“Jesus Christ! David how many times do I have to tell you that is not how therapy works?  

Her problems will get worse if we manipulate her therapeutic process” 

“Vanessa is stuck; I was only trying to help her unstuck.” 

“That’s not your fucking job David.  That is her job.” 

“Well she’s not getting our money’s worth now is she?” 
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“Why are you concern with spending money on therapy?  You shelled out ten grand on a 

new Honda last year, and therapy is a lot more valuable then that contraption.” 

“That contraption will serve us for years to come, it’s objective, tangible, therapy is 

subjective, it’s only worthwhile if it can help Vanessa, and I don’t see it working.” 

“Don’t talk down to me David, I’m the therapist, and that is patently untrue.  Vanessa is 

progressing beautifully.  You might see that if you weren’t so closed minded and impatient. 

 “Vanessa has been in therapy for too long with too little results.” 

“It’s not about results.  God you are an idiot.” 

“Than what’s it about?” 

“It’s about Vanessa having someone to talk to that she can trust about dealing with her 

past and her integration into this life we created for her.” 

I looked down with empathic eyes.  Rebecca and David were trying so hard to be the kind 

of parents Vanessa needed, yet they failed to see that forcing her into the new life they fabricated 

was tearing Vanikha apart.  I thought of my own mother at that moment.  I never understood how 

much she struggled with me until I witnessed similar struggles Vanessa’s parents had with her. 

My compassion turned to anger and I scoffed. The scoff transformed into the raucous thunder 

that pierced the silences between Rebecca’s and David’s fracas. 

“Well that’s not worth the money we pay her.” 

“I can’t believe you fucking told her after I specifically told you not to.  Don’t you see 

how wrong this is? 

“I don’t see it as wrong at all.” 

“Okay, this is what we are going to do.  We are going to tell Vanessa about your 

conference with her therapist.  We are going to tell her that we know about what happened to 

her, we are going to come clean about everything. We have to.” 

“Why? 

“Are you fucking kidding me David?” 

“I know we have to tell her eventually, I mean why now?” 

“I promise you David, the longer we wait, the worse this betrayal will get.” 

“But she’s doing so well now, her grades are improving, she has a new friend.  Won’t this 

confession only derail her? 
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“What if we wait, what if Hema tells her, or somehow she figures it out on her own.  We 

have a very smart daughter, she could piece the puzzle together, then what?” 

“Then I guess we’d have to tell her.” 

“So you would only tell her what you did if she figured it out first?  That’s mighty 

courageous of you.” 

“What the fuck do you want from me Rebecca?” 

“I want you to deal with the consequences of your choice like an adult.” 

“I am acting like an adult.  I’m trying to do the best thing for her, not just ease a guilty 

conscience.” 

I breathed my wish into the winds, the winds swirled down to the brownstone and 

whispered “tell her, tell her now; don’t lie to my daughter.”  The whispers turned into roars. The 

roars turned into thunder.  My tears turned into rain.  My fury transformed into lightning.  I did 

not know I could affect the weather this powerfully.  Tomorrow Newspapers, TV, and all of 

Limbo will be talking about the freak storm that hit Park Slope.  But I don’t care about that. All I 

care about is Vanessa.  “Don’t betray my daughter again you bastard”  

I know.  I wanted David to tell Hema originally, but now that he has I want him to come 

clean.  I’m a ghost, not an angel.  Sometimes I wish for conflicting things, sometimes I don’t 

know what I want.  I’m still human, even if I am dead.  I don’t know who’s right. I only know 

that I want to help Vanessa adjust to her new life.  I want more than anything for Vanessa to be 

happy. Still the idea of keeping a secret as large as this from Vanessa feels like the bullet eating 

its way through the ventricles of my heart.   

“That kind of betrayal on our part would set her back years.  She started to trust us only a 

few years ago. It would be catastrophic. We have to tell her.” 

“I just don’t understand why we have to do it right away.” 

“Vanessa is on the precipice of distrusting us.  And if she finds out both her parents and 

her therapist betrayed her she would never trust us again.  It would be a massive step backwards 

for her.” 

“I understand you are afraid, but we can’t make this decision out of fear.” 

“Then how do we make this decision?” 

“We make the decision based on what’s best for Vanessa.” 

“That’s the fundamental dispute David.  We disagree on what is best for Vanessa.  You 

are concerned with her current growth, while I’m thinking about the future.”\ 



17 

 

“So, what if I am only thinking about now?  Is it so wrong to be concerned with her 

current happiness?” 

Rebecca, grimaced, she hated to admit David had a point 

“No, it’s not so wrong.  I’m glad you want her to be happy.  And she is really flourishing 

right now.” 

“So, we wait for a little while. We can deal with any repercussions when they come.” 

“Yeah, that’s what I’m worried about.” 

“Then maybe you shouldn’t worry so much.  She may never find out.  And if she does 

she will hopefully be old enough to understand.” 

“You’re quite the optimist.  But I worry, that’s what I do.” 

“Well than maybe I should help you relax.” 

“How can I not worry?  This is more complicated than I ever imagined.” 

“Do you regret it?” 

“No, I could never regret it.  I just wish I had a clue if I’m doing this right. I keep 

thinking that if I were her biological mother I would have some genetic map to raising her.” 

“Parenthood doesn’t work that way.” 

The storm was churning and frothing, static with effulgent lightning and percussive 

booming. Yet a softer side of the storm emerged as the rain began to fall.  Despite manipulating 

the weather, despite appearing in dreams, it seems I am powerless.  I am burdened with the same 

predicament as Rebecca.  We are two womyn, one Hindu, one Jewish, one Indian, one 

American, one alive, one dead, wrapped helically around the same quandary. 

“That’s quite an unexpected storm.  We should get the flashlights in case the power goes 

out.” 

“So go get them.” 

When David returned Rebecca expounded 

I don’t know, I don’t know what to do.  My heart tells me not to wait.  But it does seem a 

shame to disrupt her progress.  I think we have to tell her now.  I just don’t have the courage to 

betray Vanessa for her own good” 

However, the time never seemed right to reveal this secret; Vanessa was delivering 

information and emotion at a breakneck speed.  In the three years she’d been in therapy she had 
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not talked as much as she did in the next month. Not wanting to stifle her breakthroughs, Hema 

held her tongue.  Rebecca consulted Hema one afternoon while picking up Vanessa after her 

appointment.  She led Hema into her office while Vanessa waited.  

“So, when are you going to tell her about what my husband did?” 

“Soon, soon, but not right away.  I’ve learned so much about her, and I’ve had a lot more 

success since I am now able to get deeper, past Vanessa’s defenses.  She trusts me now, maybe I 

should wait.” 

“Aren’t you at all worried about the consequences?” 

“Of course I am; I just think it’s a shame to interrupt all her development.” 

“So you agree with David?” 

“David isn’t a psychologist like us so he can’t understand the repercussions, but at the 

same time he does make a valid argument for waiting.  Honestly, I’ve never encountered a case 

quite like this.  I’m not sure what the best thing to do is.”  

“We have to tell her, it could be catastrophic if you wait too long.” 

Rebecca started to pace the length of Dr. Bagchi’s office.  Her lines were long and 

wavering at first, the kind of lines that would not pass a cop’s inspection if she were intoxicated. 

Her lines traced the grand arcs and falls of a Beethoven symphony. The longer she paced the 

crisper her walked lines became, until they exuded the staccato rhythm of improvised Bebop.  As 

she walked Hema noticed an anxiety she shared with her daughter, who had tread similar lines so 

often there were footprints in her carpet.   

“I know Rebecca.  I’ll tell her soon, but I still think we should give David’s approach a 

try.” 

“I don’t know about this, I just I can’t imagine Vanessa would be okay with us keeping 

this information from her. It just feels wrong.” 

“Okay, so I will tell her next session.” 

“No, don’t!” 

“What do you want me to do?” 

“I don’t know, wait, don’t wait, it’s all going to come out sooner or later. I trust you.  . 

Do what you feel is right.” 

 That night, after Vanessa and Gabriella had both fallen asleep Rebecca informed David 

of the choice she had made. 
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 “I think Hema will do the right thing.” 

 “I’m not entirely sure what the right thing is in this situation, but Hema is an excellent 

therapist. I trust her judgment.” 

 “What would you do if Vanessa was one of her patients?” 

 “I would tell the patient immediately, but then again Vanessa is not one of my patients.” 

 “I don’t see a problem with waiting.” 

 “No, of course you don’t.” 

 “And what does that mean?” 

 “It means that you are exceptionally short sighted.  You are only concerned with the 

immediate results. I however worry about how this is going to play out, and that’s why this 

problem concerns me more then you.” 

 “Ugh, I’m Rebecca the therapist, I’m concerned about the future and clearly my opinions 

are more valuable then my lowly non-psychologist husband.  Do you hear yourself Rebecca? 

 “Fuck you asshole.” 

 “Yeah, fuck you too bitch” 

  David breathed a heavy sigh after Rebecca exited the room, sulking.  He didn’t see the 

problem with waiting, and after all, it was just a little information.  And the results were 

obviously positive. He thought Vanessa should know, but not now, when Vanessa’s progress, in 

school, sisterhood, and social life as well as therapy and art seemed fecund with the ripe fruits of 

potential.  Rebecca’s superiority was unwarranted. His opinions were equal to hers, after almost  

twenty years of marriage she should know that. But their fights didn’t matter, they both wanted 

the same thing, they were arguing over methods, not their results.  David was excited about the 

Vanessa’s evolution in school, sisterhood, and art.  He only wanted her happiness. David’s 

parasitic weeds and vines were cut away to reveal a flourishing sapling.  The tree was young and 

weather bent, but growing rapidly.  Hope replaced worry, and pride replaced dread.  Why stunt 

the growth now?  Wait a little bit longer to tell Vanessa the truth. 

 

 

Chapter Two 
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 Transformation 

December 16, 1996.   

Vanessa waged a constant war waged against the sanitized white of her house and the 

grey of the city.  She adored her excursions to the Brooklyn Museum, the Brooklyn Botanical 

Gardens, MoMA, anywhere color could be found in great quantities.  Her adventures now lost 

the old solitude they possessed when she was making these trips alone.  Olivia often 

accompanied her to new and exciting destinations both near and far.  They would extend their 

searches past the scope of Brooklyn, into Manhattan and Queens.   

The MoMA and Met were frequent destinations for them, a 45 minute ride straight up the 

2 or 3 train and they had art from around the world at their fingertips.  Most of time Vanessa and 

Olivia started at the Postimpressionist and Modern collections, making their way from Monet’s 

Waterlillies to Van Gogh’ Sunflower’s and Starry Nights to Picasso’s Harlequins to O’Keefe’s 

flowers to DeKooning’s womyn and Pollock’s splatters.  Modern art provided all the color and 

texture they could ever want.  Often after the exploration of the modern art they would venture 

into the African art collections.  Olivia demonstrated her knowledge of her heritage by 

explaining the many masks and sculptures they saw.  Vanessa loved the jagged edges and curved 

forms of the sculptures.  She saw in them the figures of Le Demoiselles de Avignon and 

Matisse’s Blue Nude.  The burning thrill aroused in her intestines when Olivia expounded on the 

art of her African ancestry and Vanessa realized how little she knew of hers; both her given 

birthright and her adopted legacy remained mysterious to her.   

The sorrow I carried into Limbo pierces me when I reflect on how little Vanessa 

remembers of what I taught her.  The mythology of our religion, the stories of our ancestors are 

all lost.  Those stories she still remembers come not from me but from Laleh Gupta and the book 

of mythology lodged in the bottom row of the orphanage library. Everything I have given my 

daughter is gone. 

Of course she knew very well the stories she learned in school, stories of the Torah that 

fascinated her with how human the characters were and repelled her with how cruel God often 

was.  Vanessa was equally compelled by the real stories Rebecca imparted.  These were stories 

about how her grandfather was able to save other Jews from the ravages of the Shoah but not his 

own family.  How he and Rebecca’s mother Leah had lost three of their five children in 

Auschwitz and in the displaced persons camps after they were liberated.  She remembered how 

Leah had died after giving birth to Rebecca, the last of her five children and one of two who 

would survive.  She remembered the stories of their voyage to America and their settling in 

Williamsburg Brooklyn.  She remembered the stories of their childhood in Brooklyn and the 

textile factory her grandfather worked at and eventually bought, making him, after years of 

poverty, both in America and Hungary, a wealthy man.  
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Vanessa remembered her aunt Rosa’s stories of her mother’s surrogate mother Bracha, a 

womon full of kindness and compassion, who held her when she cried, who fed her the best 

chicken soup this side of the Atlantic, who evoked empathy and warmth her whole life, and who 

died of a mysterious malady no doctor could diagnose.  But Rebecca knew why she died; it was 

obvious to anyone who noticed Yaakov come home after a night of heavy drinking. Her body 

shut down. She simply could not stand to lose any more family.   

These new stories filled Vanessa with a warm oozing she could not describe or 

understand.  She wanted badly to share in the sorrow her mother felt, but her foreign nature 

disconnected her from this heritage.  The warm oozing turned hot, than blazing as she dug deeper 

into her shame.  Her parents should have birthed more children who could carry the heavy load 

of remembering, if not in their minds, then in their bones.  She was an impostor who could never 

belong, who never share the burden of those memories.    She remembered what Gabriella felt 

about her intrusions into the family narrative, having overheard a conversation with Rebecca 

about it about a year ago. 

 “You talk so much about the Holocaust and then you go adopt an Indian girl.” 

“She’s not just an Indian girl; Vanessa is one of us now.  You ought to know that.” 

“Why should I know that?  She comes into our lives, and you just don’t seem to care that 

this wasn’t supposed to happen,” 

“It wasn’t supposed to happen, but I had two stillbirths, during one of them I almost died. 

“You’ve given no thought to how this affects me.” 

“We’ve given it plenty of thought.  Your father and I talked for hours about how an 

adopted child would affect you.  We gave you your own therapist.  We tried to help Vanessa 

befriend you when she didn’t trust you.  If you still haven’t adjusted to her presence in our lives 

that’s on you.  .  Besides, you have your life, you have friends, a boyfriend, and you hardly 

notice Vanessa any more. 

“That’s not the point Ema.” 

“Then what is the point.” 

“The point is she can never carry on the family heritage, she can’t really be Jewish, and 

she can’t honor the memory of your mother and lost siblings.  It’s not possible. Just look at her.” 

“Of course she can.  She converted to Judaism; she accepted her religion on her Bat 

Mitzvah.  She has the same legacy as you. 
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“Just because a Rabbi did a ritual on her and she said some words doesn’t mean she isn’t 

an insult to our tradition. What would your parent’s say about her, what about Bracha? She can’t 

revenge the Holocaust the way a flesh and blood Jew can. She will always be an outsider. 

“If you were so concerned about avenging the Shoah you would not sustain this bizarre 

grudge you have against her.  You would welcome her as your sister and a fellow Jew.  This isn’t 

about the Shoah or my family or Judaism, it’s about you.” 

My happiness beamed sunlight and warmth across their corner of Brooklyn.  The way 

Rebecca had defended my daughter made me comprehend the depth of her love for Vanessa.  

She loves her as much as I do, and that sparked joy that could be felt across the world.  Yet dark 

clouds marred my effulgent elation as I contemplated Gabriella’s peculiar aversion to her sister.   

When did it begin?  How could it be avoided?  Who was responsible? What could I do about it? 

It was true that Vanessa had always distrusted her new sister in the beginning, but she had 

changed dramatically.  Vanessa followed Gabriella’s every word religiously, tried to please her 

as best she could. But Gabriella felt crowded and crushed and so Vanessa went off in search of 

her own friends. And still Gabriella could not trust her sister.  What else does Vanessa have to do 

to prove her mettle?  What else can she do? 

Vanessa had changed herself twice for Gabriella, and she was willing to change again.  

But she needed something to change into, and that something was hiding amongst the ephemera 

of her sister’s room.  She would stray into Gabriella’s room and search for physical evidence of 

Gabriella’s feelings, Gabriella’s wishes, anything she could get her hands on that would help 

ingratiate herself to Gabriella.  For the most part she found little besides written love notes to her 

boyfriend Frank, and his responses.  She found notes passed in class between her and her friends.  

She found old homework and school projects but nothing that revealed Gabriella’s feelings about 

Vanessa, or what her hopes were their relationship. 

After that conversation Vanessa started looking for clues. She knew she would have to 

face Gabriella’s wrath if she were caught rifling through her possessions, but she knew in her 

bones the risk was worth the rewards she would find eventually.  That the change Gabriella 

desired was impossible never once occurred to Vanessa.  She was searching for a phantom day 

after day.  Her search expanded outside of Gabriella’s room.  She quizzed her parents, Hema, 

and Gabriella herself to ascertain what was expected of her.  It trickled from the stream of an 

interest to the frothing river of a quest to the vast oceans of an obsession.  All this time I only 

wanted to whisper “just be yourself and stop worrying.” to her into the winds but I felt afraid it 

was not the right answer so I kept silent. 

Vanessa searched futilely for weeks.  She traveled to the verge of giving up.  And as she 

gave up she noticed something that was on the edge of her consciousness for a while.  She did 

not know what the paper contained; only that it was crumpled underneath Gabriella’s bed.  All 

she needed was the one mention of her name written in her sister’s spidery handwriting to know 
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it was what she had been searching for.  She flattened out the wrinkles in the letter, brought it 

into her room and this is what she found. 

 

Dear Michelle 

Since you moved away many things have changed. 

My junior year of high school is going well so far, it’s very busy with classes and sports.  

I had to give up soccer, swimming and basketball are my priorities and three teams were just too 

difficult.  I’m studying for my SATs, taking a lot of practice tests, my last score was 660 verbal, 

740 math, pretty good, but I think I can do better.  School is boring, I can’t wait for college. I try 

to keep busy; you know, to discourage Vanessa from following me around.   

Does that surprise you? It should.  

The last time you were at my house Vanessa was avoiding me like the plague.  She didn’t 

need a real sister when she had a whole crew of imaginary friends. 

 But you saw the beginning of her transformation at the end of the summer a few years 

ago in Nyongac.  The time she brought us lemonade and I put her to the test.  It might have been 

cruel but I was so confused. After years of avoiding me she suddenly thrusts herself into my life. 

After that you saw us get closer day by day until you felt shut out, or you wanted to help us, I’m 

not sure.  So you left for your aunt’s house. 

Something about the slower pace of the summer in the lake house really fosters 

relationships. It was a transformative summer, for me and Vanessa.  The lake, the town of 

Nyongac, the proximity to nature promotes tranquility our family can never find here. Imagine 

what our fight would have been like in the city where the harshness of summer can only 

exacerbate problems.  It couldn’t have been easy watching the two of us grow closer. I attribute 

the bonds we formed that summer to your nurturing. I can only thank you.   

At the end of that summer Vanessa’s transformation became preternaturally fast and 

deep.  I attribute it mostly to Dr. Bagchi.  The close bond that Vanessa and Dr. Bagchi share 

tugged at my nerves.  She calls her Hema all the time now.  They are so damn close that they 

communicate in a secret language of smiles, sighs, and furtive looks.  Was it just the shared 

Indian ethnicity, the shared foreign nature of two immigrants or is there perhaps another element 

to their apparently telepathic connection.  If that’s the way you felt at the end of that summer 

then I apologize profusely, because it sucks. 

Anyways, I knew I could never really trust somebody that close to my sister.  So my 

mother found me another shrink.  Now I see Dr. Alice.  When we do family therapy we get 

together, but otherwise everything is separate.  Dr. Bagchi worked wonders with Vanessa.  She 
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changed her from an anxious mess of a kid, to a puppy gazing at me with obsequious eyes, to an 

independent and creative creature. I appreciated what she did for our family, but I still couldn’t 

trust Dr. Bagchi 

I auditioned for dance team at school because my counselor says I need to broaden my 

extracurricular activities beyond sports.  I have a 3.99 GPA, and I’m hoping for an academic or 

athletic scholarship, but it couldn’t hurt.  I’ve been dancing since I was 8. Vanessa dances too, in 

a funny, awkward, and highly expressive way.  Her dances are almost unworldly; the way she 

moves her torso is not like anything I’ve ever seen before.  She’s taking classes now at City 

Dance with me.  Vanessa takes modern, contact improvisation, and African dance, I take ballet, 

Jazz, and Tap.  We dance very differently.  Abba encourages extracurricular activities, especially 

since Vanessa has improved so much in school. 

I’m almost seventeen now.  I was nine when she came to us; all skin and bones and 

diseased pallor. You remember my thirteenth birthday that fateful summer on our lake house.  

That’s when things between Vanessa and me started to turn around.  Since you left my social 

network has increased exponentially. People call me popular, but I just feel rather normal, not 

mean girl, not outcast, normal enough to be noticed for my weird sister. 

You could say I am in a clique.  It’s me, Alyssa, Jessica, and Hannah.  My social group 

has changed somewhat since you left  Sometimes Vanessa likes to hang out with us, but that is 

far less frequent now that she has her own best friend.  .  Vanessa says that Olivia reminds her of 

a girl named Rakha. I used to be so curious about where she came from but now it just frustrates 

me to no end to think of this huge chunk of time when we didn’t know each other.  If she came 

here when she was younger I’m sure we would be closer now.  Sometimes I think my parents 

were setting themselves up for failure by adopting somebody so old.  I wonder what would have 

happened if she were a baby when she came to us, or at least, an age when the memories of an 

old existence could not intrude on the foundations of a new one. Maybe she would feel better 

integrated with her family, religion, culture, and maybe I would feel more comfortable around 

her too.  

Every once in a while Vanessa will do something daring and wholly unexpected, and I 

marvel at the person my sister has become. Without her my life would be entirely predictable, 

and while I crave that kind of stability, those moments when Vanessa pushes me beyond my 

comfort zone makes me a more interesting person.  I imagine my life as an only child and think 

about the blessings and curses that would come with it. 

 I am fully immersed in the troubles of standardized tests and college visits.  The 

academic and social expectations of high school come easily to me, especially science.  I want to 

become some kind of scientist, but at the same time I want to be in a profession that helps 

people, not something removed from their troubles.  I am not a physicist, or chemist, biology and 

neurology appeal to me.  The struggles and triumphs of our species inspire me.  Yet at the same 
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time, the abstraction of science provides intellectual challenges that suit my natural abilities.  I 

am compelled to work in a field which will bring cultures together, which will allow me to 

understand people better.  I refuse to live in a world of abstraction the way Vanessa does. 

I also have a boyfriend now.  Frank is wonderful to me; he looks at me like I am the only 

person in the world.  He comforts me when she infuriates me.  I love that he doesn’t care about 

her at all.  We have the kind of relationship people are supposed to have in high school; 

flirtatious and lusty but without depth. I can’t really say if I love him, and I highly doubt our 

relationship will endure the end of high school, but I don’t mind. It’s fun for now. We haven’t 

had sex and I don’t intend to until I’m married, so we don’t have to worry about the things that 

can come with sex.  But we do stuff, I’m not a total prude.  I try to keep him away from Vanessa 

as much as I can.  I like having this one part of my life be mine and mine alone. 

Michelle, there are times I think I know her; but then she dances or even talks and I am 

instantly reminded that my knowledge is skin deep.  If we only shared the same blood maybe 

things wouldn’t be so damn complicated.  My parents had to adopt a child from a completely 

foreign culture because of my father’s infatuation with India. Whatever, Vanessa can live her life 

without me!  We don’t have to be friends. But I would like to meet each other half way. 

It seems ludicrous to expect her to become more like me, since she already attempted that 

in her shadowing phase. She could never really suppress herself enough to really be like me.  .  

The more she tried to ingratiate herself the more concentrated her strangeness became. During 

those rare occasions she was unguarded the old Vanessa would emerge. It made us both 

miserable.   The way I treated her wasn’t fair.    I applaud her effort to please me and my friends, 

but you can imagine how relieved I am that she no longer feels compelled to be my silhouette. 

I hope Vanessa and I are moving towards each other, stretching our imaginations past 

what used to seem an insurmountable cultural divide.  Yet I still feel compelled to protect my life 

against her unintentional intrusions.  I hope you are well Michelle, Israel sounds like it suits you.  

I cannot wait to see you next month. 

Love 

Gabriella  

 

Vanessa breathed heavily as she crumpled the letter into the mess it was.  She dare not 

contemplate its contents now when there was work to be done.  She had to return it to its original 

spot before her sister noticed it was gone.  Gabriella had a keen eye for details and she would 

eventually perceive its absence, and if she did, there would be hell to pay.  She went to 

Gabriella’s room and knocked on the closed door.   There was no answer.  She snuck in, returned 

the letter and silkily walked out.  Changing her mind she walked back in and retrieved it. 
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 She needed to get out of the house, to clear her mind, to truly be able to reflect on the 

letter. She called to Rebecca. 

“I’m going to Rosa’s,” 

“Okay, be back by dinner.” 

“Actually, I was thinking of sleeping there tonight.  Is that okay? 

“If Rosa’s okay with it then I am.” 

Vanessa walked to the G train with her overnight bag and took it to Metropolitan Ave.  

She got out and walked the four blocks to her apartment where Rosa was waiting for her. 

“I hope its okay I surprised you” 

“Your mother called, and you’re always welcome here. I love it when you come over.” 

Vanessa went to her studio and painted the rest of the day.  She remembered the many trips she 

had taken to this apartment and the experiences she that marked this place with joy and peace.  

Rosa understood what she needed better than her parents, better than herself, even better than I 

her birth mother ever could.  It was Rosa that furnished her with an art studio when Rebecca 

made it clear that the odors of oil and acrylic paint were not welcome at home. Rebecca thought 

she should rent out the bedroom but Rosa insisted she didn’t need the extra money.  She had I’m 

a lot like Rosa, as well and perhaps Vanessa remembered something of me in her new aunt. 

Vanessa and Rosa share a connection that is rooted in their creative natures.     

Rosa was a professional dancer and choreographer when she was younger.  She taught Vanessa 

how to dance and paint, and played all kinds of games with my daughter and her sister.  Rosa 

and Vanessa shared the kind of mental space that could make everything am adventure.  

Together they told stories and danced for hours.   

Vanessa remembered the time six years previously when she and Gabriella stayed at 

Rosa’s apartment for a few days while Rebecca and David were both away.  Those days were 

filled with joy as Rosa and Vanessa played together every afternoon after school and on the 

weekend. But Gabriella insisted on her aloof position while Vanessa and Rosa played.  I looked 

down on my daughter and felt her compassion.  She glanced askance at Gabriella, and invited her 

into the fold.  But Gabriella remained determined to not indulge herself in the kind of imaginary 

games they made the cornerstone of their relationship.  At that moment my compassion for 

Gabriella mixed with the dark waters of contempt and created a storm aimed at their apartment.  

I must do what I could to ensure Gabriella would not leave, must do what I could to force her to 

engage.  But she insisted on her separation and when Vanessa was asleep that night she inquired 

 

“Do you believe in all those stories about India?  You know, the stories about 

dancing in the jungles and lighting up with color, and talking to the monkeys” 
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“No of course not, but they are very creative.  It’s fun to pretend.  You should join 

us sometimes. 

 

“Do you think she believes her magical land is real?” 

 

“Your sister has a challenging life; Vanikhalla is sort of her emotional refuge.” 

 

Ah, my name for her has not been lost for her entirely.  Vanessa, you remember, I knew 

you would. 

 

Shouldn’t a refuge be real?” 

 

“it seems to me you judge Vanessa a lot.” 

  

“I’m just trying to understand her, she’s so strange.” 

 

“Well actually she and I have a lot in common, so if she is strange, then so am I.  

And if I am strange than I guess I enjoy being that way.  It makes life more fun.” 

 

“Why can’t we play something normal, like chess or monopoly?” 

 

“Because, Vanessa had a vastly better idea.” 

 

“If you say so.” 

 

“You know, you could join us if you’re bored.” 

 

“Why would I want to play these weird games?” 

 

“Because, you have nothing better to do.” 

 

“No thanks, I’ll pass.” 

  

“That’s your prerogative, but don’t complain if you’re bored.” 

 

Vanessa smiled at the memory. Though she knew all too well the sorrows of exclusion, it 

nonetheless remained a glorious recollection for her; it was the first time anybody had defended 

her against Gabriella’s unceasing campaign against her.  But now the tables had turned and 

Gabriella wanted to be a part of her life, though she remained guarded against Vanessa’s 
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intrusions into those parts of her life she deemed sacred.  As if she wanted any part of her 

boyfriend.  He was aloof and condescending and Gabriella deserved better as far as she was 

concerned.  As for Michelle and her other friends Vanessa didn’t really care if they liked her or 

not.  They simply were a means to an end.  She had to ingratiate herself with Gabriella’s friends 

to pass her sister’s tests.  And in order for that to occur she had to present herself as cute and 

conformist to their inquiring eyes. Gabriella’s manipulations could be endured stoically as long 

as the shining light at the horizon point would remind her of the reason she was there. When that 

light faded Vanessa wished she was somewhere else with her menagerie of invisible friends 

But now the tables had turned and she had become the manipulator.  In her quest to 

understand what Gabriella wanted for her she did what she loathed.  It is during these moments I 

wish I could look away. Yet I stared riveted. 

 

“Rosa, I think I did a really bad thing.” 

 

“What did you do, I’m sure it’s not so bad.” 

 

“No it’s really horribly bad.” 

 

“Okay, well I can’t help you unless you tell me.” 

 

The space between Rosa’s prodding and Vanessa’s admission was filled with a block of 

cement silence.  The noise of the city outside was left behind in the tense atmosphere between 

admission and confession.  . I blew my courage into the winds and sent it down to Vanessa.   

 

“I’ve been looking in Gabriella’s room, for some clues.” 

 

“What kind of clues?” 

  

Vanessa digs her head into her head and lowers her voice. 

 

“Clues about how she feels about me.” 

 

“Oh, you invaded her privacy and rifled through her stuff.” 

 

“I was obsessed, and that’s not the worst of it.  I stole a letter.” 

 

“You did?” 

 

“I saw my name in her handwriting and I couldn’t control myself.  I had to know 

what she felt about me so I stole it.  I’m awful.  I’m an awful terrible person.” 
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“Well it was bad.” 

 

“Really, really bad.” 

 

“But I’m not sure it was quite as bad as you make it out to be.’ 

 

“What do you mean?” 

 

“Siblings invade each other’s privacy all the time.  I can’t tell you how many 

times your mother and I fought about that. 

 

“You went through each other’s stuff.” 

 

“Frequently.” 

 

“What should I do?” 

 

“You should put it back where you found it and hope your sister never discovers 

it was missing.” 

 

“I shouldn’t tell her what I did.” 

 

“It would only hurt her, and she may never trust you again.” 

 

“What if she finds out?” 

 

“Then you beg for her forgiveness.  But you should know it may take a while. 

Rebecca once caught me stealing a shirt from her room and it took weeks before she 

would talk to me again.  And we had a good relationship.  Your best bet is to return the 

letter and hope you don’t get caught.” 

 

“I did.” 

 

“What?” 

 

“I returned the letter to the exact same spot, and then I picked it up again and put 

it in my bag.” 

 

“Oh honey, you should have left it there.” 
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“I know. I should have.” 

 

“Well, why did you take it again?” 

 

“To show you.” 

 

“Vanessa, I’m not sure I should be reading Gabriella’s private letter.  She’s my 

niece too you know.  I can’t invade her privacy just because you did.” 

 

“Please, please Rosa.  I already invaded her privacy and I need to understand 

what’s in this letter.  I’m sorry I searched her room.  I’m sorry I took the letter, but now 

that I did its imperative I get some kind of comprehension of what Gabriella feels about 

me.  Please.” 

 

“Okay, let me see it.” 

 

Vanessa retrieved the crumpled paper from her backpack and handed it to her aunt. 

 

 “This isn’t right.”  Vanessa hesitated.  “I shouldn’t have asked you to do this for 

me.” 

 

“You have to make up your mind Vanessa.  I’ll do what you want but a decision 

has to be made.” 

 

 “Read it.  The damage is already done.” 

 

 Rosa took the letter and immersed herself in its contents.  Her furrowed brow 

reflected the subtle changes in emotion the letter conveyed.  I reread the letter along with 

her and felt the needle points of obstreperous umbrage tempered by bouts of cautious 

optimism prick me as surely as they had pricked my daughter.  If I were there I would tell 

her not to worry too much about it.  But then again, Gabriella is not my daughter. I 

cannot affect or influence her. 

 

 “It’s not too bad.” 

 

 “I appreciate your kindness, Rosa but I want to know what really you think about 

this letter.” 
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 “It’s really not too bad.  Look, what do you think is the primary emotion in this 

letter?” 

 “When she talks about me it’s to complain that I am either too removed or I don’t 

give her enough space.” 

  

 “She does do that. But what else does she do.” 

 

 “She says she would like to get to know me better.” 

  

 “She says she would like to meet you halfway.  I’m guessing that means she 

wants you to take a step closer to her, and she will try to do the same.” 

 

 “But not too close right?” 

 

 “Right.”  

  

 “You noticed how the letter mentions that summer on the lake frequently?” 

 

 “I guess it was a transformative summer for her as well.” 

 

 “Well we had this major fight about who was going to the island.  You remember 

the island, don’t you?” 

 

 “Yeah, it’s that sandbar where the seagulls and the herons fish, right.” 

 

 “Yeah, so we had this big fight, over whether Michelle was going to come to the 

island the next day.  Michelle had been there all summer long and I just wanted a chance 

to be with Gabriella alone.  And of course she was confused because I spent the whole 

summer up to that point avoiding her.  But I felt like my time was running out.  So after 

the fight I was relaxing on the hammock and Ema came up to me.  We talk for a while 

and eventually I summon the courage to ask her what I really need to know.  I ask her if 

Gabriella likes me, not whether she loves me, because I knew she didn’t.  You know 

what Ema said?” 

 

“No, but I can guess.” 

 

“She said she didn’t know. This of course led us into a conversation about taking 

steps towards my sister, which I had before.  When you’re rebuffed again and again 

you’re going to stop trying.  So I asked Ema why Gabriella didn’t try, and you know 

what she answered.” 
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“I’m sure you’re going to tell me.” 

 

“She said that Gabriella was at an age when effort did not appeal to her.” 

 

“Well, you know adolescents, you are one now.” 

 

“Yeah I am, but I guess Gabriella is still at that age.” 

 

“That’s not entirely fair.  You know she has been trying so hard to adapt to you.” 

 

“True.  She has been trying really hard.  And yet she still feels uncomfortable.  

You notice how many times she calls me weird or strange in that letter.  I stole the letter 

to try and figure out what she wanted from me; but I’m starting to realize what she wants 

is for me to be like her.  And I tried that already.  The real change she wants is the one I 

can never make.” 

 

It’s a tragic thing when you realize the severity your limits.  But it can also be the 

source of liberty Vanessa craved.  At that moment Vanessa shook off a little portion of 

her shame and threw it into the winds.  I caught her scent and mixed it with my own and 

sent those winds back to her, absent of the humiliation she had given away.  It should be 

me talking to her about the minutiae of her relationships. But if it was me she would not 

be interpreting this family, she would belong to the family she should have had, the 

family that was stolen from her and from me.  In limbo the verdant green of the jungles 

the perfect turquoise of the sparkling lakes and rivers and the vibrant violet, tangerine, 

and magenta of the flowers makes this loss less real.  I am ensconced in numbing 

pulchritude.  For Vanessa the vagaries of her new family must eclipse the loss of her old.  

Yet she still longs for me in the passage of her dreams. I wonder how often she thinks 

about me, about the family she might have been a part of.  But such fantasies are useless 

now.  That family, if it ever existed has vanished, and I must help her adjust to her new 

one.  

“Why did you show this letter to me?” 

 

“What do you mean?” 

 

“Why didn’t you show it to your mother, or your therapist?  I’m sure they could 

help you with it far better than I ever could.” 

 

“Well Ema would probably yell at me for stealing the letter.  Abba would freak 

out and ground me for a million years, and I’m sure they would both tell Gabriella.” 
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“What about Hema?  Why didn’t you tell her?” 

 

“Hema doesn’t know the truth about me.  She still thinks I’m a good person.  It 

would be a shame to rob the expectations and hopes of the one person who still believes 

in me.” 

 

“Oh honey, I believe in you too.” 

 

“You have to say that. You’re my aunt.” 

 

“Vanessa, listen.  Just because you did this one bad thing doesn’t— 

 

“Doesn’t make me a bad person right?  Well that sounds familiar.  The thing is 

Rosa; I’ve been a part of this family for seven years.  And if I still don’t fit I have to 

admit to myself that it’s my fault.  Maybe I just can’t blend in to a family of good decent 

people because I am inherently bad in some way.” 

 

If I were a surgeon and that self hatred was a tumor I would take my scalpel and 

cut it right out of her body.  If I were her mother I would hug her and tell her it isn’t true 

until she believed me.  If I was her therapist I would help her analyze these feelings until 

she believed that she wasn’t bad.  But I am a ghost and my love only shows itself in the 

winds, rain and sunshine.  It’s hell, this watching without being able to help.  I have to 

expand my influence. I have to get close enough to Vanessa to really communicate to her. 

 

“Vanessa, you and me are a lot alike.  When I was your age I believed I was bad 

because I couldn’t relieve my father’s wounds.  He would come home drunk often and 

yell at your mother and me.  Sometimes he would hit us.  I believed it was my job to take 

whatever he gave me.  I thought of myself as a sponge, my purpose was to absorb the 

pain he couldn’t talk about, that he dished out when he was wasted.  I was sure his 

alcoholism was my fault, because I couldn’t measure up to my mother.  And when he 

killed himself I was sure that was my fault too.  It took me years of therapy to realize it 

wasn’t.  It was his trauma that made him drink and take his life and I was only a witness.  

Now you are in a totally different situation.  You and Gabriella each play a part in your 

family drama.  But you have tried so hard to be a good sister and a friend and I hate to see 

you keep castigating yourself.” 

 

“I just don’t know what to do now.” 
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“You are going to go home and return this letter.  Then you’re going to forget 

about changing for Gabriella.  There really is nothing you can do now except hope she 

never finds out about your stealing the letter.” 

 

 “Then what?  I try to forget about her?” 

 

“Exactly.  You live your own life and let her come to you.  You saw it in the 

letter.  She wants to get to know you, but she feels pressured.  Let her take her time and 

stop pushing.  She’ll be grateful for it.” 

 

“Okay.  I’ll try.” 

 

“Did you ever tell Hema what you told me?” 

 

“We are working on it.” 

 

“Keep working, you’ll get there.  Now let me take you home.” 

 

When Vanessa arrived home all seemed quiet in the house.  Rebecca was 

occupied with her work on some article or another.  Vanessa didn’t know, Rebecca never 

explained her work. 

 

“Ema, Where is Abba and Gabriella?” 

 

“They are out playing basketball.  They should be back in a half hour or so.” 

 

This was Vanessa’s chance.  Rebecca would never notice Vanessa’s entrance to 

Gabriella’s room.  But Vanessa knew she had to act quickly.  She returned the letter to 

the spot under her bed where she remembered taking it. Then she straightened all those 

details which had been ruffled in the process of her earlier quest for clues.  Vanessa knew 

all too well her sister’s borderline obsessive attention to detail and though her nature 

tended to the big picture she knew she had to fix everything if she had any hope of 

escaping this situation uncaught.   

For the next few days Vanessa walked on the eggshells of Gabriella’s quiet 

observations.  When her head abruptly shifted directions or she wrinkled her brow and 

sniffed around Vanessa’s heart seized and filled with the waters of dread.  The waters 

only receded when Gabriella shrugged her shoulders and directed her attention towards 

something else.  I did my best to empty those rancid waters by directing a calm breeze 

towards Vanessa, but I knew all too well there was not much I could do.  Vanessa had 

stolen the letter, broken her sister’s trust.  Her shame became so pervasive she considered 
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confessing her perfidy to Gabriella. But when she remembered what Rosa said and kept 

her silence.  I prayed she would not be caught, and that she would not invade Gabriella’s 

room again. 

 

After a week Vanessa began to relax.  She was so relieved that there was no 

confrontation she did not register the constrained expressions on her sister’s face when 

she glanced her way.  Eventually Vanessa let her hunched shoulders drop and returned to 

her regular coexistence rather than the hyper vigilant observation that made her jump at 

Gabriella’s every word.  Vanessa felt the needles of her anxiety prick her but underneath 

those needles was a golden glow illuminating from the inside.  For all the trouble it had 

caused her recent actions reassured her that Gabriella wanted her in her life.  And while 

Vanessa could never claim it was worth the risk at least her efforts were partially 

recompensed. 

 

It was almost a cruel form of punishment to make Vanessa wait to face her 

consequences.  But Gabriella knew quite well that the waiting and its attendant anxiety 

was much worse than simply yelling at her or freezing her out. Her usual tools for 

torturing Vanessa were simply not sufficient for a treachery as severe this one.  Gabriella 

derived joy from seeing Vanessa squirm and writhe under her intense gaze.  But when 

Vanessa began to return to her normal state Gabriella knew she had to confront her.  She 

could not let Vanessa think she had not noticed what she had done.  A little relief was a 

prelude for yet more torments, not the end of her penalty.  The problem Gabriella faced 

was confronting Vanessa without letting their parents know what she done.  If they knew 

they would ground Vanessa for a week or two but they would eventually insist that 

Vanessa had paid her time while Gabriella alone could make Vanessa pay forever.   

 

“So, did you find what you were looking for?” 

 

“I don’t know what you mean.” 

 

“Well my bed is ruffled and some things have been moved around.  I assume that 

was you, or has a raccoon been in my bedroom.  Shall I tell Abba to call animal control?” 

 

“No don’t tell him anything.” 

 

“Oh so it was you.” 

 

“Yes I went into your room.” 

 

“And you did what in there?” 
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“I looked through your stuff.  I needed to find clues about how you felt about me.  

I changed for you, and you rebuffed me.  I was willing to change again, but I needed to 

figure out how.” 

 

“You’re saying this is my fault.” 

 

“What? No of course not.  This is my fault entirely.  I am so sorry Gabriella.  I 

guess I just lost my mind.” 

  

“Damn right it’s your fault.  You ought to know I don’t want you to be anything 

but yourself.  I mean that’s why you trying to be like me didn’t work.  The more you tried 

to be me the stranger you became. So you read that letter I wrote to Michelle.” 

 

“I read it; I didn’t know what it meant for me. So I took it to Rosa and she helped 

me interpret it.” 

 

“Goddamnit Vanessa!  Isn’t it bad enough you stole the letter?  You had to show 

it to Rosa too?” 

 

“I’m so sorry, but there were so many contradictory things said, I didn’t 

understand what you really felt.” 

 

“I suppose it didn’t occur to you to just ask me?” 

 

“I didn’t want you to know I stole the letter.” 

“I mean instead of stealing the letter idiot.” 

 

“You haven’t been approachable.  Stealing the letter was easier than talking to 

you.” 

 

“I know.” 

 

“You know?  So you have intentionally cultivated this aura of intimidation to 

keep me away?” 

 

“That was the idea, yes.” 

 

“And you wonder why I needed to try to find another way to figure out what the  
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hell you wanted from me?” 

 

A streak of fury blew into her bubble of shame and inflated until Vanessa 

could no longer ignore this secondary emotion.  But she knew she had done the 

cowardly thing, and so did Gabriella. I tried to send some forgiveness into the 

winds but I could not tell if this new feeling registered in Gabriella’s 

consciousness because her fury was encompassing the furthest reaches of her 

essence.  She was shaking in it.  Still I felt a new cool awareness roiling and 

emerging from the scalding lava that swirled in her insides.  This awareness 

originated in the letter but had been totally eclipsed by her fury, now it became 

impossible to avoid.  She hadn’t been fair to Vanessa.  Her expectations were 

constantly changing and contradicting each other.  Her requirements that Vanessa 

conform to her notions of social propriety had done the most damage.  It stripped 

Vanessa of her most essential component, her imagination.  She realized that it 

was her expectations that pushed Vanessa to search for the letter, and she was 

equally responsible for the results. Her own shame burned her intestines and she 

felt a new compassion for Vanessa. Yet she would never admit that to Vanessa.  

Gabriella felt she needed to be in a position of strength, because despite this new 

found awareness her fury had not yet abated, and Gabriella could scarcely 

imagine when it would.   

 

“You’re a coward.  You know that Vanessa.” 

 

“I know.” 

 

“You’re a coward and a thief and a self absorbed freak.” 

 

“I’m a coward, and a thief and self absorbed, but the freak is your issue 

entirely.  I’m willing to take responsibility for what I did.  I won’t be your 

whipping boy for whatever resentment you decide to throw my way.  I’m not 

sorry for being a part of this wonderful family. You have to take responsibility for 

your issues.” 

 

“Oh Vanessa, it’s just like you to make your errors in judgment all about 

me. 

“And it’s just like you to assume all your problems are my fault.” 

 

“That’s because they are, idiot, they are.  My life would be so much better 

without you, and this stunt you pulled proves it. 
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Over the next few weeks Rebecca and David noticed changes in their 

daughter’s interactions that were subtle but impossible to ignore.  Vanessa once 

again threw herself at Gabriella’s feet while Gabriella did whatever she could to 

freeze Vanessa out.  Her icy stares provoked its opposite physiological reaction in 

Vanessa.  Her shame stole her sleep, stole her new found confidence.  Rebecca 

and David was not sure what made their daughters take this step backwards, but 

their approaches differed radically in their reactions to this change.  David wanted 

to intervene, but Rebecca held him back.  She insisted they could handle it on 

their own.  And just like their previous disagreement they argued about which 

direction was appropriate, but this time they would not descend into the win at all 

costs fracases they had previously engaged in.  That was for their children to do. 

This time they had to be adults.   

Eventually Gabriella and Vanessa stopped talking altogether.  They 

communicated in monosyllabic words, grunts and motions if they were forced to. 

They retreated into their own separate lives as they had before that legendary 

summer on the lake.  For a while Vanessa entreated her sister’s forgiveness with 

the utmost persistence but when she would not budge Vanessa backed away into 

the shadows.  

Vanessa was bewildered.  She had attempted to improve the relationship 

through the wrong means because the right ones couldn’t give her the answers she 

so desperately needed.  And she had apologized, and been turned away again and 

again.  Gabriella would probably never forgive her.  But as she leapt into the 

throes of confrontation with her sister she discovered spine she never thought she 

possessed. 

 

“I don’t know what the hell possessed me.  I never do stuff like this.” 

 

“But you did this time.  What made you lose your judgment this time?” 

 

“I wanted to figure out what the hell she wants from me.  And I’m more 

confused than ever now. 

 

“What did the letter tell you?” 

 

“I already told you Hema.” 

 

“You told me what it said, not what is means.” 

 

“That’s because I don’t know what it means to her.” 
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“What does it mean to you?” 

 

“I don’t know that either.” 

 

“Well, let’s analyze the letter then” 

 

“It says that she hated when I was aloof and didn’t trust her.” 

 

“How do you think she felt when you kept your distance?” 

 

“I imagine she felt very lonely.  It must be really tough to have a sister 

who is from a totally different culture, who is deposited into your family with no 

real reason other than our parents could have no more biological children.” 

 

“And then you completely switch approaches. To have your sister change 

from being aloof to shadowing her every move must be very confusing.” 

 

“I was only doing what I was asked to.  My parents ask me to grow closer 

with Gabriella, I grow closer.  Then she says I’m suffocating her, so I back off 

and find my own friend, I’ve done everything she and my parents have asked of 

me and she still doesn’t trust me.  And all this time I’m patient, waiting, waiting 

for something that won’t happen because of her issues.” 

 

“That’s right!  Her issues.  The whole time we’ve been seeing each other 

you always assumed it was your fault.  Your shame and your compassion kept 

you from seeing the truth clearly.  Gabriella has a lot of issues too.” 

 

“Yeah, she does.  And she nor my parents never once asked me how I feel 

about being a part of this family.”  

How do you feel about that?” 

 

“They plucked me out of India a couple weeks after my rape.  I feel 

grateful for that, and a little bit angry. If they had adopted me immediately 

without stalling I wouldn’t have been raped.  I wouldn’t be missing a best friend 

and acquiring a new trauma.  Then they deposit me in their home which is lovely, 

but they expect me to be like them.  Everything they said or did sounded strange 

and foreign to me.  They talked in a strange language, ate weird and unappetizing 

food- I mean where was the spice?  And they expected me to learn not just 

English, but the language of my new religion, Hebrew.  It was great to finally get 

enough food and my own room, but it felt like I was a sole human in a family of 
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aliens.  It was horribly lonely, especially at night, after a nightmare, when I didn’t 

have the language to describe what had happened to me.” 

 

Hema felt a twinge of shame as Vanessa finished her explanation.  The 

shame almost pushed her to reveal the secret she shared with Rebecca and David.  

That even though Vanessa could not tell them about her rape they already 

partially knew.  Still it didn’t matter; they didn’t know how to comfort her in the 

early days.  And if Vanessa knew now, it would only make her feel lonelier.  It 

might send her backwards, shutting off the spigot. 

 

“I imagine Gabriella felt similarly.  But she had her parents, at least she 

had someone.  When I came here I had nobody to rely on or share my 

experiences.  There was only me.  I guess that’s why I never trusted Gabriella 

before I was nine, she seemed so lucky and she never seemed to know it.  She just 

always complained.  I mean, I felt a lot of compassion for her since we were on 

the opposite sides of the same dilemma.  But I also felt really pissed.  I still am.  

This letter isn’t fair.  But I can’t be angry.  I stole the letter.  I deserve what I get. 

 

“What do you get?” 

 

“I get a lot of confusion, and a lot of shame, and I get to be the butt end of 

her wrath for the rest of my life.” 

 

“What’s so confusing?” 

 

“There are so many contradicting things she says about me, it never gives 

a clear picture of what she wants from me.” 

 

“Her feelings probably contradict themselves, which shows in the letter.  

What would you say are the primary feelings about you in the letter?” 

 

“Well she says that I can’t ever please her. I’m either too close or too far 

away.” 

“All right we can call her first emotion confusion.” 

 

“She’s afraid that we will always be too different to ever be friends.” 

 

“That’s fear.  People are often afraid of the new, be it people, ideas, or 

situations.” 
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“I know.  I was terrified when I first came here.” 

 

“What other emotions were conveyed in the letter? 

 

“She says when I’m trying to be like her I become more strange.  Like, the 

more it’s stuffed down, the more it wants to pop up.  I’m like a jack in the box.” 

 

“Is that true?” 

 

“I suppose it depends on what your definition of strange is.” 

 

“That’s a real breakthrough Vanessa.” 

 

“What do you mean?” 

 

“I mean, you and Gabriella come from very different cultures so of course 

you might seem strange to each other.  You didn’t trust her in the beginning 

because she was strange right.” 

 

“That’s true.” 

 

“|See, people’s first instinct is to fear the different.  It’s an evolutionary 

instinct from the days when everything unknown was a possible threat.  In some 

ways it’s a good thing.  I mean you wouldn’t want to go home with a stranger or 

eat a poisonous mushroom.  Fear keeps us safe and alive.  But in other ways this 

ancient instinct has held us back as species for too long.  For you and Gabriella, 

the instinct has forced a wedge between you that has defined your relationship 

based on your differences, rather than your similarities.” 

 

“Hema, I don’t think we have any similarities.” 

 

“You can’t think of any?” 

 

“I really can’t. Besides, I’m not sure it’s a bad thing to define our 

relationship based on our differences.” 

“What do you mean?” 

 

“I mean, defining myself in contradiction to Gabriella has helped me 

cement an identity.” 
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“Do you really want an identity that’s defined by your sister?  Doesn’t that 

make you powerless?” 

 

“I think it makes me powerful.  I refuse to conform to her wishes anymore.  

That’s what I was doing when I went searching through room.  But now I’m 

stronger.  I won’t be what she wants me to be.” 

 

“I’m really glad you’ve found this strength.  I think Gabriella is too.  From 

the letter it sounds like she just wants you to live your own life.  But I’m still 

concerned that you are tethering your identity in contraindication to your sister’s.” 

 

“Why shouldn’t I?  

 

“Well it’s not a bad thing necessarily. We all rebel, some against our 

parents or other authority figures.  It looks like you are rebelling against your 

sister. It’s an important step in your development.  But you ever consider what 

would happen if she changes dramatically.” 

 

“She won’t, that’s not in her nature.” 

 

“What if she did?  What if she became a artist and a writer?  What if she 

starting choreographing?  How would you feel?” 

 

“It doesn’t matter, we both dance.” 

 

“Ah Hah! I knew you had something in common with your sister.” 

 

“I suppose we do.  But we dance very differently.” 

 

“See, there it is again. It seems you constantly feel compelled to 

characterize yourself in opposition to Gabriella.” 

 

“It’s really true.  I guess I never realized it until now.” 

 

“So how would you feel?” 

 

“You mean, if Gabriella changed to be like me? 

 

“Yes.” 
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“I suppose I would feel insecure, more than I already do.  I’d probably feel 

threatened and unsure of myself.  I would begin to question who I am.” 

 

“So essentially, Gabriella’s change would send you into an identity crisis.” 

 

“I think so.” 

 

“And you don’t see this as a problem?” 

 

“Well, I do now.” 

 

“Good.” 

 

“Wait, Hema, do you think I’m a bad person?” 

 

 “Why would I think that?” 

 

“I ransacked my sister’s room, invaded her privacy, and stole from her.  

Why wouldn’t you think that?” 

 

“Oh Vanessa, just because you did a bad thing doesn’t make you a bad 

person.  Everybody makes mistakes.” 

 

Vanessa gave a half smile and smirked 

 

“My aunt said that, but the thing is I’m just not sure I believe it.” 

 

“Guess we’ll have to work on that next week.” 

 

“Wait.  What am I going to do about Gabriella?” 

 

“We’ll develop a plan next week, but until then just leave her alone. You 

pursue your own interests.  Let her come to you,” 

 

“I guess I can do that.” 

 

Vanessa returned to her home and to her life.  She did as Hema suggested 

and left Gabriella.  Gabriella breathed a sigh of relief.  Her anger had abated 

mostly and had been replaced by this choking feeling whenever her sister hovered 

furtively around her. Vanessa felt ribbons of time free up because she no longer 
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actively persisted in her search to please Gabriella. She used that time to paint, or 

write, or dance and felt she was living her life more vividly now because it was 

entirely her own.  She was climbing slowly out of the hole she had created, and 

just like Persephone the world became more vibrant and fecund because of the 

time she spent in the darkness. Yet the darkness gnawed at her; and while she 

could ignore it most of the time, it suffused her in her most desperate moments.  I 

breathed acceptance and courage in to the winds, hoping it would infuse the 

strength she needed.   

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three    

Negotiation 
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The phone call came late; two or three in the morning, David was too absorbed in his 

studies to notice the time.  Rebecca had succumbed to melatonin’s spell an hour before. He spent 

this time alone preparing for lectures or writing articles for obscure scholarly journals. For a 

couple of hours every night when the witching hour fell over their apartment and the chaos and 

panic and spirited conversation of dinner and homework time died away David would retire to 

his study, a small nook in the living room and focus on the joy of his profession. 

 David was the keystone of his family, the essential component upon which their 

structure revolved around.  When he came home from teaching at NYU Rebecca would still be 

working with her straggler patients then. During the evening David would do nothing of his own.  

He helped with homework and cleaned up the house and settled fracases between Gabriella and 

Vanessa.  Rebecca usually cooked dinner in the mid afternoon, her lull.  She enjoyed procuring 

the freshest ingredients and pungent spices from her local farmer’s market.  Rebecca loved 

cooking the moderately spicy curries that Vanessa craved and the rest of the family learned to 

love.  Traditional Jewish food factored into the household’s cuisine too.  The result was a whole 

new fusion cuisine that had items like Cholent-curry and Matza ball-Mulligatawny soup on the 

menu.  After dinner was finished she would help the girls with their homework, struggling 

alongside Vanessa as she deciphered math questions that Rebecca had not encountered since she 

was in middle school.  The liberal arts were much easier for her, her psychological attributes 

assisting Gabriella in understanding literature and history, prompting a very logical mind to more 

imaginative conclusions.  David reciprocated after dinner; giving Rebecca a chance to work on 

her books or to play with Vanessa.   

It was a finely wrought system.  Each parent had mutual obligations and responsibilities.  

There was time with the kids and time for themselves.  Above all, the schedule was designed to 

give ample time to be with each other.  Some nights they fucked.  Sex was usually a work of art 

for both of them; sometimes a masterpiece, and sometimes an exquisite failure.  Mostly their sex 

was wonderfully creative, which kept Rebecca and David’s interest strong.  David was unselfish 

in bed.  Rebecca had not been able to orgasm with the other men she had slept with in her life. 

Most of these men took without giving.  Sometimes they took without asking.  When they, or 

rather he, did that, Rebecca closed up shop.  Her flower unbloomed and tucked in for a long 

hibernation.  David was the first man she found herself able to trust; so she undressed and gave 

her vagina a chance to bloom again.   

She was ecstatically rewarded.  At first the orgasms took some practice.  Her vagina was 

alarmed; she needed some time to adjust to the blazing sunlight after years of languid shadows.  

David responded in kind; he was patient and gentle and prodding.  He cared about both her 

endings and his. He cared about fireworks but didn’t skimp on beginnings or middles.  He was 

artist who was almost as interested in process as in product.  Now the orgasms came easily for 

Rebecca, but they didn’t rush the process.  Rebecca, who played all day with patients and 

Vanessa, insisted on play before business.  David could stand to cut out some of the foreplay.  
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He was a man who valued efficacy in work, life, and sex; but he was happy to indulge her whims 

because she indulged his.   

She knew his fantasies. He disguised them in subtlety and allegory, but she knew them 

well.  Greek goddesses and historical queens occupied his sexual drive.  David let his work bleed 

into the bedroom. They ranged from Helen of Troy to Margaret Thatcher and Golda Maier. 

Indian figures made their way into his lexicon; from the goddess Lakshmi to Indira Gandhi. He 

was a man who loved the past; both real and fictional (though he loved the real more) and she 

delivered it to him in spades.  She loved that he always admired powerful womyn.  Whether the 

characters were good, evil, or ambivalent, they always accomplished grand ambitions.  Their 

closet was filled with costumes; from Cleopatra to Hillary Clinton.  Their traditional Judaism 

was left behind in the space of their bedroom.  Rebecca and David experimented past the scope 

of what was allowed by religion. Rebecca felt twinges of guilt at their experimentations, 

knowing how far she was venturing outside the proscribed waters of the Orthodox Judaism that 

was embedded into the deepest recesses of her mind.  But other forces prevailed, knowing it was 

their time together, their bedroom, their love life and happiness on the line.  They rebelled, 

wading outside charted waters, and finding their rewards on the backs of the sharks that awaited 

them.  These sharks bit them, but the blood that protruded induced excitement and passion.  The 

shame that Rebecca felt could not deter her from exploring this Eros which had laid dormant for 

most of her life. After all, if they occasionally ventured outside the limits of strict Kashrut, then 

this seemed a logical next step. They didn’t need to be perfect Jews, just as they didn’t need to be 

a perfect family.  Nobody had to know about their bedroom adventures 

The Goldstein family was relatively happy.  David and Rebecca were sexually content.  

Their children were independent; flourishing in school and out. The schedule wasn’t without its 

hiccups but it worked. 

School 

Dance lessons 

Art class- or studio time for Vanessa. 

Swim team, soccer, basketball or dance team practice for Gabriella, 

Home- snack, homework, dinner, homework again or free call your friends on the phone-write in 

your journal; hang out with your boyfriend or friends or Vanessa-Rebecca play time, 

Curfew-nine for Vanessa- eleven for Gabriella. 

Work time for Rebecca. 

Sex- or Rebecca-Gabriella bonding time, 

Bed time for Rebecca 
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Work time for David. 

The schedule was a living organism; breathing and changing constantly.  It was a spontaneous 

plan; a working contradiction. The alone hours were sacred for David.  He relished them, prized 

them enough that he worked hard to keep the mundane necessities from eating too much into his 

study hours.  David called his ex wife and the mother of his son, Jesse Lehar every few days to 

talk about Max, or to him.  Jesse sometimes asked him about his life and family and David 

always replied good, knowing full well that her question was merely a formality.  David, on the 

other hand cared about Max and his mischief, but he, like Jesse, thought it was typical rich 

California college boy stuff; sneaking out at night to skateboard or go clubbing, skipping school 

to surf at the nearest beach to Palo Alto, smoking weed with his idiot friends.  He was sure Jesse 

and Rick could handle the minor problems that Max’s misbehavior caused.  

Jesse accused David of being detached from his son.  His girls were with him in New 

York and consumed all the energy he had reserved for family life.  Max was all the way in 

California, the separation allowed him the luxury of focusing on his daughters.  And it wasn’t 

like Max missed him.  He had a mother, a stepfather, a sister, friends, school, and a life in Paulo 

Alto.  There was no room for David in this life.  Max mentally relieved David of any fatherly 

obligations years ago.  Yet he still experienced that jump in his stomach when he noticed the 

days passing by on his calendar that demarcated a birthday, a holiday, or some other significant 

date that he should remember, but never did.  He would call Max on his birthdays and chat with 

him about school, and sports, and his friends and found himself stricken with a blind panic at the 

fifteen minute mark when he found himself bereft of easy and harmless things to say, A lump 

rose in his stomach and traveled upwards through intestines, liver, up into his lungs to the final 

destination of his throat when he tried to say something that might be meaningful.  But an 

apology couldn’t explain why he had left his mother and him for a chance at happiness, a real 

marriage, a real life across the coast, and he was left with only platitudes and generic questions 

and the ability to barely squeeze out an “I miss you”  at the end of each conversation. 

He wished he could be relieved of this burden, and then immediately feel whipped by the 

guilt of thinking of his son as a burden.  Once or twice a year he would hop on a plane to Paulo 

Alto to visit Max.  He would take him to Baseball games and buy him hotdogs and other 

ephemera and fly home hungering for a deeper connection but feel clueless about how to acquire 

it.  He continued this pattern until Max entered college and informed his father that these trips 

were no longer necessary or desired.  By that point David had nothing to offer his son, and gladly 

gave up the one thing that tethered the two men together.   

 So when Jesse called that night David was annoyed at the interruption, but not terribly 

alarmed.  Jesse’s voice was spiked with panic, but she masked it through her usual persona of 

reason.  The motherly emotion was fighting an epic battle with the philosopher’s logic and both 

poles were expressed in her demeanor.  

“You have to take him.” 
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“What” David replied” Why?” 

“He’s in trouble, real trouble” 

“What kind of trouble? Should we hire a lawyer? Should I fly out there?” 

“It’s not legal trouble, thankfully, she had just turned eighteen” 

“Who?” 

“Melissa” 

“His girlfriend?” 

“Not even a friend, a girl he barely knows, apparently she is his twelfth. 

“I’m sorry, his what?” 

“Pregnant, David, please try to keep up, he got a girl pregnant.” 

 Comprehension dawned on David.  Max, since his seventeenth birthday had boasted new 

sexual conquests. He started out being careful but became less so with every new notch on his 

belt.  Now a girl Max barely knew was impregnated by his son’s seed.  However, the most 

pressing issue had not been addressed. 

“Was it consensual?” 

 “You think my son is a fucking rapist? Jesse lambasted. 

“So it was consensual?” 

“Of course it was, you fucking idiot” 

“Jesse, I’m asking you to really think about this logically; are you completely positive 

that this sex was consensual? 

Jesse’s tone was calmer now 

“I am.” 

“Good, because that is a shitload worse than a consensual pregnancy.  Now, we should 

definitely offer the girl financial assis---“ 

“She disposed of the fetus, a couple of weeks ago.” 

“Then why the hell are you so panicked?” 
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“You don’t understand the community here.  It’s essentially a small town with a lot of 

conservative, judgmental, nosy ass people with nothing to do then to comment on the scandals of 

their neighbors.  He’ll never be free from their watchful shun here.” 

“He’s a third way through his junior year; can’t he wait till he graduates college to skip 

town?” 

“He dropped out David!” 

“Since when?  His grades are decent even if they have dropped slightly.” 

“Since he decided that he only wants to be a stockbroker, and besides doesn’t everybody 

know that college is a waste of time, college doesn’t guarantee a livelihood; you know his 

shtick.” 

“Right, like any stock broking bank in the country, or even the world, is going to hire him 

without a college degree” 

“Max needs a new atmosphere, and some discipline.  He needs to get away from this 

dead end town and his idiot stoner friends and gossips, and find himself somewhere else.  Damn 

it David, he needs his father.  For once in your goddamn life, be there for your son.” 

“Rick is his father, for all intents and purposes.” 

“Rick is his stepfather, come on David, step up! Stop neglecting him and pay some damn 

attention!” 

“Whose fault is it that I’ve neglected him?  Who kept me away? Who moved to the other 

side of the country just to punish me, to keep me away from my son? 

“You know that’s not why I did it.  Rick’s career and my teaching led us to Paulo Alto.  It 

was circumstance, not revenge.  I teach philosophy at Stanford now because we live in 

California.” 

“I know, I’m sorry, but I feel like this calamity could have been avoided, if I had just 

been given the chance.  I tried you know, in our marriage, I really tried.”   

“But we both remarried so quickly; and besides, who was it that ran off with a New Delhi 

prostitute?” 

“I thought you were a feminist.  You know, she runs an orphanage in Kerala.  Besides, 

that was mostly before we got married.” 

“You went back after we got married.  I begged you not to but you still returned to her, 

you chose her over me. I knew there was somebody drawing you back there.  The last time you 

went to India I knew we were finished; kaput.” 
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“Does it really matter Jesse? You’ve done some pretty crummy things too.  You cheated 

on me with Rick.  .  I’ve forgiven you completely.  We both remarried happily.  I have two 

wonderful daughters now whom I love beyond words.  I don’t deny my lapses in judgment and 

ethics.  I know cheating was wrong, but we are over.  We’re not even going to be friends because 

Rebecca would hate it. So let’s just focus on Max, okay.” 

“So are you going to take him?” 

“I don’t know yet.  I have to discuss it with Rebecca.  Besides, Jesse, I have two 

daughters, one with a lot of physical and emotional problems. I have to take care of my girls.  

There is a very delicate balance in our family, a balance we worked really hard to achieve, and 

one that can be easily upset with any change.  I hate to admit it because I love Max and I wish I 

could be more present in his life, but my daughters come first.” 

On the phone Jesse was resigned.  Max wasn’t going to get his new shiny and promising 

beginning.  She fought back tears as she answered in an unmistakably bitter tone; 

“They always have.” 

“And what exactly does that mean.” 

“It means you have never been a father to your son.” 

“How do you know he’s even my son?  He looks a lot like you, and a little like Rick, and 

not at all like me.” 

“What the hell is this? Is this some weasely manipulative trick to evade your 

responsibility towards him? Or are you really that paranoid?” 

“No Jesse, I’m being completely serious.  You were cheating on me with Rick when I 

went to India, right? 

“Yeah, at the same exact time you had your affair with that ashram womon, what the hell 

is your point?” 

“My point is you continued the affair after I came back, after I might add, my affair 

ended and after we were engaged.” 

“Yeah, I’m the villain here David, You run off for two fucking years and leave me alone, 

what was I supposed to do, pine for you?“ 

“UGH Jesse, that is not the fucking point.” 

“Then what is the fucking point?” 

“The point is that you were sleeping with both of us at the same time right?” 
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“Are you still hung up on this, after all this time?  Really David I would have expected 

better, now that you have a new wife and all.” 

“This isn’t about the infidelity, it’s about the fact that you were sleeping with me and 

Rick at the same time when you became pregnant, so either one of us could be the father.  I think 

a paternity test is in order before I even agree to talk to Rebecca about him staying here.” 

“A few years ago Rick and I hit a rough spot in our marriage.  I wanted to see what 

responsibilities he had towards Max, so I got one done.” 

“And?” 

“And he tested negative for any DNA match with Rick, so he is definitely yours, unless 

you want to accuse me of any other infidelities.” 

“You have the report?” 

“Yes, it’s in my safe in my office, I didn’t want Rick finding it.” 

“Mail it to me, and I’ll think about it.” 

“Thank you David.” 

“I said I would think about it, and discuss it with Rebecca, I didn’t agree to this 

arrangement yet.” 

“I know, but thank you anyways.” 

 

The report arrived in a fortnight.  David opened it in his office in a great hurry and then 

proceeded to carefully read every detail in its contents.  The print was tiny so David took out his 

magnifying glass and proceeded to ponder each line from the big negative stamped at the top to 

the analysis of testing methods to the line at the end of the page which asserted that the 

likelihood of them being related was 0.894 percent.  Less than one percent was more than 

enough for him to know that Max was his progeny.  David exhaled heavily and wiped the sweat 

off his forehead with his sleeve.  He wasn’t sure why he was relieved, or even if he was relieved 

at all.  In a way he had almost dreaded the results he knew were coming.  If Max were Rick’s son 

then he could cut all ties to Jesse and his past.  David imagined that this would feel very 

liberating, an opportunity to focus wholly on his current family.  David smiled, and started to 

laugh, yes it was a mixed bag, but he was glad to know he hadn’t wasted his time with this first 

marriage.  

So Max was his son.  That meant he would have to talk to Rebecca about Jesse’s request.  

It was a conversation he dreaded having.  When he talked about Max, and especially Jesse she 
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developed a twitch over her left eye.  She hated the fact he had a previous marriage and a son, 

preferring to pretend those things did not exist. Yet he had made a promise he could not renege 

upon. 

He decided to time the conversation after sex.  Rebecca was at her most relaxed then.  He 

would cuddle with her afterwards, an activity he hated.   

“You’re not going to work now?” 

“I thought I’d stay here and cuddle with you.” 

“Wow! How delightfully unexpected.” 

“Well I’m full of surprises.” 

“You sure are.  That little tongue trick you did tonight was amazing.  Where did you 

learn to do that?” 

“That’s my secret.” 

“You can tell me.” 

“I can’t.” 

“What, was it from porn? Wait.  You never watch porn with me.  You always say its 

crude and beneath you. And you never cuddle unless you want something from me. ” 

“But I do cunnilingus quite often.” 

“Alright, out with it.  What do you want?” 

“I’m going to ask you something you’re not going to like, but I’m asking you hear me out 

before you dismiss it.” 

“Wait this is about Jesse, or Max.  Well if it is you’d better get me some tea first.” 

“Of course dear, I will be right back.” 

After the tea was poured David regaled the story of the late night phone call he had 

received a couple of weeks ago, and the results of the paternity test Jesse had sent him. He 

reminded Rebecca of his responsibilities and his neglect of his son. He expressed his concern 

that Max was going down a path he might not recover from.  He emphasized how important it 

was to steer him in the right direction. 

“So why can’t his parents do that?” 

“Jesse believes he needs a new start in a new place, away from his friends.” 
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“And what about our family here, don’t they matter to you?” 

“Of course. They are my primary concern.” 

“Then why aren’t you worried about his influence?  Vanessa and Gabriella have worked 

hard to attain a very fragile balance.  Haven’t you considered how he might affect that balance?” 

“I think he will be really good for the girls.” 

“How so?” 

“He can befriend them, so they won’t be so lonely around the house.  He can disrupt the 

tension between them; provide a wedge so that their attention isn’t always on each other.” 

“That would be great, if he could do that.” 

“What else would he do?” 

“Well he might engage in the same risky behavior that he is engaging now, making our 

family all about him.” 

“Oh I see.” 

“What do you see?” 

“This isn’t really about Max.  This is about you resenting the fact that I have a son 

outside our marriage.” 

“No this really about Max. You just don’t want to consider the hard questions. 

“What hard questions would those be?” 

“Did you ever think about his potential negative influence on Gabriella? They are pretty 

close in age.  What she starts doing drugs and having sex like him?” 

“Gabriella is on sports teams and student council and still manages to have a 4.0 GPA.  I 

think she’ll have a good influence on him.” 

“And what if she doesn’t?” 

“Then we’ll deal with it then. If she changes we’ll notice it.’ 

‘Yeah, this tea isn’t doing it for me.  I’m going to need something stronger.” 

“Shall I fetch you some red wine, beer, or a gin and tonic.” 

“I’ll take a gin and tonic.” 
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“I’ll go get it.” 

David returned with the drink. 

“So what do you think?” 

“I don’t know David.  It’s a really big decision.  I’ll have to think about it.” 

“Well what can I do to help you make it?” 

“I need some time, okay.  I need not to be pressured while I’m thinking, which means I 

don’t want Jesse calling us for at least two weeks.” 

“I’m not sure she’ll agree to that.” 

“Well, she’ll have to if she wants us to take her son in.” 

“Okay, I will tell her those conditions.” 

“Do you really believe he’ll help bridge the divide between Vanessa and Gabriella?” 

“Yeah, I really do.” 

“Do you know if he wants to come here?” 

“I have no idea.  Does it matter?” 

“Of course it matters.  It’s the difference between success and failure in this potential 

endeavor.” 

“Maybe we should talk to him about this.” 

“That’s an excellent idea.” 

“I’ll arrange a phone call.” 

“Good, and make sure Jesse understands the boundaries we’ve set.” 

“I will.” 

“What if we invite him to live with us and it’s a terrible mistake?” 

“It won’t be.” 

“How can you possibly know that?” 

“He is my son, I trust him.” 
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“But you hardly know him, how can you know who he has become? You missed his 

childhood.” 

“Don’t remind me.” 

“Do you regret it?  Do you wish you had stayed with her instead of finding me?  Do you 

regret the family we created together?” 

“No of course not, why would you ask me such a silly thing?” 

“Because you seem really insistent on this issue.” 

“I don’t regret finding you and creating our family.  But I feel sad that I missed seeing 

him grow up.  I feel like this is my last chance to make it up to him.” 

“Your guilt isn’t a good enough reason to bring him here.” 

“Why the hell not?” 

“Because that boy needs some discipline and if you’re doing this out of guilt you won’t 

be able to be the parent he needs.  You’ll want to make your absence up to him.  You’ll want to 

coddle him, and that’s the opposite of what he needs right now.” 

“You’re right.” 

“I always am.” 

“Yeah, you always are, except when you’re not.”  

“Do you really think we can raise three kids, two of them having a lot of problems?  Isn’t 

raising two hard enough?  And it’s not like we have a normal family.  I think it might be too 

hard.” 

“It won’t be easy, but we can handle it.” 

“You’re going to have to spend more time at home.” 

“I can rearrange my schedule.” 

“Good, because if we agree to do this it will rearrange our whole lives.” 

“I know.” 

“I’m glad you understand what a burden this will be. 

“I don’t look it that way.” 

“How do you look at it? 
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“I see it as an opportunity to be a father to my son.” 

“Ah-there’s that guilt again.” 

“So I feel guilty.  I have every reason to be.” 

“You can feel it, but you can’t let it control you because that will provide Max with the 

opportunity to get away with a lot of shit.” 

“I know.” 

“So you promise you’ll be firm?” 

“I promise.” 

“There’s one more thing I need you to promise.” 

“What is it?” 

“I need you to swear that if he disrupts our family or causes our dynamic to get worse, or 

hurts our girls in any way you will be strong and kick him out.” 

“I don’t know Rebecca; I have a responsibility towards him.” 

“You’re primary responsibility is to our family, to your daughters, and to me.  You have 

to make this vow or I will never allow him to come here.” 

“Will you let him come here if I do make that promise?” 

“Not necessarily, but it’s a good start.  You seem like you’ve already made up your mind 

so ultimately the decision is up to me.  And right now your reluctance to make this very simple 

promise concerns me greatly.” 

“Okay I promise to kick him out if he does not improve this family” 

“Good, but not quite good enough.” 

“What will convince you that Max will improve our lives?  He’s not a bad kid, he’s just 

undisciplined and on the wrong path.  We can help him to get back on the right one.” 

“I’m not convinced we should help him at all.  He isn’t my son.  He isn’t my 

responsibility, and I don’t think we’ve ever said more than a few words to each other. Why 

should I care about him?” 

“Are you sure this is about him.  He’s never evoked such intense emotion in you.  Are 

you sure this isn’t about you?” 
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“Jesus Fucking Christ, Are we still dragging out this issue again?  How many times do I 

have to tell you that I don’t have a problem with your son?  I don’t know your son.” 

“That’s the fucking problem Rebecca.  You malign him because I had him with Jesse and 

you don’t know him.  You resent my past.” 

“You’re not the only one with the past you know.” 

“Oh I do know.  You have a dark and twisted past, full of intrigue and scandal, but you 

don’t have another child as far as I know.” 

“I guess it’s true.  I don’t like to think about it because it turns me into a person I despise. 

But I do resent your ex-wife, and by extension your son. 

“I knew it.” 

“You say that so thoughtfully.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“It’s okay. Go ahead and do your victory dance.” 

“Or you could tell me why you resent Jesse and Max. 

“I think you know why.” 

“I want to hear what you have to say anyways.  Maybe you’ll surprise me. 

“I guess a part of me will always resent the fact that you had a family before me.  I guess 

I will always be a little afraid that you’ll want to go back to her.” 

“Oh honey you know that’s not true.” 

“Don’t say that just to placate me.  Prove it to me.” 

“How the hell am I supposed to do that?  If you are so insecure in the strength of our 

marriage than that’s something you have to resolve yourself.” 

“As if you have nothing to do with it.” 

“I don’t have anything to do with it.  This is your issue.” 

“Then why do you only talk to Jesse after I’m asleep? 

“It’s the best time for both of us.  And I don’t want to waste our family time, or our sex 

time talking to Jesse about Max.” 

“Really?” 
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“Really.” 

“So you have nothing to hide?” 

“Are you really that paranoid?” 

“Instead of attacking me you could reassure me.  You’ve been with a lot of people, 

including an Indian orphanage matron and a philosophy Professor at Stanford.  You were my 

first,” 

“You’ve had boyfriends before me.” 

“Yeah two, but you were the first to make me climax.” 

“Well I imagine it would be hard after your—“ 

“Ah I don’t want to talk about that.” 

“No, of course not.  I’m sorry.” 

“I’m sorry I lost my head for a moment there.” 

“You know you have nothing to worry about right?” 

“I don’t?” 

“You really don’t.  I love our life here.  I wouldn’t trade it for the world.  Believe me, 

marriage with Jesse was no fucking picnic.  You are a much better partner, you always have 

been.” 

“David, have you ever cheated on me?” 

“Why would you ask me such a silly thing?” 

“Don’t you dare fucking patronize me David. It’s not such an unreasonable question.” 

“Then why haven’t you asked before now? 

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s because we’re talking about Jesse and you cheated on her 

twice. 

“Our marriage was very different. I was alone in India.  I honestly thought it wouldn’t 

matter.” 

“Excuses Excuses.” 
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“It’s not just an excuse.  The marriage was a huge mistake and India was this amazing 

place where I thought I could escape my mistakes. I’m not proud of cheating but I honestly 

thought it would never matter, because Jesse would never find out.” 

“I understand. I just think of Laleh and it makes me want to get plastic surgery or 

something, and then I realize how stupid I’m being and I snap back to reality.” 

“Why?” 

“Because she’s exotic, and beautiful, and brilliant, and I’m a pasty faced Jewish womon.” 

“Laleh and I could never have a real future together.  It was merely a passionate but brief 

affair.  You and I are partners.  We were merely lovers.” 

“I am acting a little crazy right now.  I got you.  They had you, but I won.” 

“Yeah, you won.  Now about Max—“ 

“I still have to think about it, don’t pressure me.” 

“But beautiful, ingenious partner of mine, we need to make a decision.” 

“Flattery will get you nowhere.” 

“Oh we’ll see about that.” 

“Goodnight David.” 

I looked upon this scene with great trepidation and wondered if I could influence it. I 

could appear as a ghost to Rebecca and urge her not to allow Max a refuge in their home.  Yet I 

feared that Rebecca could never open her consciousness enough to allow my entrance.  As an 

adult, her imagination was closed to such unusual occurrences.  She would explain it away with 

dreams or fatigue.  Yet it was futile to appear to Vanessa.  If she claimed to have seen a ghost her 

parents would dismiss her visions as a byproduct of her fecund imagination.  I had no conduit to 

express my concerns about this new addition to the family.  Max would only complicate the 

delicate stew that was always on the verge of burning into a charcoal mess.  My only option was 

to channel my feelings through the weather, through fierce winds and swirls of white. The swirls 

of white soon settled to blankets, and it was during this whiteout that Vanessa’s life was 

permanently altered. 

 

Chapter Four 
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Arrivals 

 Max arrived in the midst of the first real snowfall of winter of 1996.  There had been 

flurries, but nothing serious enough to call a snowstorm.   The streets remained unplowed and 

school had not yet closed; to the despair of all the children who desired to frolic and sled in 

Prospect Park. The snow was still white and fluffy, snowman snow, but it was quickening its 

pace and layering the ground like a white frosted cake.  Vanessa loved playing in Prospect Park 

while the snow was freshly fallen.  She and Olivia gathered in the hilly areas and sledded 

endlessly. The bracing winter air could not deter them from launching their sleds. Vanessa and 

Olivia sculpted real sculptures out of the snow.  These were no ordinary snowmen, but rather 

astonishing in their abstract artistry.  They curved and zoomed, zipped and fell into graceful or 

dissonant shapes.  Occasionally they got into snowball fights with other kids who were enjoying 

their days off from school, but mostly they kept to themselves.  Their sculptures were nestled 

within a grove of trees that became a sacred space for Vanessa and Olivia.  However, Vanessa 

didn’t much like the taste or touch of snow; its cold embrace sent shivers throughout her whole 

body.  Snowballs flying at her were a painful but common occurrence.  She was a target for the 

older high school freshman and sophomores who zoomed in on her slow movements and strange 

sculptures.  Vanessa liked summers better, summers reminded her of India.  Summers reminded 

her of Rakha, of Laleh Gupta, of those flashes of me and her father as we carried her around 

New Delhi before our untimely demise.   

 It was ironic that Max brought the snow, or that the snow brought him.  He was a 

quintessential Californian surfer-skateboarder weed smoker type. He appeared chilled out but 

harbored secret financial ambitions that extended way past the scope of his neo-hippiedom.  If 

his choice was to live a free roaming, sexually adventurous, blissed out life, or sell out, he would 

sell out; with no qualms about it. He admired Donald Trump much more then Tim Leary. Really 

Max was the snow, hidden underneath a veneer of California sunshine. 

 Max came and unpacked and understood his new chance.  He was respectful to everyone, 

and in return everybody was respectful to him, including Rebecca.  She initially said no to Max’s 

stay and only recently changed her mind after a few weeks of David’s insistent pleading.   Max 

agreed to the conditions of his stay: apply to transfer colleges -get a part time job-no drugs, no 

sex, and home by twelve.  Max assumed he could figure out a way to violate the last three rules, 

after all he was twenty one years old and these people weren’t his real parents. Rebecca wasn’t 

related to him at all and David was connected to him by the most tenuous of threads  He was 

exiled from his home, his friends, his real parents.  This was a joke, a temporary penalty for a 

stupid mistake. His parents would come to their senses.  They were upset he impregnated that 

girl.  But she had an abortion, so what exactly was the big deal?  They were annoyed that he had 

dropped out of college; but he could show them that he didn’t need college to be successful. He 

would be home in no time, but he needed a plan while he was here.  He needed to become closer 
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and closer to that vision of wonder that lived across the hall from him.  Her golden-brown skin 

aroused in him a heat he had never felt with his casual conquests.  She was the wheat hidden 

amongst the chaff.  

 Vanessa and Gabriella took to Max immediately. He spent the fortnight before their 

school resumed after the winter break endearing himself to his half sisters.  He pushed Vanessa’s 

sled and helped her build her snow sculptures.  Vanessa smiled and laughed and made him feel 

appreciated.  Vanessa and Max high-fived and told inside jokes, and invented clandestine 

handshakes. He inundated himself into Vanessa’s world, becoming immediately the affectionate 

big brother she had never really known.  His plan was taking affect. 

 Rebecca esteemed the effort Max was making, and valued Vanessa’s and Max’s new 

found camaraderie, but regarded their friendship with a certain amount of suspicion.  She 

worried about Max’s influence on her children.   There was something about him that sent blasts 

of cold wind down her spine, yet she attempted to suppress it, knowing that she could not fully 

voice her concerns.  Her unformed intuitions about Max would send David into a fit of laughter, 

or worse a defensive confrontation.  David, like most people, would demand proof to go with 

Rebecca’s reservations, and as of yet Rebecca had none to provide him with.  Yet she shivered 

whenever she looked him directly in his icy blue eyes.  She could not tell what it was about him, 

but she knew he was up to no good. 

David saw a new son; hardworking and humbled by his mistakes.  He eyed Max’s new 

relationship with Vanessa and felt pride in him the way he never could while he was growing up 

in a different family across the country.  Neither father nor son had the opportunity to form any 

kind of relationship; the thread that connected them was precariously stretched along the line of 

biological connection.  There was not much else there but resentment on both sides towards each 

other and towards the womon who kept them away from each other.  David worried that twenty 

years was too long a divide to cross now with a couple year’s time.  He blamed his absence, from 

the time he abandoned Jesse to travel the world and find himself in India, eventually cheating on 

her with Laleh Gupta for the position he now found himself in. Jesse’s subsequent retaliation 

also incensed David, not for the loss of their relationship but for the loss of his ability to be 

influential in his son’s life.  No wonder he was doing stupid things and getting girls pregnant, he 

had not been able to teach him otherwise.  But things were different now.  David and Max were 

getting to know each other slowly.  Max impressed David with his determination to build a new 

life for himself and David reciprocated, spending much of his leisure time with him.  Yet an 

uneasy feeling asserted itself throughout the process of bonding. David and Max were finally 

recognizing exactly how estranged they were.   Yet they began to find small things in common as 

David perused the paper in the morning.  He would give his father stock tips and they would find 

that stock had gone up the next day.  David appreciated Max’s keen instincts, and high 

intelligence, but could not suppress his concern over his lack of discipline.  Schoolwork went 

unfinished while he bought and sold stocks.  His job at the apple store seemed to occupy most of 
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his time.  Max acquired money while he earned C’s in his classes in Brooklyn College.  David 

spent hours tutoring him and never realized he never needed it. 

 Gabriella spent the most time with Max.  They hung out together after school with her 

clique.  He helped her with homework in classes she was already getting A’s in. Gabriella 

acquired a part time job at the Apple store only because Max worked there as a genius.  He loved 

this job, she hated it, but she loved watching him work. His blond locks of hair fell down on his 

perfect tan chiseled face.  His eyes sparkled like the deep blue of the lake in midsummer.  When 

he walked Gabriella obsessed upon the shape of his perfect surfer ass.  My God, he is so hot!  

“HOT? 

I shouldn’t be thinking that.  He is my brother, half brother.  But he doesn’t look like me 

at all.  He doesn’t even look like Abba.  He looks like Jesse, from the picture I noticed once in 

the attic.  But I feel like I want, to fuck him.  Why?  I have a great boyfriend.  Thank goodness 

Frank can’t look around inside my head.  I mean, Frank is cute, but Max is so fucking sexy.  

God, I need to get this under control.  Okay, I have to quit this job. I have to stop hanging around 

him at home, and asking him homework questions to which I already know the answers and--.  

Oh man, look at the way he walks; his ass is so damn hot.  Stop it Gabriella!  He is your half 

brother-but he looks nothing like me-but he is.  Okay, I have to get a handle on this.  I’ll wear a 

rubber band around my wrist and snap myself when I think of Max and think of Max—I mean 

Frank--- instead.” 

From then on Gabriella avoided Max as much as she could.  She requested that Max to 

move from room adjacent to hers to the guest room at the end of the hall.  This caused Rebecca 

and David a good deal of inconvenience as Rebecca had to move her office into the basement 

and David had to move his study into the living room, but they grudgingly obliged when 

Gabriella made the case that Max was distracting her with his raucous punk music.  She could 

not deal with using the same bathroom as Max.  Seeing him fresh out of the shower, with only a 

towel covering him overwhelmed her with the forbidden desire that frightened her.  Max needed 

his own shower; the guest room was perfect. 

 The first time Max slipped into Vanessa’s room he was burning with his own taboo 

longing.  Her innocence and passion aroused a flame in him.  However Max exercised control 

the first few times in Vanessa’s bed.  He only needed to lie next to her; he wouldn’t even touch 

her while she slept.   Max could not imagine she would object to his presence.  He was positive 

her feelings about him equaled his own.   

 Vanessa awoke.  She saw a massive hulk of flesh breathing in her bed; a foreign object 

that terrified her.  She let out a yelp.  Nobody came.  The family was used to her screams.  

Vanessa had night terrors a couple times a week; it was impossible for anybody to do anything 

for them anyways, Vanessa used the tools Hema taught her to calm down and fall back asleep. 

She was sure the body next to hers was a figment of her dreams. 
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After a couple of weeks, just lying next to Vanessa, feeling her breath on his chest became 

insufficient.  He touched her belly, felt her sleeping body rise and fall.  He moved upwards to her 

breasts, newly arisen, like fresh moons sparkling iridescent over a hill. He moved downwards to 

her caverns; already desecrated by the last man who sought their treasures.  He touched Vanessa 

with his fingers only.   Vanessa awoke.  Before she could scream he placed his hand across her 

mouth.  He touched for a few more minutes then left.  This lasted for a couple of months, 

touching, feeling around, muzzling her mouth, and then leaving.   

 Vanessa once broached the subject with her mother.  She said Max was playing “touchy-

feely games” that she didn’t like.    She used the word that the great bloody serpent had used 

almost eight years ago.  Games were played with two people, but one of them wanted to run 

again.  The great desire to flee embraced her again after an absence of many years.   

Rebecca could not fathom the true invidious nature of these games.  She assumed 

Vanessa meant the roughhousing Vanessa and Max engaged in occasionally on the living room 

floor.  Rebecca responded by telling Vanessa to “tell him to stop and he will”.  But the nagging 

doubt that plagued her since Max’s arrival twanged as she listened to her daughter’s cryptic 

hints. As a psychologist she was trained to decode the nuances of verbal cues and facial 

expressions, but she worried that her concerns were borne of an ugly desire to eliminate David’s 

past life and family, to have him all to herself, to be a first wife.  What if she was reading too 

much into Vanessa’s complaint, using it as some kind of excuse to unconsciously subvert her 

husband’s newfound relationship with his son?  Without any further prompting from Vanessa 

about his misdeeds she could only wait for further misdeeds.  “You tell him to stop, you have to 

be assertive.” 

“I did, he didn’t listen.”    

“Then tell him again; you need to learn to stand up for yourself.” 

Vanessa said nothing further that day.  She repeated her complaint a few more times that week; 

“keep trying” Rebecca said.  When he overheard the grievance David replied “Max will back 

down if you stand up for yourself, don’t let him be a bully.”  After that Vanessa said nothing. 

 The first time Max raped Vanessa was when the two of them were alone.  After 

Vanessa’s previous debacle with her parents; protesting her current situation seemed futile.  

Rebecca and David were on their date night; a regular event that took them to Manhattan and to 

the farthest reaches of Brooklyn and Queens.  Gabriella was on a date with Frank. Max was left 

to take care of Vanessa.  He sidled into her bed like usual.  This time touching her was not 

enough to satiate his wild appetites.  He needed to be inside her.  He didn’t put on a rubber; he 

was free of disease and she could not yet become impregnated like his last conquest.  Vanessa 

was transported back to Kerala; to the orphanage; to Naag the great bloody serpent.  The 

geographical distance, the time that had elapsed, and her new family were tiny blips on psychic 

radar that was spinning backwards to a time which Vanessa struggled to escape.  Her external 
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circumstances had shifted outrageously, but she was still the girl who ventured too far and was 

burned.  She was still the girl with no future and this time there was nobody to save her.   It was 

her fault.  She destroyed her fortresses of stone.  She allowed Max into her sacred mind space; 

allowed them all in.   

Gabriella was a thorny friend but Vanessa needed her.  Once again she attached herself to 

Gabriella, hoping for symbiosis.  Vanessa became detached from her sister with the advent of her 

own friend, no longer needing her for companionship.  But her current debacle presented a far 

more pressing reason to reinsert herself into Gabriella’s good graces.  This time, it was not 

friendship she desired but protection.  If Vanessa could convince Gabriella of Max’s treachery 

she would have an unassailable ally.  Yet Gabriella saw only virtue in her new half brother, and 

her unabated rage over the letter debacle deafened her to the complaints of her sister.  In those 

days I was the only one who saw the true nature of Vanessa’s reality.  I watched my daughter be 

broken by her family’s carelessness and I knew I could save her from this nightmare if she were 

still with me.  I would shoot this boy like Laleh shot the last one who sought her treasure.  I am 

her mother I am her only mother, I could protect her the way these impostors could not.  Get me 

some hands and a gun and I am there for her, if I can shake this immortal coil. 

Max expected blood and there had been none.  Somebody had broken into those lovely 

caverns before.  They were already vandalized; he was not Vanessa’s first deflowerer.  Max 

faced an initial wave of disgust.  She was not the fresh faced bundle off innocence he imagined 

her to be.    She was a slut; a whore.  The revulsion faded, and relief took its place.  He did not 

have to worry about being caught.  His plans revolved around Vanessa finding bloodstained 

sheets in the morning and alerting her parents to her first menstruation.  However this way was 

better, way better.   

Max came back at night when the family was sedated under the sandman’s spell.  He 

tiptoed, fell silently into her bed and repeated this pattern whenever he felt the itch.  After three 

weeks of this terror Vanessa talked to Gabriella.  “I don’t like the way he touches me.”  Gabriella 

observed the way Max was drawn to Vanessa, and hated him for his affections.  However it was 

Vanessa who soon became the focus of her contempt.  “Then don’t let him do it” she replied, 

impatience rising, envy rising, ferocity rising in her intestines and fought back down by the 

forces of social impropriety and conscience.  

“I can’t stop him, he does what he wants, and he’s too strong.”    

“Then talk to Ema and Abba” 

“I did, they didn’t understand.” 

“Try again” 
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“They are enamored with Max.  They don’t see him.  You are the only one who can help 

me because you see what he does.” 

“I’m not so sure what I see, and I don’t know why I should help you.” 

 “He raped me.” 

“Yeah right, Max would never do that.” 

“He did it. Come to my room at two in the morning if you want proof.” 

“No you’re a liar. Max is a good person, he’s kind and charming and polite.” 

“During the day he is a great big brother, but at night he turns into something else 

entirely. You can help me, you can convince our parents.” 

“Why should I?  I don’t believe you.” 

“Then you’ve dug my grave.  Who else will help me?” 

“Ask Rosa, or Hema, or better yet you can help yourself.” 

“They don’t live here.” 

“Then I guess you’re on your own.” 

Try again became Gabriella’s mantra over the next few months.  Try again.  Try again to 

do the impossible.  Try again to prevent the inevitable with no assistance, no consciousness of 

the dark reality that occurred when the clock struck two or three in the morning. 

Vanessa started sleeping over at Olivia’s frequently.  Other nights she requested her 

presence as a guardian whose company repelled Max.  When David asked Vanessa why she 

spent so much time at Olivia’s house she replied that she needed to get away from Max. 

 “But Max has been nothing but kind to you.” 

 “He isn’t who you think he is.” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “He’s too close, always touching and feeling, getting in private spaces.  He doesn’t 

understand boundaries, or doesn’t care about them.” 

“Hmm, I think he’s just being playful, but if it bothers you I will talk to him.” 

 David talked to Max about the roughhousing and tickling.  That stopped. However, the 

stuff that Vanessa was really referring to went on.  
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It is during these times that I wish I could be actively involved in my daughter’s life, or 

that I had chosen to move on, but watching this powerlessly is really more then I can bear.  

Damn this ethereal nature. Damn the Muslim-Hindu Skirmish that killed us.  Damn fucking 

Max.  I would move the heavens and earth to rescue my little girl from this hell if I could.  I 

would wring his fucking neck.  I can’t see this much longer.  My girl, my beautiful little 

Vanikha, suffering on a plane I cannot substantially enter.  It’s too much for me.  I want to move 

on, but I can’t, I have to be around to help her in whatever insubstantial way I am able.  I can’t 

do much, being merely a ghost but I have to try to do something. But what am I supposed to do?   

Sometimes I imagine the life I could have given her.  I imagine her father and me with 

Vanikha in our small house in New Delhi.  I imagine her siblings growing up with Vanikha.  I 

imagine a house full of love and books and art and education, but also some poverty and  much 

strife, both from the outside world and from the family within.  I imagine Vanikha shaking off 

the burdens of being a womyn in India, with my help.  My mother would be dead, and my father 

would be old and not much help.  Sanjay and I would be on our own.  But even that would be 

better than this hell. I would not arrange a marriage for her.  I would send her to the best schools 

we could afford.  I would do anything to get her a college education.  Would all this 

hypothesizing actualize?  Would she be better off then she is now?  Who can say?  It is an 

exercise in futility 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5 

Crisis 

It was Gabriella who discovered the early morning activities.  She returned from a date 

with Frank and furtively tiptoed upstairs so as not to alert her parents to the lateness of the hour 

and her broken curfew.  When she passed Vanessa’s room she noticed a bulky mass, a shadowy 
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something that worried her, it was too large to be a blanket; it looked like a person. An alarm 

went off in her head. 

A person?  Olivia was not scheduled for a sleepover that night.  With panic in her 

stomach, Gabriella charged into Vanessa’s room, pulled Max off of her and only then did she 

understand the true nature of those ‘games’ that Vanessa had previously told her about. “Oh my 

God” Gabriella yelled over and over again, shock incentivizing her to restrain Max in a half 

nelson as Vanessa retreated into her closet. “Oh my God, Oh my God, Oh my fucking God! You 

fucker, you fucking raped my sister.”  

Rebecca and David heard the fracas from their room, where they were role playing with 

some pink furry handcuffs Rebecca had picked up from the sex toy shop near her office.  Every 

so often she would make a trip there and purchase something to introduce a new element of 

surprise into their lovemaking.  Rebecca and David were experimenting with mild 

sadomasochism and had so far ventured into the land of gags, light spanking, and handcuffs, but 

nothing more extreme than those accessories.   

David released Rebecca with his keys and stuffed them in his pants pocket. Together, they ran 

across the hall and entered the room.  With swift decisiveness David cuffed Max’s hand to the 

bedpost.  The cuffs looked absurd out of context but were sufficient in restraint.  

Rebecca quickly called 911.  The dispatcher said it would be half an hour to forty-five minutes 

till the NYPD could appear. Nobody talked or asked questions.  Those could be saved until later, 

when the police arrived.  However, silently, but collectively, Rebecca, David, and Gabriella 

pieced together the clues they had received.   

Rebecca guarded Max in Vanessa’s room.  She hit him hard across the face. “You fucking rapist! 

Why would you do this to us? We took you in.  We made you a part of our family.  Rebecca 

shook with an quaking quivering force.  Every muscle and joint in her body vibrated.   Max 

stared at Rebecca with a numb expression on his face.  With a clear and cool voice he responded 

to Rebecca’s query. “Vanessa wanted me. I could feel her desire as clearly as my own.”  The 

room reverberated with his maniacal hilarity. 

Max’s reply proved to be more than Rebecca could handle. She felt her body shaking violently, 

shaking this poison out of her. David entered the room and embraced Rebecca.  “I’ll take it from 

here darling.  He’s my son.  You go wait for the cops to arrive” Rebecca left in tears.  She was 

grateful David was taking over.  She attempted to coax Vanessa out of her closet.  “Come out 

Vanessa, please, I promise he won’t hurt you anymore.”  “No, I won’t come out until he’s gone.  

After a few more attempts Rebecca left to meet the officers.   

When she was gone David took over.  Max could feel David’s warm breath on his chest.  

He anticipated another blow but was astounded when he heard keys jingling and felt himself 
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being released.  David threw a one hundred dollar bill at him and said “go, get out of here and 

don’t come back ever.”   

“Thanks.” 

 “Don’t thank me! What I’m doing is despicable and I hate myself for doing it. Yet  I 

can’t let my son spend the next decade or so in prison.  So get the hell out of here while you still 

have the chance.”   

“I’ll need my stuff.” 

“I’ll go get it. Don’t move.” 

 David went to his room and hurriedly packed some clothes and other paraphernalia into 

Max’s backpack.  He whipped around the room in a hurricane of deceit, stuffing things he 

thought Max would need without thought to organization.  When he returned Max was dressed 

and ready to go. He climbed out of Vanessa’s bedroom window and down the sycamore tree a 

couple feet away.  He escaped with the necessary athleticism that would have proven the 

downfall of a less sprightly person. He escaped into the night.   

The cops came.  They asked questions, took notes, and filed a report.  When they came to 

Vanessa’s room and saw he was missing, Rebecca panicked.  A thousand pounds trampled her 

skeleton.  She started tearing out her hair.  Vanessa exited her closet and hugged her mother 

tightly.  “Max’s a fugitive now, he always will be, and he’ll never be free again.”  Rebecca 

looked at her daughter quizzically.  “You do want him caught do you?’  “Of course I do, but 

even if he never gets caught being a fugitive is still a horrible life.”  “How do you know that?  

How can you possibly know that?” “I knew some fugitives in the orphanage, including Ms. 

Gupta.  They were women escaping forced marriages, or widow burnings, or honor killings.  Ms. 

Gupta gave them shelter and purpose; assigning them jobs as teachers or caretakers at the 

orphanage.  But these womyn were rootless, they could never truly go home again.”   

“Dr Goldstein and Mr. Cohn,” the chief cop interjected, “we are putting out an AVP for 

Max Cohn.  We think if we move fast we can locate and apprehend him.  We’ll call you when or 

if we need more information, but I think we have done all we can for tonight.”  “NO! You have 

to catch him!  He raped my daughter! What are you worthless NYPD pigs doing?”  “Ma’am 

we’ve already sent search cars and helicopters to look for him.  In the mean time you have to 

take her to the hospital to get a rape exam done, immediately!  Rebecca screamed after the cops 

as they left.  “I’m gonna fucking kill him, and if you don’t fucking find him I’ll fucking kill you, 

you fucking bastards, before collapsing into a heap of tears on the front door. 

 The trip to Maimonides hospital was a nearly silent one. The things that needed saying 

were expressed as succinctly as possible.  Occasionally a turn here was uttered by Rebecca but as 

the car made its way down the streets of Brooklyn at four in the morning, the distorted reflection 
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of traffic lights on her parent’s faces left Vanessa with an acute sensation that there was nothing 

that could be said to make this situation better.  No comfort could be offered.  No solace could be 

uttered that wouldn’t sound like trivializing the tragedy that had occurred over the last few 

months.  It was better to embrace the uncomfortable silence. 

The entrance to Maimonides hospital shocked Vanessa out of her reverie with its assault 

on the senses. The combination of human speech screamed screeched, whispered cringingly, 

stated authoritatively, yelled painfully, yet the voices of the victims were not the saddest noises 

there.  It was the singsong voices of those trying to soothe the people who had lost, a loved one, 

a limb, hope for a long and healthy life, which became a sonata of human tragedy.  Add to this 

cacophony the Cagean compositions of machines whirring, beeping, sirens wheeing, phones 

ringing, shuffling, screaming, chinking, and the sterile fluorescent white lights after the devilish 

reflections of dark streets and you will begin to comprehend that absent of a closet to hide in 

Vanessa was forced to construct her own fortress of brick and stone from which no speech could 

escape. She would not answer the questions that were being thrown at her at light speed. Her 

silence rang as clearly as a bell.  The assiduity of Maimonides hospital staff echoed in the 

vacuum where Vanessa’s voice should have been.  She was present in this scuffle but her mind 

was an ocean away, back among the jungles of Kerala.  The scene unfolding before her  

 

At Maimonides Hospital the nurses took forensic evidence. 

And Vanessa was silent. 

They tested her for STDs. 

And Vanessa was silent. 

They examined her for stress fractures, sprains, and broken bones. 

And Vanessa was silent. 

The hovering questions were slowly resolved.  Did she contract any STDs?  No, 

serendipitously.  Was she pregnant?  She had not yet reached the pubescent milestone for that to 

be possible.  One by one the hovering questions were shot down by the expert marksmanship of 

the doctors and nurses who treated Vanessa.   

Did she have a case? 

Yes, if Max was found. 

Would Max ever be found?  That hovering question remained aerial, darting the arrows 

that sought it.  This query was tethered to everybody who craved its elucidation.  Ghosts hovered 

around for weeks in that house.  There were ghosts of memories and missed connections, ghosts 
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of regret and exculpation.  The ghost of Max was a constant presence.  He cackled “you can’t 

find me, you can’t find me” constantly in that brownstone.  Ghosts of thwarted possibilities arose 

in the midst of twilight and did not sleep.  Ghosts of despair enveloped the family in a 

straightjacket not even Houdini could escape.   

Rebecca and David worked hard to keep to the schedule, to maintain a semblance of normality 

for the family, but normality had disappeared into the inky black atmosphere that night when 

earth and sky were torn asunder.  Normality had hitched a ride in Max’s backpack, leaving 

Vanessa, Gabriella, Rebecca and David in tangible fog waiting for some source of light to find 

their way back to each other. 

Vanessa’s grades dropped. She stopped going to dance class, the joy of movement evaporated 

into the wind, and the company of others made her feel more lonely then she ever had.  Vanessa 

spent her time in her studio painting colorful nightmares. These paintings were strange and, 

otherworldly, originating from surrealist cacophony playing on her heartstrings.  They were dark 

on the outside but blazed with color on the inside.  The paintings were fundamentally changed in 

character from those she made earlier.  Those were an expression of her transitions, from one 

culture to another, one family to another.  These new paintings were awakenings of monsters that 

lived in the shadows but glowed with the effulgence of Vanessa’s mind.  There was little light in 

her paintings and no space to take a breath, but the colors shined as bright as a morning sun. She 

painted with the fiery orange of sunrise, the violet of freesia, and the golden yellow of 

sunflowers.  She painted with magenta and turquoise and blazing orange.  She painted with black 

and brown and the darkest blues.  Her paintings were eclipses, days within nights.  Crepuscular 

shadows and effulgent color fought each other for dominance in those paintings. 

Eventually Vanessa started to dance again. However that art form took on a different 

character as well.  What was once an expression of joy acquired a mournful taint.  Her body 

moved violently in dance, thrashing about, and then regaining balance.  Vanessa jumped, leaped 

and twirled passionately.  She landed sometimes with a thunk and sometimes softly.  Vanessa’s 

dance, art, and writing were expressions of the brutality that tore her asunder; limb from limb, 

muscle from muscle, sinew from sinew. It was not merely the brutal act that created the marshes 

of creativity into which she sank, but the internal hurricane that left endless devastation wherever 

it tread. Her art embodied the violence that threatened to slash her family in twain. Vanessa 

carried a secret in her that she did not reveal.  This secret’s destructive force was immense, it 

could not be contained so she locked it in her box of secrets and dug it a grave so deep it could 

not be unearthed.  Her ignominy did not allow her to reveal what she heard her father do. She 

would not even tell Hema.  Her internal monologue repeated a message of censure and burden of 

stitching her family back together. Vanessa kept her silence, enjoying as a reward the tenderness 

her parents showed to her and Gabriella, as well as to each other as they endeavored to repair the 

damage that had been done.   
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 Keeping her silence was a small price to pay for her father to stick around.  Though 

Vanessa occasionally felt slashed from the burning sword of fury she felt that after the blow of 

Max’s treason her family could not endure another hit.  As it stood they were hanging on the 

verge of a black hole, a crevasse that would suck them in with great appetite and expel only 

bones.  The inner tissues holding them together were eroding fast. 

` An ill timed late night phone call merely accelerated the inevitable results that Vanessa 

attempted to quench.   One sleepless night Rebecca lay on the living room sofa with a book and a 

glass of merlot, her drink of choice when the phone rang.  Rebecca seized the phone and 

intercepted the call, hoping to project her wrath through the phone lines.   

“Hello. This is Rebecca” 

“Hi Rebecca, its Jesse, I need to talk to David” 

Rebecca fought through the sudden compression that forced her airways to close over her 

words 

Never call here again!’ 

“Why?” 

“Your fucking son raped my daughter.” 

“He did what?” 

“He raped my poor Vanessa, multiple times.” 

“How do you know?” 

“Gabriella caught him in the act.  He was on top of her.”  

“Then how did Gabriella stop him.  This story makes no sense.  I don’t believe you.” 

“She managed to restrain him until David could cuff him.” 

“Cuff him with what?  You keep handcuffs around the house.” 

“That’s not the fucking point Jesse.” 

“This is ludicrous, do you really hate my son that much to make these absurd accusations 

against him?” 

  “There is numerous forensic evidence that doctors collected at the hospital.  

Furthermore, my daughter gave us many clues weeks ago, that I, being the idiot I am didn’t pick 

up on. As if that weren’t enough for us to handle, your son got away. 
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“Okay, I’ll play along. How could he get away if he was handcuffed?”   

“I have no idea, none whatsoever. All I know is that David sent me down to deal with the 

cops because I was falling apart.  I don’t usually get hysterical like that but your son and his 

laughing.” 

“You seem pretty hysterical right now.” 

“Your son raped my daughter and then he wouldn’t stop laughing.” 

“He laughed?” 

“He laughed maniacally when I asked him why he did it. 

“I find that hard to believe, I find this whole thing hard to believe.  I can’t believe why 

your daughter would m.ake up such vicious lies.” 

“My daughter caught him in the act you fucking bitch!” 

“Then how is it possible that he is free?” 

“I don’t know, I went downstairs to deal with the cops, and David was alone with him 

and— 

“and what?” 

  “And he had the keys in his pocket.” 

What keys?” 

“David had the handcuff keys; I was cuffed playfully when we heard the commotion.  He 

let me go and cuffed Max while we waited for the cops, and he had the keys.  David let him go.” 

“Where is he?” 

“How the fuck should I know, but cops all over the country are looking for him.  My 

guess is he is on his way to Mexico.  He has a lot of money, and he is really smart, he could get 

away.”  

“And I’m sure you know I will assist him any way I can. 

“How could you, after what he did?” 

“You have your kids to protect and I have mine. 

“You’ll lose everything; you’ll end up in prison too, for aiding a fugitive.” 

“It doesn’t matter; I will do what I can.” 
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“Even though he’s guilty, he raped a 14 year old girl multiple times.” 

“Even if he’s guilty, but I know he couldn’t have done this.  I raised him to respect 

womyn.” 

“Your son’s a fucking sociopath; it doesn’t matter how you raised him.  And I thought 

you were a feminist.” 

I am, but I am a mother first. 

“Then we know where we stand.  Mark my words, I am going to take that bastard down, 

and if you help him then I will take you down too.” 

“Goodbye Rebecca, I won’t be calling again.” 

“Yeah you better not.” 

Rebecca collapsed into a bundle of tears.  She let them flow until sleep overtook her 

consciousness. I recognized an opportunity that I could not let pass.  I had influenced the weather 

before yet that approach seemed misdirected though powerful.  In dreams I had a chance to 

communicate directly but only for a short time. 

I let my hand wade in the river of dreams, searching for the light that indicated a 

relationship.  The dreams passed by, none with quite the crepuscular hue I would expect. The 

river indicated that Rebecca had not yet succumbed to the dejection I was looking for. I found 

her in a nebulous swirl of vermilion that darted this way and that. 

I jumped in, but to what?  All I saw was nothingness, the empty space before the big 

bang, the empty space of Rebecca imploding into her own desperation.  I had come to rant, to 

blame, but I know I could only provide strength.  I could not let Rebecca disappear. 

“Who are you?” 

“You know who I am.” 

“I don’t know anything anymore/” 

“Why would I hurt you?” 

“Because, I failed your daughter.” 

“She is your daughter now.  You don’t answer to me.  You answer to her, and to 

yourself. 

“And what am I supposed to tell her?  I was so charmed I failed to see what kind 

of person he was.” 
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“That’s exactly what you tell her, but later.  There are more important things you 

have to do now.” 

  “I don’t know if I can do anything.” 

Rebecca sniffed and looked away, hoping I would leave her to her shame but I 

glowed only brighter in defiance.” 

“You cannot fall apart Rebecca.  You have two daughters to take care of.  You 

have to decide what to do with David.  You have to get angry.” 

“I am angry.  I’m fucking pissed.” 

“Then use it for Devi’s sake.  Otherwise you are going to fade away.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“I know.” 

“You would have done a better job at this.” 

“Probably, but that’s not relevant now.” 

“Do you think this was my fault?” 

“I don’t know, partially.  Honestly it was everybody’s fault.  You just bear a small 

part of the responsibility.” 

“I’m to blame, and David, and of course Max, well at least Gabriella is innocent.” 

“She’s not innocent at all.” 

“What are you talking about?  She saved Vanessa.” 

“She saved Vanessa after she turned her away after Vanessa asked her for help.  

When Vanessa told her what had occurred she called her a liar.” 

“God, what a mess.” 

“I thought that would help you feel better.” 

“How the hell is that supposed to make me feel better?” 

“Then what would help?” 

“Can you turn time to before Max came here?” 

“I’m afraid I don’t have any control over time.  If I did I would turn it back before 

Sanjay and I died at that riot.” 
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“Of course you would.  I don’t think anything will help in that case.” 

“Time will help. As long as you keep moving forward you’ll get past this 

trauma.” 

 “What about Vanessa?  What will help her.?” 

 “For her it will be much harder.  You know what it’s like Rebecca, you’re a 

psychologist.  Make sure Vanessa keeps going to Hema’s, and Gabriella goes to Alice, 

and you find a good therapist yourself.  Goddess knows you’re going to need one.” 

  “Thanks, Sarasati.” 

 “Good luck Rebecca.” 

 “This is weird you know.” 

 “What?” 

 “I’ve adopted your daughter, and all I know about you is your first name.” 

 “I’m not allowed to tell you anything else.  But I know you’re a good mother, I 

watch you all the time.” 

 “That’s not creepy at all.” 

 “It shouldn’t be, I do it for her, and for me.  Be strong for her Rebecca.” 

 “Goodbye Sarasati.” 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6 

Revelations 

“You know?” 

“Yes, for some time now.” 

“How do you know?” 
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“Your father told me.” 

“When?” 

“It was about two years ago.” 

“When I was twelve?” 

“Yes.” 

Vanessa was silent.  Hema knew all about the first rape.  How did her parents even know 

about that event? Was her mother in on this conspiracy too? Vanessa searched her memories.  

Who was it that told them about this clandestine violation that occurred deep in the jungles of 

Kerala?  Only Ms. Gupta had witnessed part of this event, and she vowed she would not divulge 

this most reprehensible of secrets to anybody.  After she shot Naag the bloody serpent she said 

“Vanikha, you must not tell anybody what I did today.” 

“No, ma’am, of course not.”  

“And I will never tell a soul about what that boy did to you.” 

Vanessa felt uncertain of most things recently, but she would bet her life Ms. Gupta 

would not have told.  If she did she would have to reveal how she saved Vanikha which was a 

necessary action she was deeply ashamed of.  Shooting Naag went against every principle in her 

Hindu beliefs but she could not allow one of her orphans to be killed, and Laleh was sure Naag 

would kill and bury her to cover his tracks.  The death of an orphan deep in the jungle would not 

cause much stir.    

 The chain must have started with Dr. Patel.  He must have ascertained this information 

during the pre-adoption medical exams he routinely performed.  The circle of knowledge became 

evident to Vanessa, Dr. Patel to her parents, her father to Hema, Hema back to her.  Now that 

Vanessa had more recent rapes to deal with vermilion fury burned in her esophagus at this 

passage of knowledge. Yet it was cut by a strange gratitude.  If Hema hadn’t coached her she 

might never had the courage to tell her in the first place. 

“It’s my fault really, I should have told you about this sooner.” 

“No Vanessa, the fault is my own, and your father’s.  He thought he was doing the right 

thing, but really he should never have divulged such personal information.  We both should have 

let you talk about it in your own time.  But Vanessa, the information he provided was the bare 

bones of a narrative you provided with my assistance.  Your parent’s knew almost nothing, only 

what Dr. Patel was able to glean from that exam a few days before you were adopted. They 

didn’t know when it happened or how it occurred, or who did it, or how you were saved.  Your 
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father had good intentions but he only cared about the information, not how you felt about it or 

your right to tell me in your own time.” 

“He left because of me you know.  If I wasn’t raped by his son he never would have let 

him escape. Ema wouldn’t have kicked him out.  I tried so hard to keep my family together.  I 

didn’t tell anybody about what he did so the situation wouldn’t regress any further.  I wanted to 

tell Ema but I couldn’t because I had to keep Abba in my life.  I don’t even understand why I 

wanted him to stay; I mean he betrayed all of us. I guess I was trying to salvage what was left of 

our family. God I hate him!” 

“Anger at your father is healthy Vanessa.  It’s okay to feel angry.” 

“And I hate Max.  I really hate Max.” 

“Good.” 

“And I hate myself too.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I didn’t fight Max hard enough, because I strangled my family with this ordeal.  

I really put us all through the ringer you know.  I’m the reason Gabriella hates me. 

“Why do you think your sister hates you?   

“She hasn’t talked to me since she saved me.  I know she loved Max.  I saw the way she 

looked at him.  She hated it because this desire was illicit and it made her feel ashamed.  But 

Max really doesn’t look like anybody in our family so she couldn’t suppress the feeling.  That’s 

why she requested the room change.  He agreed to it because of the close proximity to mine.  He 

wanted me and all he had to do to get me was to walk through the bathroom.” 

“You think she blames you for what he did?” 

“Yes, it seems insane I know but it really is true” 

“Desire can be insane Vanessa.  Especially sexual desire can lead people to do insane 

things.  Desire isn’t predictable, it can’t always be controlled, but it is people’s responsibility 

whether they act on it or not.  I think Gabriella knows that you were overpowered, but she can’t 

process the trauma yet, so she blames you.  However, you have to know this isn’t your fault, it’s 

his.” 

 “Gabriella believes I should have fought harder to stop him.  As it happens so do I.’ 

‘I think she knows you couldn’t have” 

“Possibly, I think she thinks that because she was able to restrain Max, that I should have 

been able to resist him.”   



78 

 

“I think she feels guilty because she put you in such a vulnerable position.” 

“She saved me, how could she think I blame her?” 

“The same way you blame yourself for what Max and your father did. You are a victim 

of what they did to you, and so is she.” 

“I just wish she could look at me. I never wanted Max; she did.  She hates me for her 

desires. 

“It wasn’t their desires Vanessa, it was their choices.  Max could have said no to the 

room change.  He could have suppressed his cravings. He could have gotten help for his 

problem.  Your father could have chosen to turn him into the police instead of giving him his 

freedom.  I could have chosen to tell you the truth a long time ago, or better yet to stop your 

father when he chose to betray you the first time. We all made poor choices, though some worse 

than others. 

“Then of course there was issue of the letter.” 

“How do you think that conundrum plays into this?” 

“Isn’t it fairly obvious?” 

“It would be if I could read your mind, but since I can’t I guess you’ll have to tell me 

what you mean.” 

Gabriella was still really pissed at me for stealing that letter so she punished me 

constantly before she rescued me.” 

“So what do you take away from that?” 

“Gabriella was really angry at me still so she turned me away when I asked her for help. 

This is my karmic repayment for stealing that letter.  The rapes were my fault.” 

“We’re back to this Vanessa?”’ 

“I don’t know what else to believe.  The only thing that makes sense is that it’s somehow 

because of me.” 

“How do you even know Gabriella turned you away because of the letter?” 

“I don’t really know, it’s just a hypothesis.” 

“Before you were saying you thought it was because of Gabriella’s feelings for Max.” 

“That’s another hypothesis.  I don’t know which one is true.” 
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“Well let’s examine that.” 

“I don’t want to examine that.  I know it’s my fault.  I’m just tired.  I’m tired of all these 

complications.  I’m tired of these feelings.  I’m tired of being myself. 

“I know you are.  Why don’t we end now? We can pick up off next week.” 

“Okay.” 

Vanessa walked in a state of crepuscular fog so deep she could hardly see her path home. 

Yet her feet had walked that rout so often she found herself at her front door with little memory 

of how she had gotten there.  The fog surrounded her during the school week, during the nights 

when nebulous forms tormented her dreams.  The tangible stupor encapsulated her, there was no 

escape.  The fog did not lift when she arrived at Hema’s iridescent office the next week.  

Sunlight sparkled onto the colorful rugs.  The pulchritudinous sight would usually lift Vanessa’s 

spirits but this time she only sank deeper into her desperation. 

Hema entered in a orange, lime green and gold dress and as the light caught on the 

swirling fabric Vanessa felt a zap of delight that quickly evaporated.  But the brief swirling 

shimmer of pleasure provided enough strength to get through the session. 

“I think you’re missing some important elements in your hypotheses.” 

“I can’t think of any.  If Gabriella turned me away because she was still furious about the 

letter than I’m to blame.” 

“What if it wasn’t about the letter at all? 

“Then it had to be about Max, which doesn’t make me any less culpable.” 

“Why?’ 

“I should have fought harder.” 

“It wouldn’t matter.  He would still overpower you.” 

“Well than maybe I shouldn’t have befriended Max when he first came to live with us.  It 

clearly incensed Gabriella.”   

“Aren’t you missing something important?” 

“Clearly you think I am.” 

“How does Gabriella play into this?” 

“I know what you’re going to say.  But I can’t possibly blame her.” 
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“Why not?” 

“You know why not. She saved me.” 

“She should have saved you before, when you asked for help, but her anger blinded her to 

the truth.” 

“So it’s her fault?” 

“Partially.” 

“I just don’t buy that.” 

‘Her refusal to take responsibility for her emotions endangered you greatly.” 

“I was already in danger.” 

“She kept you in danger, while she could have ended it much earlier.” 

“What makes you think that my parents would have believed her when they didn’t 

believe me?” 

“They would have believed you if you presented the case together.” 

“So it is my fault, because I couldn’t persuade my parents or Gabriella.” 

“Everybody in your family shares a part of the blame.  Mostly your father is responsible.” 

“I know.” 

“Good, I’m glad that you’re angry at him at least.” 

“I saw what he did; I was hiding in the closet when he helped Max escape.  I saw it all 

but I didn’t tell anybody then.  I really didn’t want to make the situation worse.” 

“I understand.” 

“It’s not the first time he’s betrayed me.  I bet he has another facachte reason why it’s for 

my own good this time too.” 

“I bet he does.” 

Vanessa and Hema shared a raucous laugh.  The laughter pierced Vanessa’s fog and 

brought a smile to her face for the first time since Max broached her bedroom. The smile faded 

away and in its place was a new awareness of her therapist that her fog previously obscured. 

“You betrayed me too.” 
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“I didn’t mean to.  It sounds ridiculous now but I really thought it was the right thing to 

do.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me earlier?” 

“You were talking, really talking, about your past for the first time.  I felt I could 

understand you better with every word.  A little bit of information made the spider web of your 

life unfold.” 

“I wouldn’t call that information little, Hema, it’s sort of a big deal. You minimizing the 

information don’t minimize the problem.” 

“You’re right; it was a really big deal.  I made a decision not to tell you immediately 

because I wanted to see how far we could go together.  This information was a portal but you 

eventually told me this story on your own.  I’m glad you did because it started you on a path 

towards healing.” 

“I told you that stuff because you coached me.  You manipulated me into telling you 

those things.  For two years you knew and you betrayed me like my brother and my father.  \ 

 “Why did you tell me now?” 

 “I wanted to tell you the truth so we could have an honest relationship.” 

 “No, you just couldn’t live with yourself anymore..”   

 “I really wanted to help you.” 

 “You’re just like them, and all this time I thought you were the one part of my life that 

was authentic.” 

Vanessa was shaken.  Her skin was tinged with violet. Her veins throbbed and her 

muscles twinged.  She scratched her head, covering her skirt in a fine white dust.   She could not 

contain herself in her seat. She got up and paced skittishly about the room. 

“I never thought you could do this Hema.  I couldn’t even imagine it.  I distrust my 

family but I always trusted you. You had to know how damaging this would be.” 

“I always planned to tell you, but you were progressing so fast.  Look Vanessa, I’m not 

sorry that I heard the information.  I hear information about my patients all the time, but I should 

have told you immediately.” 

“Yes you should have.  So what are we going to do now?” 
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“I hope you stay with me, I think that our relationship is reparable, and I would like to 

help you get past this.  .  You have been through so much in your life.  I know you’re strong 

enough to handle this.” 

“I don’t know why I should.”  

“Because whatever you do next you can’t run away from your feelings, no matter how 

much you would like to. How do you feel right now?” 

“You know I really thought you were different then all the others, but your exactly the 

same.  You have no problem selling out your patients for some information.  You’re like my 

father.” 

“I understand how upset you are.  It must feel terrible” 

“Why are you still taking shit from me, say something to defend yourself.  Say something 

to make me understand why you would do this.  I really don’t understand.   

“Nothing I say can fix it.  All I can do is to work hard to rebuild your trust.” 

“That’s assuming I come back here, which I don’t know if I will.”  

“\I hope you do, I think we can get through this obstacle together.  I trust your ability to 

forgive me.  I know I can redeem myself.” 

“How can you possibly redeem yourself, after what you did, what could you possibly do 

to fix this mess?” 

“The only way is for me to be an excellent therapist. I hope you stay, but if you really 

feel that you can never trust me again, I can refer you to another therapist.” 

“I don’t know if I can trust any other therapist.  I have to go now.  I I I can’t stay here, I 

can’t sit, I can’t breathe, I have to go.” 

 “Wait Vanessa; just wait for a few more minutes, before you leave there are two things I 

need to tell you.” 

 “Fine, you have five minutes, and then I’m gone.”  Vanessa said this with the sparkle of 

her tears filling to the brim of her eyelid, but she tried to contain them until she left the premises.  

Making herself vulnerable in front of Hema would be the worst mistake she could make now; 

she must remain stoic.  Under no circumstance could Vanessa cede her upper hand to Hema.  

Therapy, like everything else in her life was a game of chance and exploitation, and she could 

not allow herself to be manipulated any longer.  However Vanessa permitted the urgency in her 

voice to shine through the diaphanous material that she protected herself with. This sheer fabric 

used to be a brick and iron fortress, now it was gossamer and light, still present but easily 
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penetrated.  Vanessa thought that had been a signifier of great progress in therapy and other 

relationships, but in light of the current situation she must take pains to protect her fortress from 

further floods.  The urgency she displayed in her voice and mannerisms could be interpreted as 

anxiety or power.  Vanessa was going to do her damned best to make sure it was power she 

conveyed.   

Hema saw the anxious little girl behind the attempted poise but chose to ignore her and 

speak only to that rapidly faltering composure.  It would be a grievous error to do otherwise.  If 

she was bestowed with forgiveness and a second chance she would toil endlessly to regain trust, 

but for now there were more vital matters to discuss. 

 “First, I am so sorry.  I regret not telling you as soon as I heard myself.” 

 “I will report you for this.  I’ll make you lose your license.  I’ll make you pay for this.”  

“I’m sorry Vanessa, but because you are a minor I am legally in the right here   

Vanessa’s demeanor changed from anxiety to defiance. Her breath slowed and she 

acquired a furrowed brow. 

 “Then fuck it, I’ll sue you.  I have to do something, I’m so sick of taking shit from 

people. I’m done being passive.” 

.”I understand your desire for action, you want justice, and it’s only natural after 

everything that’s happened to you.  But I wonder if you have considered what will happen after 

you take your revenge.” 

“I don’t understand what you mean.”   

“Do you think you will feel better after you take your revenge? 

“You bet I do” 

“For how long?” 

“Maybe forever or maybe just for a while.  I don’t know.  I have to do something.  I can’t 

let myself be a victim again.  I’m so sick of being a victim.” 

“The way we turn victimization into survival is by not giving up, by working through our 

emotions rather than letting them control us. If you do something foolish to get back at me you 

might find you’re even more victimized. If you let me prove myself to you I think we have a 

long way to go in our journey together.  

“What did you want to tell me?” 
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 “Your parents knew what happened to you when you were six.  They knew, and despite 

the advice of everybody in that orphanage they adopted you.  Dr. Patel was particularly 

vehement about you turning out to be somebody with numerous physical and emotional 

problems, and a burden on your family.  Clearly he was very wrong about you being a burden—“ 

 “But he was right about having lots of problems, wasn’t he? 

 “Yes, he was, but that proves my point Vanessa.  Your parents knew very well what they 

were getting into when they adopted you.  Your father’s betrayals were ghastly but there is no 

doubt that he loves you.  .  They wouldn’t have adopted you if they hadn’t seen someone with 

great potential.  He made some terrible choices, but you can’t deny he loves you.” 

 Vanessa thought back to the impressions she acquired watching her soon to be parents 

observe her.  She remembered the womon’s eyes as warm and the man’s eyes as appraising, 

wondering if she was a good purchase.  The man’s eyes melted as soon as they left the 

orphanage, Vanikha-Vanessa in tow.  Nevertheless Vanessa found herself wondering if her new 

father doubted the wisdom of adopting such an old new daughter. His recent choices seem to 

prove his initial appraisal.  She was the girl with no future; why else would he choose his son 

over her? 

 “I’m sure he does, he just loves his son more.   

 “I’m sure it feels that way, but I don’t think that’s true. 

 “What you think doesn’t matter anymore, I’m through with you.” 

 “Vanessa, I didn’t withhold the information out of spite.  I swear I just wanted to help 

you open up.  I honestly thought it was the right thing to do at the time.” 

  “What about now?” 

 “I think it had a lot of good results.  I could help you talk about your feelings about what 

happened to you, both times.  But it obviously had some terrible consequences, so as a whole I 

can only tell you what I told you before; I regret it. I hope you can let me help you get past this.” 

“I’m sorry, but I don’t think I can trust you anymore.” 

  Thank you Vanessa for letting me be your therapist for four years.  It was a privilege to treat 

you.” “Don’t thank me.  Just let me out of here.” 
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Chapter 7  

An Old Friend Lost, a New Friend Found. 
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Vanessa ran out of Hema’s office with all the speed she could muster.  She was not a fast 

runner, just like she was not a fast swimmer, her scoliosis, hip dysplasia and early childhood 

malnutrition saw to that.  She ran onto Grand Army Plaza and Flatbush Avenue.  She ran past the 

Brooklyn museum, where she spent many afternoons after therapy.  She ran into Prospect Park.  

She ran through the park and all the way to the corner of Clinton Avenue and DeKalb Avenue.  

She ran took a right on DeKalb and ran past Pratt, where she took art classes after school and on 

weekends. Vanessa ran for almost a half hour then slowed to a stride and walked for another two 

hours.  She ran for what seemed to her to be a great distance.   Vanessa ran far enough to get 

herself quite lost.  She did not know where she was or how she had gotten there.  Vanessa looked 

around anxiously.  The people surrounding her were highly pigmented like her, and yet she did 

not feel comfortable in their presence.  Caramel and chocolate colored faces encircled her.  She 

was used to the rosy peach skin of her family and neighborhood.  At her Hebrew Academy there 

were no people who looked like her.  A few dark skinned people comforted Vanessa but this 

many brought panic to her throat.  She felt like she had never left her low caste town in Kerala.  

Vanessa knew there was a G train somewhere in this area.  She was, after all, close to Pratt and 

had taken the subway from Clinton Washington or Classon Avenue many times.  She had a 

subway card and forty dollars in her wallet and her cell phone in her backpack. Vanessa felt sure 

she could make her way home, but this location was out of her purview.  She asked an African 

American womon sitting on her doorstep with her little girl of about three or four.  “Sure honey, 

it’s just three blocks to Classon, a right and two lefts.”  

 Vanessa started to walk slowly and methodically.  Classon Avenue was visible just across 

the chaotic intersection, closed off to the public with yellow tape and signs saying it would not 

be in use for two days.  Vanessa walked to Clinton Washington station, shit, more yellow tape.  

She checked her cell phone for missed calls.  Why hadn’t Ema called her? She must think she 

was at the museum.   

 The sky was darkening to an intense violet with streaks of pink and orange.  Vanessa 

panicked.  She called her mother. 

 Nothing.   

 She called Gabriella but of course there was no answer, Gabriella barely talked to her. 

Vanessa called Rosa and quickly hung up.  Shit! Rosa was in San Francisco till next Thursday. 

Vanessa slumped down on the nearest bench. A single recourse was left to her but it was one that 

Vanessa desperately attempted to avoid. Vanessa had not talked to her father since that phone 

call had torn asunder any semblance of security in her life. The rape had these events in motion, 

sending waves of shock through the preternaturally perfect organism her family pretended to be.   

 However Jesse’s late night call completed the obstacle course of occurrences in motion 

that her trauma had initiated.  Vanessa feared this implosion and kept her mouth shut; hoping to 

avoid the inevitable, but that phone call, and her mother’s formidable intuition had led her to the 
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conclusion Vanessa kept under tight surveillance.  Vanessa was witness to many arguments her 

parents engaged in.  They were often a daily event.  Most of these fracases concluded with a kiss 

or one of her parents leading the other into the bedroom with delight twinkling in their eyes. 

 Not this fight though; it was more than an argument, more than strife; it was an 

earthquake.  The rumbling started as low vibrations then reaching a decibel heard by every 

brownstone on their street.  The fight was more than a clash; it was the climactic scene of an 

opera, a tragedy grand in both scale and structure.  Explanations were given by David, assuring 

Rebecca that Max was truly remorseful, that he couldn’t send his son to jail for the next decade 

and then have him be a registered sex offender for the rest of his life.  David insisted that the 

price paid by Max would be greater than the price paid by his daughters.   

 “Are you fucking kidding me David?  How could you say that?”  Rebecca reacted, her 

whole body shaking in wrath. “Vanessa has more trauma to deal with, and so does Gabriella.  I 

have to learn to live with the fact my daughter has been raped seven times, and six of them are 

our fault, because we didn’t recognize the danger your psychopathic son posed to my family.  

How can I ever forgive myself for that?  There is also the fact that because of you my girls will 

never know justice.  But you know what is even more appalling then that?  Because of you 

Vanessa, Gabriella, and I can never trust you again ever.  Don’t expect forgiveness David, you 

will never receive it.” 

 Vanessa had never heard her father weep before; he tended to think tears were beneath 

him.  That night he wept; shaking, and begging for absolution. Rebecca remained cold. 

 I will never forgive you David; get the hell out of my house now.” 

 “But we have to talk about this. 

 “No David, we don’t have to talk, not now. not ever. You are out.  So get the fuck out of 

this house before I call the police for aiding a felon.” 

 “I swear I didn’t do it to hurt anybody, I only wanted to protect my son.” 

 “You did protect your son, at the expense of your daughters, at the expense of our 

marriage? You think that’s a great choice David.  You chose your former family over this one, 

and the consequences begin now!  Get out of My House David.  I never want to see you again.” 

 “But I have nowhere to go.” 

“Like that is any concern of mine.  Why don’t you hop on a plane to California to be with 

your other family; it’s obvious you care much more about them then this one.” 

“Seriously Rebecca, I have nowhere to go.” 

“I don’t fucking care.  Go to a hotel, just go now.” 
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 “What about us? What about my role in this family?  I won’t disappear without a fight.  

“Us, there is no Us, I told you I never want to see you again, and I would guess the girls feel the 

same way, but that is up to them. Don’t contact us David or I swear I will have a restraining 

order slapped on you so fast you’ll be seeing a whole galaxy of stars.  Now get the hell out of my 

house. 

 

Vanessa lay awake the whole time, feeling the vibrations of this most feared incident.  

Her father was leaving despite her best efforts to keep his perfidy under wraps.  She had never 

heard her mother sound so livid, or her father sound so defeated.   

However Vanessa was becoming more desperate with the sun’s rapid descent below the horizon. 

This lover’s embrace illuminated the nearly night sky in the last of Dionysus’s effulgent oranges 

and pinks. Vanessa surveyed the area; her frenzied attempts to find a working subway station 

that could take her home had made the situation much worse.  She called her list of contacts 

again thinking “please, somebody answer, don’t make me call him”. Yet her calls yielded no 

assistance.  Her last recourse became her only option. 

917-454-6282 

“This is Professor--- Vanessa, what’s wrong?” 

 “I’m lost.” 

“Aren’t you supposed to be home by now?” 

“I was at Hema’s and I ran out of there and I ran past Pratt and now I have no idea where 

I am.” 

“Why did you run? Never mind you don’t have to tell me.  Just go to the nearest street 

corner and tell me what it is.”  

“Broadway and Bedford” 

“Shit! You’re in BedStuy and its getting dark out.  Okay Vanessa, are there any 

restaurants on your block that you can go to? 

“Plenty, but no kosher ones or vegetarian ones -but there is a Indian restaurant.”   

“Good, go inside, get something to eat and wait.  I’ll be there as soon as I can but it will 

take at least a half an hour, probably forty-five minutes” 

“You don’t care that it isn’t kosher?” 
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“Well obviously I would prefer that it were but I have a feeling that it may be your only 

chance to eat tonight so let’s just keep it a secret between us.” 

“I don’t want to keep any secrets with you.” 

“Fine, tell whomever you want, just go inside before something bad happens, and call 

your mother. 

“She’s not answering, I tried.” 

“Of course not, her lecture is tonight isn’t it? 

“Yes.” 

“What about your sister?” 

“She has that big basketball game against JFK.” 

“That’s right.  I am supposed to be on my there right now.  Can’t Rosa pick you up?” 

“She’s in San Francisco; remember her article.” 

“I should have realized I would be the last person you would call.” 

“Yes. You should have.” 

“Okay, do what I said. I am on my way.” 

“I don’t want you to miss Gabriella’s big game.” 

“Right now, I don’t have much of a choice, do I?  You’re safety kind of takes priority 

over her game.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“It doesn’t really matter; she will forgive me. She did before.” 

“She forgave you?” 

“Maybe, I don’t know, I think so, she contacted me.  What else could that mean? 

Vanessa went into the Indian restaurant at the end of the block.  She sat down at the first 

available table on the left side of the restaurant near the windows.  A waiter came and she looked 

up from her menu only long enough to order mushroom shag, raita, and a mango lassi.  The 

waiter returned to place a basket of chapattis and chutneys.  The chapattis were golden brown 

with grease seeping onto the napkins on which they lay.  Vanessa demurred; fried food usually 

made her sick, but she felt the emptiness of her stomach for the first time since her rather paltry 
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lunch.  The events of her day had stolen her appetite and now she felt its gustatory emergence.  

She picked up a chapatti and dipped it into the piquant mango chutney while staving off thoughts 

of the gastrointestinal problems it would surely cause her later. In between bites she glanced at 

the various customers of this restaurant.  Dark faces enveloped her; with a few light ones 

providing an auspicious contrast.  Vanessa estimated around half of the customers were Indian.  

The other half was a mix of African American, Latina, Asian and white people, with a few 

people of indeterminate race.  People of all ages congregated at the altar of spicy food and 

cultural diversity.  There were eighty year old sages and 25 year artists and hipsters socializing 

and engaging in a spirit of community that was foreign in Vanessa’s native environment.  

Womyn dominated the scene in this restaurant, laughing, talking animatedly, arguing, and 

teasing. The warmth of these womyn washed over Vanessa in a haze of kindness that was alien 

to her sense of luxation.     

 A group of Indian womyn held court at the largest table. Their sartorial sense, like hers was 

characterized by vivid hue and fecund prints. However their fabric, indeed their quintessence 

was differentiated by sumptuousness in both the traditional saris and western dress that Vanessa 

could not possess. The eclectic nature of this place was reflected in its décor.  Colorful abstract 

paintings danced with Indian fabrics in psychedelic hues.   A necessary contrast to this head-

spinning color was provided by the ebony and steel sculptures of Shiva, Ganesha, and Lakshmi, 

as well as the black and white photos of Gandhi and Bollywood actresses leering at the restaurant 

patrons with expressions of surrealistic intensity. Tacky bedazzled mythological scenes on black 

velvet embellished bare areas of the walls, giving Vanessa the impression of an epic battle 

between modernity and tradition, or more accurately between modernity and exotic Indian kitch.  

Vanessa wondered if the proprietors of the establishment really appreciated these exotica or used 

it as a cunning marketing ploy.   The owners did seem to have real aesthetic discernment.  The 

paintings were fascinating in an ugly-beautiful way, and the fabrics were quite ravishing.  The 

effect was intensely womblike.   

Vanessa was compulsively reminded of Hema’s saris and her own paintings. Her 

memory traipsed back to the afternoon’s events and she struggled to heave her mental 

wanderings back to the present.  Vanessa became convinced that the womyn encompassing her 

were avatars with some cryptic shamanic message Vanessa needed to interpret. A couple of tears 

made serpentine tracks on Vanessa’s face. Home was a place of torn loyalties and jagged glass 

strife, sharp enough to disembowel even the most resilient survivor.  Refuge was not found 

amongst the wreckage of the hurricanes that beleaguered Vanessa the last few months.  But if the 

brownstone on 14
th

 street and Seventh Avenue ceased to be heart worthy then what place, mental 

or physical, could be called home?  Sanctuary eluded Vanessa wherever she turned.  Hema and 

her office was now eviscerated by those storms; exposed into haunting grounds of the ghosts 

who distressed her life into chunks that could never be reconciled.  Vanessa bifurcated herself 

into many Vanessa’s, before and after the first rape, before and after the adoption, before and 

after those dark months of trauma, before and after David’s choice and its subsequent tearing of 
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family, before and after Hema’s stark revelation, each Vanessa occupying their own place in the 

convex and concave of Vanessa’s funhouse mirrors. Each Vanessa was stripped of some 

essential component and left more exiguous then the previous incarnation.  Vanessa was left 

homeless naked-alone haunted with shit to rebuild herself with, nothing but paltry scraps she 

could not even make skeletons with.  The more empty she became inside, the more she 

compensated outside, with brighter colors and jaunty dances to fulfill her need to convince the 

others that she was not so severely damaged, that she was resilient and tough, and  she was going 

to be okay, eventually.  But she did not feel okay.   Her paintings used the dissonant nuclear 

colors to express this profound not-okayness.  Cataclysmic nuclear bombs went off inside her, 

burning intensely bright then leaving chemical wastelands, and all anybody could say was “keep 

pushing, fighting, don’t rest, don’t cry, don’t let go of your composure.”  .  She did not cry; a 

river of tears would cultivate her wasteland but who knows when it would stop? The river would 

turn into a flood, a deluge, and the end of the world again and Vanessa had no internal ark or 

wood to build an ark with, or animals to save, just shit, only shit, and who ever heard of an ark 

made of shit.  Vanessa was no Noah.  She kept the dam up with those intractable bars of steel her 

shit turned into after a while.  Even Hema fucking Bagchi could not move those bars. Her 

warmth and the warmth of her clothes and office could not generate the necessary heat to weld 

her steel into something more flexible.  So Vanessa wandered from home to school, to Hema to 

her studio to Olivia’s, and somehow she had gotten herself lost and ended up here, at Karayi’s 

where the pungent aroma of curries and dosas made Vanessa long for a home she barely 

remembered, a home that was never really home. She longed for the jungles, the mango trees and 

their succulent orange flesh, which she could not find here in any mango she tasted.  She longed 

for Rakha and Ms. Gupta, both of whom she missed with an acute sensitivity.  Vanessa loved 

Olivia, she loved her family but they were unable to satiate the ache that permeated her bones.  

They could not replace what was taken from her. 

America had taken.  America demanded a new person for a new country and culture.  

Miss Liberty insisted on sublimation of her old self.  It was America’s fault that she had 

transformation rammed down her throat and left a bitter taste. Some vitality was lost in the layers 

she donned to adjust her identity.  Vanikha Rajeesh belonged in India; climbing mango trees and 

not scaffolding in Brooklyn.  Of course Vanessa was to blame as well.  She welcomed adoption, 

transformation, adjustment.  She adapted to the necessary changes with little protest.  Now she 

saw a self reflected in the restaurant mirrors that was an amalgamation of these many selves, 

albeit of a fractured nature.  What Vanessa could not reconcile consciously had done the job 

automatically. 

 Vanessa looked at the map of India that was framed and hung across her table, in the little 

alcove she was situated in.  An intense yearning enveloped her as she zoomed in on Kerala, on 

her town.  But which one was hers?  Vanessa could not remember.  Vanessa wondered about her 

birth parents.  She had never felt this kind of curiosity about them previously.  At the orphanage 

she was told not to ask too many questions; to focus on the future.  Once adopted Vanessa 
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launched herself emphatically into her new life.  The thoughts of India that haunted her were of 

Ms. Gupta, Rakha, and the other caretakers.  The surrounding jungles inserted a more powerful 

imprint on her heart then the parents she did not remember. I have never regretted this.  If we 

cannot be a part of her life then we should be absent in her memory, yet I felt closer to her in that 

moment than I ever have.   My Vanikha never had a chance to know me, if she did would she 

feel more secure in her identity or would it continue to shred her apart?  She should not have to 

deal with so much loss at such a tender age, but maybe some memories of me and her father 

could warm those lonely nights with shadows of the life she was supposed to have. But shadows 

are merely smoke, which would evaporate, leaving the impressions of more loss on her sheets as 

she cuddled up with my tangible absence. No!  Better to have no memories of us than to cause 

our Vanikha such pain. 

   The mushroom shaag came, steaming in its pot.  Vanessa tasted it and then devoured it.  

This was no Americanized bastardized Indian food.  It was as pungent as the food she 

remembered from home.  She savored the curry, relishing its non-kosher origins.  Even though 

the curry was vegetarian the lack of a hechsher felt like rebellion against the artificial restrictions 

of her given family.  It felt like a return to her roots.   But she loved being Jewish.  She loved the 

culture and the filial connection that it provided her with.  Her given heritage was as deeply 

rooted in her as her genetic one.  The twisting tangled struggles of her cultural melting pot gave 

her an identity that was inherently conflicted.  Yet Vanessa remembered little of Hindu 

mythologies or rituals.  It was the warm effulgence of Shabbat candles, Kabbalat Shabbat, and 

Kiddush that gave her a sense of belonging to a lineage.  Vanessa could never imagine her 

grandmother perishing in Auschwitz for a foreign brown skinned granddaughter contemplating 

the possibility that her given religion was wrong, all wrong, that it was unable to protect her from 

bigots, anti-Semites, Nazis, and even more incorrigibly, the horrors committed against her by her 

own kind, which were never really her own kind, depending on how you looked at it; and 

Vanessa was never really sure which way to look at it; as a Jewish granddaughter of the most 

crepuscular subjugation ever to strike her people, or as a lower chaste (so she assumed) Hindu.  

And by that definition Max, Gabriella, Ema, and David were both familiar and foreign, going by 

the primordial instinct of facial recognition; it was little surprise that David chose the well being 

of the offspring who looked most like him. 

Vanessa thought of her birth parents.  There were tiny flashes of something, a booming 

sound, some pops and flickers of bright light, little substance that could coagulate into a real 

memory.  Sarasati and Sanjay Rajeesh died when their daughter Vanikha had just turned three.  

What could Vanessa expect but a glimpse of a womon’s face?  She recalled a kind countenance 

with sparkling affectionate eyes, tinted the exact warm chocolate brown as her own.  That face 

was nothing like the prematurely lined visage of Laleh Gupta.  This face was smooth and looked 

as if it belonged to a womon barely out of adolescence.  When she attempted to envision her 

birth father she saw nothing but an outline of a vision separated by haze and fog.  Her near 

perfect internal vision suddenly acquired cataracts.   
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 We were so young then. I was just twenty eight when we died in the protest that turned 

into a riot, and then a battle between Hindu’s and Muslims.  Sanjay and I were not the only 

casualties; there were dead bodies in the hundreds. Blood stained the streets crimson. My mother 

died a month earlier from the cancer that had eaten away at her body for over a year.  My 

mother’s death left nobody to take care of our daughter.  Fortunately, my daughter was brought 

to my good friend Laleh, explaining why Vanikha was always a favorite of hers.  But that is a 

story for another time. 

Vanessa awoke from her reverie by the sharp notes of her cell phone ringtone. 

“Hello.” 

“Darling the traffic on the Williamsburg Bridge is terrible. It’s probably going to be 

another half hour.  Are you still at that place?” 

“Karayi’s.” 

“Broadway and Bedford right?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Did you enjoy your meal?”  

‘Very Much.” 

“Great, don’t worry about the bill.  I’ll take care of it when I get there, and I would advise 

you not to tell your mother about your excursion outside the limits of Kashrut.” 

“Whatever. All I ate was vegetarian.” 

“If the restaurant serves Tref it won’t matter to her.” 

“She can think whatever she wants. I don’t give a shit what she thinks about my 

rebellious vegetarian meal.” 

“Hey you can’t talk like that about your mother.” 

“Oh, yeah who says?” 

“I say. You have to listen to me; I’m still your father.” 

“That remains in question.” 

“Well at least show some respect for the favor I’m doing here.” 

“It’s your fault I’m here! You betrayed me with Hema, which is why I stormed out of 

there.” 
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“If this is how you act maybe I won’t pick you up.” 

“Fine, I’ll walk home.” 

“No Don’t! It’s really dangerous” 

“Seriously David, what could happen to me out there that hasn’t happened to me 

already?” 

“Please just stay inside and wait for me. Your mother will kill me if she finds out you 

walked home at night from BedStuy of all places, not that things could get any worse with her.” 

“Ah so your urgency is about saving your own skin.” 

“No, my urgency is about keeping you safe.” 

“Then when are you getting here?” 

“I’ll be there as soon as I can Vanessa, do me a favor and don’t leave the restaurant.” 

“Again, what could possibly happen out there that hasn’t happened to me already? Unless 

there’s a clown with a machete waiting outside I think I’ve faced the worst of it.” 

“Just stay inside darling.” 

“I’m not going anywhere David.” 

“Ec Chai Lal Vai” 

The waiter, a boy hovering around the edges of adulthood brought her a spiced tea and a 

kheer.  He wore rich violet pants and a vest of gold and crimson with a long sleeved cream 

colored long sleeved shirt.  His clothing appeared to Vanessa to have a feminine twist that suited 

somebody with a flamboyant streak. His fellow waiters attributed this garb to an 

appreciation/exploitation of his culture for profit and seemed to downplay his incumbent queer 

identity.   

“Just for that you get free dessert and tea.” 

“Thanks.” 

“You should come back, free tea and dessert for you and your family.” 

Vanessa glanced at his jaunty stance and felt a twinge of resentment at his supposition.  

What did this stranger know about her family or her life or culture?  If he assumed Vanessa was 

a kindred spirit or long lost family he could not begin to grasp the intricate stew that was her 

identity.  This balloon needed a needle to deflate it. 
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“My family is Jewish.” 

“Adopted?” 

“Yes.” 

“And how do you identify?” 

“I’m not sure I understand your question.” 

“Who are you?” 

“I am Indian, and Jewish, and an artist.  I’m not entirely sure who I am, and besides I 

don’t think it matters at all. What I don’t understand is why you would ask such a question.  Why 

does a stranger care?” 

“I am just curious.  No need to explode.” 

“Yeah, well, I am too.” 

“You are what?” 

I am a curious specimen, strange, weird, and eccentric.   

“You sound confused.” 

“I always have been.  It is hard to imagine not being confused. 

“I think everybody is confused.” 

“That sucks.  Who helps the confused if nobody has clarity?” 

“I guess we have to guide each other.” 

“That’s like the blind leading the blind huh?” 

“Maybe it’s not so much leading as moving forward together.” 

“I don’t know about that.  Sometimes I enjoy being alone.” 

“Okay, well I can leave you to it.” 

“Sometimes I don’t.” 

“What about now?” 

“I think I want to be alone.  It’s been a really long day. “ 

“Well I’m here if you want to talk about it.” 



96 

 

“I don’t know you.  How can I confide my problems to a stranger?” 

“It’s easier that way sometimes.” 

“Perhaps, but I would have to trust you first.” 

“Well, that should be easy.  I promise I am trustworthy.  The only dishonest thing I’ve 

ever done is steal a packet of M&M’s.” 

A wide and sheepish grin crossed his face.  He was so convinced of his charm and poise. 

Vanessa found it annoying, but also delightful.  And he seemed to genuinely care about her.  

Why he would, Vanessa could not guess, but he was there listening to her attentively while there 

was work to be done at the other tables.  For a moment she considered that he was genuine and 

trustworthy but it didn’t matter because her internal vision was easily fooled.   

“I don’t trust anyone” 

“Not even yourself?” 

“Especially not myself.” 

“Oh, well enjoy your tea, and it’s still free.” 

“Thanks.” 

“What’s your name?” 

“Vani-Vanessa Goldstein.” 

He glanced at her with a raised eyebrow that indicated a mild shock turned into 

bemusement. Was it the fact that this dark brown skinned, black wavy haired girl was a Vanessa 

Goldstein?  Was it the fact that she had mispronounced her own name? This one was very 

curious; he must find a way to get to know her better.   

”What’s yours?” 

“Krish Reddi.” 

“It was very nice meeting you Chris, but I really want to be--- 

“Alone, got it. And it’s Krish, not Chris.  My name is short for Krishna, you know, like 

the Hindu God.   

“Listen, I don’t want to offend you but-” 

“I got it. I’m going.” 



97 

 

“Wait Vanessa, if you do feel like talking at any point-“ 

“I’m not interested in dating you.” 

“Vanessa, I have a girlfriend, besides you’re clearly underage.     

“Wouldn’t be the first time for me.” 

“The first time, I don’t understand what you mean –oh I see, yeah I had a feeling 

“How? I don’t understand” 

“Just a feeling, I couldn’t explain it more than that. And Vanessa, I am what people call a 

flamer.” 

“Does your girlfriend know that?”  

“We are beards, and best friends. The act is for our parents.  We are actually arranged for 

each other, so our parents are quite thrilled that we are so close. 

“I gather they wouldn’t love it.” 

“My mother might not mind.  Don’t get me wrong, I am sure she would prefer a straight 

son or daughter but she’s become pretty liberal in America.  I think she can learn to be a proud 

gay loving Mama but my father would probably disown me.” 

“That sucks; I think I might be too.  I’m not sure, I haven’t thought about it that much but 

sometimes when I’m around my best friend I get this feeling.”   

 “You don’t have to know that now; you’re only, what, 13 or 14.  Figuring these things 

out takes time.”    

‘I just turned 14 a couple of weeks ago, not a great birthday.” 

“Oh, I’m sorry, how come?” 

“Hey that’s a little personal you know.” 

“You volunteered the information; I assumed that means you want to talk about it.” 

“Well that’s a little presumptuous, you’re a stranger, I just met you ten minutes ago, and 

aren’t you working here?  Don’t you have tables to bus or something?” 

“My shift just ended, I’ve been working since five o clock.” 

“Then don’t you have something better to do then hang around with a total stranger, go 

see your girlfriend, or your boyfriend, or go do your homework or whatever.” 
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“I enjoy your company.  You’re very unique.” 

“If that’s a nice term for worthless and loser then you’re right.  But I don’t need your 

pity.” 

“It isn’t pity, I find you genuinely interesting.  Why is that so hard to believe?” 

“In my experience, the only times people are interested in me is when they want 

something from me, or they have already taken it.” 

“Whoa, what do you mean by that.” 

“I I mean that, none of your business!” 

“I’m sensing that you want to share something with me but you are afraid too.” 

“I’m sensing that you don’t know where to put that nosy mind of yours so you just stick it 

in stranger’s craws while they are eating their dinner.” 

“Okay, I get it, but if you ever do want to talk.” 

“I promise I’ll let you know” 

“Can I ask you a question?” 

“I suppose so.” 

“If you didn’t want to talk why drop all those hints.” 

“What hints?” 

“All those hints about your life, I mean, if you really didn’t want to talk you could have 

just told me to go away, but you didn’t.” 

“I don’t know what I’m doing, okay, I’m a mess, I’ve lost so much recently, I was hoping 

for something that I really can’t explain.  It’s my mistake; you should go live your life.  You 

don’t want to waste your time with me, trust me. I’m not worth the effort.” 

‘What if I decided you are worth the effort to get to know?” 

“Then you’re either lying or stupid.  I’m not sure which one but it doesn’t matter much to 

me anyways.  

There was a whoosh of wind blowing as David burst into the restaurant.  He dripped with 

excess rain and looked as gray as the sky outside.  He exhibited a strange combination of a 

somber demeanor and earnestness to prove himself a good father; worthy of his task. Vanessa 
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instantly noticed him and felt the needles of panic press into her skin. Vanessa recoiled; what 

could she say to her father.   

Damnit Vanessa!  You weak cowardly selfish bitch!  Why couldn’t you fight harder, 

resist longer?  Why did you lay there and take it like he wanted you to.  You’re a weak selfish 

little girl.  Little girls like you should be killed to prevent any more damage to their families.  If 

you had any decency at all you would walk out the door and throw yourself off the BQE right 

now.  I SAID RIGHT NOW!  No?  Well you’re even more of a coward then I thought.  How can 

you look at yourself, at your family, at your father?  It’s your fault the family is in shambles.  He 

did the right thing.  He protected his genetic offspring over the foreign brown skinned black hair 

impostor.  You could have-should have prevented this from ever happening.  But you let it 

happen because you wanted the attention.  Go now.  The BQE is just a block away.  Get off your 

lazy ass and run and let a truck hit you or jump.  I said JUMP! Oy, Vanessa-Vanikha mishmash 

worthless tragedy bringer bad for everything you are pathetic.  Pathetic, it’s your fault people 

betray you.  You are forgettable, you inspire no loyalty; just disdain, just shame.  You Vanessa 

Fay Goldstein, formerly Vanikha Rajeesh are branded a black U for Unlovable and that is a hell 

of a lot worse than Hester Prynne.   Vanessa, you can’t trust anybody and nobody can trust you.  

It’s your fault, it’s your fault, it’s all your fault; all the betrayals, from Max to David to Hema, 

you deserve all of it.   

Compared to Max and David’s betrayal, Hema’s was a mere trifle.  After all she merely 

listened, since when is that a crime?  But the cumulative effect sent Vanessa spinning into a 

fractal of her initial suspicion.  After all she was right about these people.  It was a mistake to 

open up. 

Vanessa thought she could learn to forgive Hema.  She had, after all, helped her to 

overcome most of the fears that plagued her for the last five years.  She helped her adjust to her 

radically different life.  And Hema Bagchi knew about displacement and the inner turmoil that 

accompanied the transition between different worlds.  Dr.  Bagchi had only listened, not initiated 

that sequence of stolen confidences that started with Dr. Patel.  Vanessa wondered about him.  

To whom was the orphanage doctor responsible?  Was he responsible to Vanessa, to her new 

parents, to Laleh Gupta, to the state of Kerala, to the country of India, to the Goddesses and Gods 

of Hinduism, to whom?  Hema was right about her parents.  They knew the truth about her and 

adopted her despite the taint of Naag’s actions.  It was an act of great courage.   

Maybe Vanessa could even forgive her father eventually.  After all Max was his son too, 

and his first born. Their shared masculinity in a sea of estrogen must have exerted a strong pull 

to save him from the tribulations of a trial and likely jail time.  Vanessa wondered whether he 

chose his genes over a foreigner’s, or was his choice merely an expression of shock and stronger 

affection.  Vanessa felt the tentacles of curiosity tickle her and nausea hit her simultaneously, a 

desire to know, and fear of that knowledge.  Vanessa decided she would ask her father, but not 

now, not until she was ready to assert her independence from her parents.  Then again David 
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intercepted any chance of justice and closure that she might have had.  Maybe he was a lost 

cause too. 

David interrupted Vanessa’s reverie by gently placing a hand on her shoulder.  Vanessa 

felt her spine jump at his touch.   

“Vanessa, honey, where’s the check?”  

“I paid it.”   A small but proud voice replied.   

“Why? I told you I would take care of it.” 

“I don’t want to owe or have to thank you for anything.” 

“You wouldn’t, it’s my job to take care of my kids, especially after--. 

Don’t talk about that ever!  I don’t want to hear about that ever; no apologies, no 

justifications.  Don’t even mention it” 

“Vanessa darling, it might not be the right time to now, but we have to deal with it. 

“No we don’t. You made your own bed David, now sleep in it.” 

Vanessa tried not to cry in her father’s presence.  Even before this debacle she knew very 

well the price she paid for an excess showering of emotion.  Vanessa did not want her father’s 

pity or comfort.  She felt a constant need for strength.  Because of David’s perfidy Vanessa 

refused to be soft in his presence.  But the hard beams of steel that lodged themselves intractably 

in Vanessa’s throat were now rapidly melting into a puddle.  The puddle mingled and mated with 

the fire in her stomach and sent her running to the bathroom.  

If you were in that particular restaurant and at that particular moment, from fifteen  feet 

away, at the entrance, you would have heard quiet gasps and sobs and wondered if someone in 

this place was unhappy.  Or perhaps you would think it’s the wind or a child’s ghost.   If you 

walked a little closer to the bathroom, which is located at the end of the restaurant, adjacent to 

the kitchen, the sobs and gasps would get a little louder and you would definitely know there was 

someone weeping somewhere.  If you moved to the halfway mark you might find that crying 

slightly unnerving but would refrain from complaining out of sensitivity,  if you had any.  And as 

you moved closer to the bathroom you would realize that the weeper is definitely not a baby or 

small child; but not quite an adult either.  Move even closer and the crier has taken on a more 

defined shape in your mind; female, adolescent, truly devastated.  This weeping is not trivial.  

This weeping has been earned.  By now, reader you are close to the bathroom, just a few steps 

and you enter the female bathroom. There is a purple plush arm chair facing you and a wall of 

mirrors behind the sinks.  Hanging on the walls are colorful abstract paintings, framed maps of 

India, and photo’s of Mahatma Gandhi at different points in his life.  You enter a stall and only 

after do you realize that it is the stall next to the weeping girl’s.  You see flashes of milk 
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chocolate skin and colorful sneakers and wish you had chosen another stall, any other stall, to 

give this poor girl some privacy.  Oh well, what’s done is done.  You try to hurry but nature 

takes however long she pleases.  And if you had any sense of compassion you would want to 

slide under the wall and hold and caress her as she cries, whispering its okay, everything will be 

okay.  But you refrain from doing so for all the obvious reasons.  Instead you hope this girl has 

somebody in her life that can do the same.  And if you are really sensitive and can hear it and 

feel it above the din of the weeping you might notice a scent of jasmine, mango, and lotus 

flowers and the soft sweet sounds of a Maryam lullaby.  I really wish I could do more, really I 

do, but unfortunately I am indisposed in my present condition.  My comforts are of an ethereal 

nature.   

Then reader you would notice a male presence entering the bathroom and wonder why it 

is there.  The footsteps carry male weight, and the voice is laden with the mournful pleading of 

lost patriarchal authority.  The voice pleas;   

“It’s time to come out of the bathroom Vanessa.” 

“Go away.” 

“Please, I promise I won’t talk about anything until you’re ready.” 

The weeping girl refutes the older gentleman again and again.  You marvel at the tenacity 

of her absurd hold on to a porcelain and plastic refuge and wonder where she will go.  The man 

continues. 

“Vanessa, I’m calling Hema; she can help you.” 

“No.  I won’t talk to her either.” 

“Why not?” 

“You know why David.” 

“Vanessa, I think I did the right thing then.  Hema deserved to know all that information, 

and you were pretty tight lipped.” 

“Screw you David!  You destroyed that relationship and now you are trying to explain it.  

While you’re at it why don’t you explain why you chose him over me?’ 

“You do not talk to your father that way, despite what has happened I still deserve 

respect.” 

 “Oh you do David, well I can only think of reasons why you deserve my disdain.” 

“Fine Vanessa, I get it, I’m a horrible person, but you can’t live your whole life in a 

bathroom stall.   You need to come out so I can take you home.” 
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“I can’t see you; you have no idea what it’s like for me to even hear your voice.” 

“Then get angry, Vanessa, think about revenge, think about how much you hate me right 

now.” 

“I am furious.  I hate you; I hate Hema, no way am I going back to her after what you 

guys did.” 

 “It’s okay.  We can get you a new therapist.” 

“I’m not going back to therapy.” 

“We’ll talk about it later.  It’s time to take you home.  Your mother will be worried.” 

“No, she won’t. She’s at her lecture.” 

“The lecture will be over by the time you get home unless we go now.” 

 

The crying is replaced with a voice of great resolve.  Her tone is weary and skeptical but 

tinged with a streak of hope that burns bright as the first ray of vermilion cutting through a dusky 

violet sky. You wish her good luck as she replies; 

“Okay, I’m coming out.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 8    
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Strangers and Strife 

The ride home was filled with the kind of permeable silence that initiates a black hole of 

loneliness into which Vanessa was instantly dropped.   She turned her head to the window to 

avoid a conversation with her father and became absorbed with the passing streets of Brooklyn at 

night.  There was little traffic, and the car moved at a rapid pace.  The drip drops of rain on the 

windows and dashboard created an ambient noise that Vanessa was grateful for.  It filled the 

empty space created by the rift between her and the stranger driving her home. 

 David was a stranger; the devoted father she knew would not have betrayed her in such a 

callous manner.  Vanessa felt a wave of fear wash down her throat and into her intestines.  Here 

was her father, a stranger, she was taught never to speak to strangers, never mind ride in cars 

with them.  The wave of fear turned into shame as it swirled around her innards.  He was a 

stranger because of her.  If she had fought Max, if she had prevented the family from finding out 

what David did, the litany repeated itself.  Traveling upwards back to her throat, the shame 

transformed again into anger.  What had he done to remedy the situation?  He fled when his 

secret was ascertained.  The anger lodged itself firmly in her mouth pushing forward out of her 

lips and tongue.  But her mind resisted, she was afraid confrontation would make things worse.   

Vanessa could not imagine things getting worse then tonight.  Her fury prodded her to open her 

mouth. 

 “So, what’s your plan David?’ 

 “My plan?” 

 “Yeah, your plan to redeem yourself, you fuck us all over, especially me, and then you 

leave.  I assume you have some kind of plan to earn my forgiveness, or are really you that 

stupid?” 

  “I had no choice, I had to leave.”  

“You just left us without even attempting to clean your mess up; even you’re not that 

despicable.  You must have some plan.” 

 “I’m sure your mother told you she made me leave.” 

 “Seriously, David, you’re going to blame this on her?  Of course she kicked you out.  

Who the hell wouldn’t?”   

 “So I was doing what was asked of me.  I fail to see the problem” 

 “You fail at most things David.”   

 “Whoa, that’s quite an attitude you’ve acquired.” 
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 “You told me to get angry at the restaurant.” 

 “I told you that to get you out of the bathroom.  You were so panicked; I just wanted to 

redirect your emotion. 

 “Well guess what Daddy, your plan worked.  I guess it worked a little too well because 

that rage is sticking around.  It can have that effect.” 

 “What can I do to mitigate it?” 

 “The only way you can mitigate it is if you had a time machine, prevented that bastard 

son of yours from ever coming here.”  

 “I wish I could.  But you have to let go of all this bitterness, Vanessa.  It will eat you 

alive if you don’t” 

 “That is such bullshit David.  You pretend this is about my well-being when really you 

just want me to forgive you.  Well I won’t forgive you, not now, not ever” 

 “Vanessa, I don’t need your forgiveness, I know I did the right thing.” 

 “I can’t believe you just said that, I’m glad we’re almost home because after this ride I 

will never talk to you again.” 

 “Vanessa, think about it.  Do you have any idea what a rape trial is like?’  They might 

take it easy on you because you’re a child, but they might not. It’s a horrible experience.” 

 “And you know this how?’ 

 “I was studying to be a lawyer before I became a professor.  I was an intern to an ADA; I 

saw a case like this firsthand.” 

 “So I’m just supposed to take your word for it.  I listen to my all knowing father and 

never get any justice because he was looking out for my well-being when he helped his rapist 

son escape out of my bedroom window.   That’s just fantastic David.  I’m so glad you cleared 

this up for me since I clearly am unable to make any decisions of my own.” 

 “That’s not what I said.  I just meant I was trying to spare you any further pain.” 

 “I don’t believe you.  I know you did it to save him.  You chose him over me. Does the 

concept of responsibility completely evade you?” 

 “No, I was responsible enough to pick you up when you were trouble.  And I missed 

Gabriella’s game because of it.” 
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 “I’m so sorry that you had to miss a basketball game because I was stranded in BedStuy 

after dark.” 

 “Those games are really important to your sister, and missing one will set me back even 

further from repairing our relationship.” 

 “I wasn’t aware you and Gabriella had a relationship. I thought she was on my side.” 

 “She is, trust me.  You have no idea how furious she was at me.” 

 “Was she angrier than I am?” 

 “Way, you’ve barely touched her anger. She is most definitely on your side.” 

 “Then why has she forgiven you?” 

 “She hasn’t, when she called me she yelled and screamed.  She lambasted me, and then 

she told me she missed me.” 

 “But she hasn’t forgiven you?” 

“Definitely not” 

 “She’s mad at me too first because of the letter, and then because I was trying to save 

you.  I saw what you did but I kept it to myself for a month because I was trying to keep our 

family together.” 

 “I can talk to her if you want.” 

 “That’s the last thing I want.  I’ll handle it on my own.” 

 “How?” 

 “I don’t know.” 

 “Why don’t you let me talk to her, I’m sure I can make her understand.” 

 “I said no David; for once just listen to me.  I do not want you involved in my 

relationship with Gabriella in any way.” 

 Why?”  I’m sure I can help.  It’s the least I can do.” 

 “I don’t trust you David.  When you get involved in anything it makes things worse.  

Look at your son, look at Hema; you are a nightmare with people, and decisions, and just about 

everything.” 

 “Okay, I won’t get involved.” 
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 Vanessa slumped back in her seat.  The fuel of anger had exited in that moment, leaving 

her exhausted and defeated.  She wished she hadn’t run out of Hema’s that afternoon.  The car 

pulled in front of their street and Vanessa jumped out with eagerness unparalleled to anything 

she had felt before.  She was home; she was safe, at least from him.  A voice called out to her. 

 “I do have a plan Vanessa, just wait and see. 

Over the next few weeks Rebecca noticed a change in her daughters.  They were talking 

to each other in a way she had never experienced.  When she asked what had changed they just 

said they shared a common secret and exchanged furtive looks indicating a new found bond.  

Rebecca did not need to know the details, she was grateful for whatever was bringing her 

daughters together.  She was afraid that the string of tragedies their family had endured was 

ripping their family into shreds, permanently.  The evidence to the contrary gave her more joy 

then she had experienced since before Max arrived.  Rebecca was sure this joy was ephemeral 

but she didn’t care, after all that had happened, a little elation repaired a lot of damage.  Rebecca 

traced the change in Gabriella’s and Vanessa’s relationship to the night she was giving a career 

marking lecture.  She was not sure what had occurred; only that it had changed the dynamic in 

their home, 

Other things had changed too, to less positive effect.  Vanessa had stopped going to Dr. 

Bagchi.  When Rebecca inquired why Vanessa told her what had occurred that day, including the 

part in the restaurant after a good deal of hesitation. However Vanessa left the bathroom incident 

out of the story.  She didn’t want her mother to realize how fucked up she was.  The incident was 

humiliating, her father, Krish and a restaurant full of people witnessed it, and Rebecca didn’t 

need to know too. 

“Oh, Vanessa, I don’t care about the restaurant.  I just wished you would have called me 

to pick you up rather than going through all that with your father.’ 

“I knew how important your lecture was, I didn’t want to disturb it. “ 

“I would have picked you up immediately after the lecture, I didn’t need to stay and 

mingle.”   

 “I’m sorry.” 

 “No, I’m sorry, and you are not going back to that tref restaurant.” 

 “Actually, I think I am, there is somebody I want to see.” 

 “Oh, so you are abandoning your Judaism?  Is that it?” 

 “Give the guilt a rest Ema; I know there are plenty of things you do that are not strictly 

kosher.” 
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 “Oh, I see you’ve taken on an attitude of defiance, and when did this happen?” 

 “I don’t know Ema, maybe after I was raped and you did nothing.” 

 “You didn’t tell me anything about that.” 

 “Yes, Ema, I did, I told you Max didn’t respect boundaries, I told you I didn’t like the 

way he was touching me.” 

 “You weren’t specific, I just assumed something else.” 

 “Well, you shouldn’t have. Didn’t you see the way he always hung around me.  I was 

afraid he would kill me if I told you directly.  Oh my god. How can you be so smart with your 

patients and so stupid with your family?” 

 “I’m really sorry Vanessa. I should have figured it out.” 

 “It’s not enough; I can’t forgive you just from a late apology.” 

 “I understand, I wish I could make it up to you.” 

 “This just isn’t something you get over quickly.  I don’t think there is any way of making 

it up to me. But I need you to let me figure out who I am without the pressure to conform to your 

expectations.” 

 “I just don’t think you should give up on your Jewish roots.” 

  “I don’t know if those are my roots.  What if I’m not meant to be Jewish?  What if I’m 

meant to be a Hindu, or an atheist?”  I don’t even think I believe in God.” 

   “You accepted your birthright at your Bat Mitzvahr.  You loved reading from the Torah.  

I know you did.” 

  “I did love it.  But I don’t know if it can be called a birthright if I’m not borne to you. I 

didn’t even know what Judaism was until I was six.  Look at me, how many Jews have brown 

skin and black hair?” 

 “It doesn’t matter what you look like, plenty of Jews are converts.  There are Ethiopian 

Jews who are black and Israeli’s who are almost as brown as you are.  We welcome anybody 

who wants to be a part of us, after they prove they want to be a part of our heritage.” 

 “I don’t know if I am a part of your heritage.  I’m foreign; I don’t belong here or there. 

I’m displaced, and alone.” 

 “You’re not alone.  We provided you with a culture and a belief system and many 

traditions specifically so you would never be alone.  Judaism is your support structure.” 
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 “You are missing my point Ema, I just don’t know if I can be something arbitrary just 

because you want me to be.” 

 “It’s not arbitrary, your father and I chose you, which makes your presence here very 

deliberate.” 

 “It is arbitrary, if you had been Catholic, that’s what I would be now, or Muslim, or 

Baptist, or Buddhist, or any other religion, that’s how I would have been raised.  It’s not natural 

to my legacy, not that I really have one.’ 

 “So what, it’s not your birth heritage, it’s your new heritage.  Everybody chooses their 

identity; you have to make the same choice as everybody in the world.  I just hope you choose 

the one we gave you.”  

 “Why?” 

 “Because, I believe it is the right one? 

 “Why?   

 “Your family didn’t die in the Holocaust for you to be a pagan.” 

 “They aren’t my family, not by blood or by emotional ties.  You’re my family.  My 

heritage is exactly one generation long.  I hear the stories, and they are horrific but I don’t think 

they relate to me.  I’m alone in this world.” 

  “You have me, and your sister, and Olivia, and Hema, and if you want you can have your 

father, if you want him.” 

   “Hema is no longer a part of my life, Olivia is my only friend, my father abandoned me, 

my sister is, well, we are still so far apart, even though we are working towards becoming 

friends.  And you are always working. I am alone in this life.  But I think that could change, if I 

go back to Karayi’s.” 

 “I told you, you are not going back there, we can cook Indian food here.” 

 “I’m not going back for the food.” 

 “You’re not going back at all.” 

 “Wait and see, Ema, wait and see.” 

 

It took a few weeks before Vanessa found herself back at Karayi’s.  After school she 

retraced her path from the Brooklyn museum to the restaurant, only this time she took a B14 bus.  
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It took her a little while to find herself at the exact same spot but once she did a familiar waft of 

spices titillated her olfactory sense.  She walked into an almost empty restaurant, a very different 

scene from the one Vanessa had previously encountered.  A few scattered people were eating at 

tables, she wasn’t sure if they were staff or customers. It was around four in the afternoon, a lull 

in activity embraced the restaurant as they prepared for dinner rush. 

“We’re closed; come back in an hour a female voice rang out.” 

I’m looking for somebody who works here, his name is Krish,” 

The womon’s eyes narrowed; “what do you want with my son?” 

“He’s a friend of mine; I met him a few weeks ago, here in fact.” 

He isn’t working tonight, but you can go upstairs to the apartment.” 

“Thank you, Mrs. Um. 

“It’s Reddi, same as my son.” 

“Thank you Mrs. Reddi.” 

 Vanessa climbed the narrow creaky stairs to the second floor of the building.  She 

knocked on the door of the apartment. 

 “Who is it?” 

 “I thought you would already know.” 

  Krish answered the door looking slightly disheveled but with the apparent charm that had 

enchanted Vanessa on their first encounter.  He was wearing distressed jeans and a buttercup 

yellow Indian top with embroidery on it.   

 “Well, look who came back.” 

 Krish smiled widely, and opened the door letting Vanessa into a small but cozy 

apartment.  It was a tad messy and cluttered but Vanessa didn’t mind.   She felt like she found 

home.” 

 “It’s a good time isn’t it?  I can go if you’re busy.” 

Krish smiled like he was genuinely delighted to see her. 

 “Of course not, it’s actually a perfect time.  I’m not working today and I just finished my 

homework.” 

 “It’s early for that isn’t it?” 
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“A little, but most subjects in school come pretty easily to me.  I’m fairly smart, and I 

have good memory.  And besides, it isn’t like I have a lot of social engagements to distract me.” 

“Not popular huh, well me neither.” 

“Oh no, I’m very popular, my classmates just love to beat the shit out of me and call me 

queer and faggot and homo every chance they get.” 

“Are you out at school? 

“No, of course not, but it doesn’t stop them.  Hey you want some curry; we have a ton of 

leftovers from the restaurant.” 

“Sure, I would love some, what kind do you have?” 

“Saag Paneer, Kadai Paneer, Malai Kofta, Aloo Gobi.” 

“I’ll have a little of everything.” 

Vanessa dug into her food with great gusto, relishing the spices and the free origin.  As 

she ate Krish asked. 

“So how did it go the other night, after you left with your father?  I know how upset you 

were. 

“Oh, lots of drama, if you think it was bad here, you should have seen the car ride home. 

I’m sorry I caused such a scene that night.  I’m embarrassed about it.” 

“Don’t be, it was so obvious how much your father hurt you.  I don’t know what he did, 

and I had only met you once but I was furious at him.” 

“He loves me too you know, but you are right, he um he did some pretty awful stuff.” 

“You, want to talk about it, you know, now that I’m a little less of a stranger.” 

“I don’t know, I don’t want to scare you away.  I’m pretty fucked up.” 

“You won’t scare me, but I know you are scared. I told you some pretty personal stuff, 

you owe me.” 

“I owe you.” 

“Yes.” 

“I owe you my life’s story.” 

“Yes” 
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“Okay, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.’ 

“I’m prepared to hear the worst of it.” 

In one breath Vanessa began to regale the story of what had happened to her, omitting 

nothing.  It was the first time she had told anybody the full story of her relationships and the 

betrayals occurring in many of those interactions.  At certain points she let the moisture in her 

eyes spill out onto her face.  Vanessa started with her life as Vanikha; as far back as she could 

remember, passing through the events of Rakha and her departure, the first rape, the shooting, 

the adoption and on to her life as Vanessa Goldstein.  She talked about how she was sure her new 

parents would send her back, and how surprised she was when they didn’t   Vanessa talked about 

Gabriella and Max, and Hema, and her parents, and what they had done.  She talked more in one 

sitting then she had ever had with Hema. She talked until she became very afraid of Krish’s 

reaction, and when he only encouraged her to go on talking during the brief lulls, when her voice 

broke, she talked until she cried.  Her tears flowed quietly and with dignity. It was not the 

panicked weeping he had heard before but tears infused with the poetry of her loss.  And when 

those tears dried up Vanessa felt lighter then she had in recent memory.  She hugged Krish and 

he hugged her back and attempted to infuse the moment with humor. 

“Wow, you weren’t kidding.” 

“You thought I was?” 

“No, I knew it was bad, but I-“ 

“But you didn’t think it was that bad.” 

“No, I really didn’t, so you ever talk that much about your life.” 

“Not since Hema; and even with her it was never so much at one time.” 

“I knew you wanted to, at the restaurant, you were so reserved and suspicious but I knew 

how much you wanted to talk.” 

“Well you kept pushing me and pushing me, no wonder I was suspicious.” 

“I only pushed you to do something I already knew you wanted.” 

“Yes I wanted to, I did, but I need to be able to feel safe to do these things in my own 

time.” 

“You’re right, I am sorry.” 

“Can I ask you something else? 

“You even have to ask?” 
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“Krish, have you been to India? “ 

“Well my family moved here when I was three so I never lived there, but yes, I have 

visited India many times.  It was stunning, literally, the aromas and colors were overwhelming 

and ugly and beautiful, and just completely unique.  India isn’t a country, it’s a phenomenon.” 

“Where have you traveled specifically?  

“”Mostly in the south, Bangalore, Anra Pradesh, that’s where the majority of my family 

is located.” 

“Have you been to Kerala?” 

“I have been to some parts of Kerala, mostly to Cochin and the areas around it.”   

“I’m from a town in Kerala.  That’s where the orphanage I lived in was. I don’t know 

where I was born or who my bio-parents were or even their first names.  I don’t remember the 

name of the town or orphanage only that people called it Lagu for the Matrons first two letters of 

her first and last names.  I remember jungles and the taste and color of fresh picked mangos and 

the townswomyn washing their laundry in the river and keeping an eye on their kids to make 

sure they didn’t get too friendly with us orphanage kids.  There was occasionally a mother that 

would allow her kids to befriend us but most didn’t.  They thought we were diseased and wild 

and uncivilized and barely more than the monkeys that swung in the trees above us.  I can’t 

believe I remember all this stupid stuff but nothing substantial. I’m pathetic.” 

“There are a hundred towns in Kerala that look and sound very similar.  You aren’t 

pathetic, just human.   

Krish walked to a nearby bookshelf and pulled out a heavy gilded atlas.  He opened it to a 

page in the middle and turned it around.   

“See Vanessa this is a map of the state of Kerala, which has fourteen districts.  Each 

district has some similar and some differentiated natural elements.   Most of Kerala borders the 

Indian Ocean but you didn’t mention an ocean.  You did however mention jungles and a river 

which leads me to believe that you lived in Idukki, which features both in bounty.  I can’t get 

more specific than that but I hope it gives you a good start on your journey.” 

“I want you to take me there.” 

“I’m sorry, what?” 

“Take me to India when I’m old enough to go there by myself, when the time is right.  I 

need to see where I come from.  Promise me you’ll take me there.” 
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“I don’t know Vanessa.  That’s a long way away and I don’t think I can promise 

something so far in the future.” 

“Fine, I’ll just be going then.” 

 “Wait Vanessa, just wait.  I will be happy to take you; I just think it’s a little strange 

because we only recently met.” 

“It is strange, I know, but I can’t think of a better person to be my guide.” 

“Okay, when you are old enough to travel on your own, we will go to India together.  I 

don’t know if I can but I will try to help you find your orphanage.” 

We can do it together. Shit! I have to get home, it’s later than I expected.” 

“I can drive you home.” 

“It’s okay, you don’t have to.” 

“I really don’t mind, it will be quicker than the bus.” 

“Okay, I’ll take you up on your offer, but you will have to drop me off a block away. 

“Do I embarrass you?” 

“No, but my mother might me angry that I went here, of course she will already be angry 

that I am so late.” 

Maybe I should come in with you, introduce myself, and assure her she has nothing to 

worry about. “ 

“Hmm, maybe, let’s go.” 

Vanessa walked downstairs to a full restaurant, looking much like it did the first time she 

arrived in its warm embrace.  She caught a glimpse into the kitchen where curries were 

simmering and chapattis were crackling in pans.   

“Mama, I’m taking Vanessa home, and then I’m going to Sita’s apartment for a while. 

“Who’s Sita?” 

“My ‘girlfriend’, you should meet her, I think you would like each other” 

“Okay Krishna, but wait a minute only; introduce me to your new friend,” 

“Hi, I’m Vanessa; I was here a few weeks ago, and we talked briefly earlier today.” 
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“Yes, I remember you, how could I forget? You were the one who barricaded yourself in 

one of our bathroom stalls.” 

“ I am really sorry about all that, it was a rough day,” 

“I could tell, you don’t worry about it, a little drama makes life interesting only? 

“Thanks for understanding Mrs. Reddi.” 

“You can call me Lakshmi, and what is your real name?” 

“I’m Vanessa Fay Goldstein.” 

“No, dearest, you are Indian, are you not? 

“I’m not sure, I’m a lot of things, but I guess Indian is one of them.” 

 “So you must have an Indian name.’ 

“I do, but nobody calls me that anymore.” 

“Well, I will call you whatever name you choose, I just want to know what your Indian 

name is.” 

“It’s Vanikha.” 

“You must have an Indian last name too?  Or are you like Madonna or Cher?”   

She chuckled and Vanessa registered her own surprise that she knew those very 

American pop stars. 

“It’s Vanikha Rajeesh; it feels so strange saying that name, like it’s a name from another 

lifetime; or for another person.” 

“But it is the name your parents gave you right?” 

“My birth parents, my adopted parents gave me the name Vanessa Fay Goldstein, which I 

am quite satisfied with.” 

“Okay Vanessa, it was very nice to meet you.” 

Vanessa walked out of the restaurant with Krish following her, Lakshmi pulled her son aside as 

he was leaving and said: 

“Krishna, it is your job to help that girl rediscover her Indian roots.” 

“No, Mama, it is my job to be that girl’s friend.” 

“Can’t you see how lost she is.” 
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“That’s exactly why it would be disastrous to force something down her throat, if she has 

questions I will answer them, but I won’t push anything on her Mama, you have no idea what she 

has been through.” 

“Your mother is really nice.” 

 “Oh you think so, huh” 

“What do you mean by that?” 

“I mean, be careful, she has a hidden agenda.” 

“Well, obviously.” 

A crackle of laughter broke into the ambiance of the car. Vanessa laughed until her throat was 

raw and hoarse, but it was well worth it.  Tori Amos’ Little Earthquakes was blasting through the 

car stereo and they sat in quiet contemplation through Crucify and Silent all these years, laughed 

through Happy Phantom, and talked animatedly until the track Me and a Gun came up.  Krish 

instantly noticed Vanessa seize up, her body stiffening, her cheek getting wet.  He pushed the 

release button instantly, knowing what that song was about, 

“No, it’s okay” 

“Are you sure?” 

“Yeah, I like that song, even though it’s really sad.  It makes me feel a little less alone, 

which I guess if you think about it is not a good thing.” 

 “No, it isn’t, but I understand.  I’ll play it.” 

He pressed play and the song came on.  It’s repeating melodies created a meditative 

atmosphere.  Vanessa and Krish listened in silence until the song ended. 

“You know it happened at knifepoint for her, I’m not sure why it’s called Me and a Gun.” 

“Oh I think the gun part might be symbolic.  Think Freud.” 

“Well that does make sense; you know I really love this CD.” 

“Here, take it, I have another copy, I got one for my car and one for home.” 

“I actually have one, but thanks.” 

A moment passed, and in that moment Vanessa and Krish’s friendship was solidified.  In 

that moment the bonds of connection became stronger for Vanessa than it had since she had 

known Rakha, since that night in the jungles of Kerala when they had kissed, before the rapes or 

betrayals, the shooting, and Rakha’s disappearance, when she was still able to trust.  And in that 

moment, just for a moment, Vanessa Fay Goldstein reverted back into my daughter and my 

daughter alone.  She became Vanikha Rajeesh.  In that moment I, Sarasati Rajeesh, mother of 
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Vanikha Rajeesh, but not of Vanessa Goldstein, felt the tingling sensation of my spirit flow 

through her.  We became one, mother and daughter without the baggage of her trauma.  I 

relished this moment because I knew it could not last.  In that moment my daughter felt my love, 

and Krish’s love, the love of a brother she never had.  And I felt more like myself then I had 

since I died.  I felt like her mother again, and unequivocally alive. 

The violet Honda pulled into Vanessa’s street and Vanessa lingered for a moment before 

she exited the car. 

I can trust you, right Krish?” 

“Yes, Vanessa, I am not like your father, or Max.  For one thing I’m gay remember?” 

“Vanessa chuckled.  “I remember.” 

“I only want to be your friend.” 

“You should come in” 

“Are you sure?” 

“Yeah, I think my mother should meet my new friend. Don’t you? 

“Absolutely.” 

“Okay then, come inside and meet my mother, new friend.” 

 

They walked up to the door.  Vanessa inserted her key and entered with Krish.  Her 

mother approached her with a brisk  

“Where the hell have you been?” 

“I was at Krish’s apartment.” 

“I told you not to go to that place.’ 

“And I told you I really don’t care what you think.” 

“You don’t care shit about the rules here.” 

“No, I really don’t.  Your rules mean nothing without moral authority and you don’t have 

any. 

 I’m just trying to keep you safe.” 

“Oh, like you were when Max was here?” 
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“You can’t hold that over my head forever. You have to respect me.” 

“Oh really. Why is that?’ 

“Because I am your mother, I know what is best for you.” 

“But that’s the problem, mother, I don’t respect you anymore, because you don’t deserve 

it.” 

“Well, then, you can go live somewhere else.” 

“Okay.” 

“Where the Hell are you going to go?” 

“I’ll go to Rosa’s” 

“If you leave now you can’t come back.” 

“That’s just fine with me.” 

“Wait, Vanessa, I didn’t mean it.  Come back, please.” 

“It’s too late.”   

“Krish, I’m so sorry to bother you again, but would you mind driving me to my aunt’s?” 

Krish sent a guilty look towards Rebecca and responded. 

“I don’t mind at all.  I’ll wait in the car while you get your stuff.” 

“Vanessa ran upstairs to her room and packed a bag with clothes and books.  As she was 

about to leave Rebecca blocked the doorway. 

“Please don’t go Vanessa” she said tearfully.  

“I have to.  I don’t belong here. I never did.” 

 

Vanessa spent the next week at Rosa’s.  She walked to school and walked back, and 

painted in her studio and spent a lot of time with Rosa, who never questioned why she was there, 

and was willing to house her for as long as was needed.  Rosa was funny and entertaining and 

trustworthy, a friend she could share secrets with, but who never pushed for them.  Vanessa 

invited Krish to dinner in the middle of the week. Towards the end of music and fun filled 

evening a knock on the door was heard.  Rosa let her sister into the apartment.  She sat down, 

imbibed the glass of wine her Rosa plied her with and said. 
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“I want you to come home.” 

“I’m not sure I want to.” 

“I’m sorry I didn’t give your friend a chance.  He seems really kind.  I think it’s great you 

are friends.” 

“That’s not the only reason I left.  You were suffocating me.” 

“I don’t want you to abandon Judaism.” 

“I know, but that’s my decision to make.  If it’s any comfort to you I have no intentions 

of abandoning it, I just have to figure out what I believe in.  I can’t follow your religion just 

because you want me to; just as I can’t be a Hindu because that’s what my birth parents were.  

Being Jewish and Indian is no easy feat.” 

“I understand.  I can give you space.  Now will you please come home with me?  I 

promise I won’t push you.” 

“You’ll let me make my own decisions.’  

“What kind of decisions do you mean?” 

“I want to go to Dickonson.  I applied for their creative arts magnet program, and I was 

accepted.” 

“How did you pull this off without me?” 

“Rosa helped me.” 

Rebecca shot a sideling glance at her older sister 

“Thanks for undermining me Rosa.” 

“It’s the best thing for her.  She needs a fresh start.” 

“Well I’m proud of you for your initiative, and for getting in.  It’s a really selective 

program right.  That’s quite an accomplishment.” 

“Thank you.  Can I go?” 

“I want to say yes, but I need you to come home so we can discuss this.” 

“I didn’t leave just because we had a fight you know?” 

 “Oh, then why?” 
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“That house has too many memories, I have nightmares every single night there Ema.  I 

lie in the bed and I’m reminded of the rapes, and I look out the window at the sycamore tree and 

I’m reminded of Abba letting Max escape, and I look in the closet and I’m reminded of what a 

coward I was, hiding from Max in there. This place is free from all that.   It feels good to be 

unencumbered by all those ghosts. I feel free here, like a new person.  I mean, it doesn’t mean 

the flashbacks and nightmares are gone, but I’m not constantly reminded of what happened.” 

 “I am so sorry Vanessa.  I know how traumatic this was but our family is already 

fragmented, I don’t want it to become more so.” 

 “That doesn’t solve my problem; this is the best thing for me, short of moving.” 

 “Well, we can’t move to another house, but what if we moved your room?” 

 “Where?”  

 “Downstairs, you can move into the porch, it’s big enough to have a studio there.” 

 “I love my studio here, it’s big and I love hanging out with Rosa. 

 “But Rosa might want to rent out the room dear.” 

 “No, she can have it for as long as she wants,  

 “Okay, you can keep it and use the space at home for a drawing studio.” 

“You might want to talk to Gabriella about this, make sure she’s okay with it.  I don’t 

want her resenting me more than she already does.” 

“We’ll talk to her together. Will you please come home with me?” 

“I want to go to Dickonson. It’s good for you too. You won’t have to pay tuition.  

Hebrew Academy is really expensive.” 

“We’ll figure something out.  I’ll make sure we both get what we want.” 

 “I’m sorry for leaving.” 

“It’s okay.  I’m just glad you have somewhere safe and happy to go.  It was nice to meet 

you Krish.”  

“It was lovely meeting you too Dr. Goldstein.” 

Rebecca said this with a tinge of ice running down her throat.  There was something 

threatening about Krish which she was unable to ascertain.  Rebecca could sense he was not at 

all interested in her daughter’s sensual pleasures.  This provided some relief; though not as much 

as she would have liked.  There was something else, something not quite insidious but still 
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furtive.  This feeling gnawed at her insides for some time, causing spurts of angry heat and 

nausea when he crossed her mind.  Still, it was obvious how much her youngest daughter loved 

her new found friend.  She would not interrupt the newfound laughter and joy in Vanessa’s 

countenance.  Still, Rebecca reminded herself that Vanessa’s fury was a direct result of her not 

intervening with her previous friend.  But Krish seemed so different then Max, so interested in 

Vanessa’s paintings and stories and dances and life but not in her body.  Yet Max had not 

betrayed the slightest hint of the man he was to become when they had first met.  Rebecca was 

torn.  Should she voice her concerns to Vanessa and risk provoking her ire, or stay silent and 

risk, who knows what?  She decided on a medium.” 

“Rosa, can we talk in private for a moment.” 

 “Yeah sure, let’s go to my bedroom.” 

Positive the door was locked Rebecca expressed her concerns to Rosa. 

“I understand why you would be worried, but seriously I don’t think Krish and Max have 

anything in common.” 

“How do you know?” 

“Well, he’s clearly gay, can’t you tell?” 

“Of course, I’m not an idiot.” 

“So if you know he is gay what else are you worried about?” 

“I’m not sure, but something is a little strange here. Why would a gay 18 year old man be 

friends with a 14 year old girl?” 

“Maybe he is just a really kind person.”  Look I promise I would not invite him here if he 

were straight, Vanessa told me.  I love Vanessa more than I can say.  What that bastard did to her 

makes me sick.” 

“Okay, I trust your judgment for now, since I haven’t made my own yet.  I don’t want to 

rush into things and alienate my daughter even further; though I am stricken by the irony that not 

making a fast judgment is what estranged her in the first place. You will tell me if anything about 

him concerns you, won’t you? 

“Of course I will.  I love Vanessa as if she were my own daughter.  Because I chose not 

to have kids she and Gabriella are the closest family I have, besides you of course."  

 “Vanessa, go get your stuff.” 

 “Ema, can I please stay through the week.  I really love it here.  Rosa and I have so much 

fun here..” 



121 

 

 “As long as you stay on top of your school work and don’t spend all of your time in the 

studio its fine with me sweetheart, I’ll pick you up on Sunday. 

 “Thanks Ema.” 

The week passed by in a blissful haze.  Rebecca returned to a home filled with the 

anticipation of spending some time alone since Gabriella was so seldom around with swim and 

basketball practice and spending time with Frank.  Her expectations were pleasantly interrupted 

when Gabriella insisted on spending that time with her.  One night she cooked dinner for 

Rebecca, which was an unprecedented event.  Rebecca mentioned the plan to move Vanessa’s 

room downstairs which Gabriella immediately nixed. 

 

“Why?” 

“Because, I am going to need it.” 

“Why, is this some new cruel way of punishing your sister?  If it is it’s beneath you.” 

“And why exactly would I want to punish my sister.” 

“I know all about your crush on your half brother, I also know all about the letter Vanessa 

stole from your room.” 

“How?” 

“The room switch, please Gabriella, I am a psychologist; I observe these things.” 

“Your right Ema, I did have a crush on Max, and I made a really stupid mistake because 

of it.” 

“What did you do?” 

“I had sex with Frank.” 

 “What the Fuck Gabriella? Are you a fucking idiot?” 

“Apparently I am.” 

“Well are you okay?” 

“No, I’m not okay, I’m pregnant.” 

“Um, are you sure?” 

“Yeah, I peed on a stick and it responded positively and I went to Planned Parenthood 

and got a blood test.” 
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Gabriella heaved a big sigh. 

 “I am definitely pregnant.” 

 “Why the hell didn’t you use a condom?” 

 “It’s not allowed remember, Halacha forbids it.” 

 “Well, teenage sex is not exactly allowed either, if you were going to do that you at least 

should have used protection.” 

 “You never taught us about that, other kid’s parents talk to them about this stuff.” 

 “Oh, I’m sorry I was too busy dealing with that other disaster you know, and I never 

thought you would do something that impetuous.  You were always so careful; this just seems 

totally out of character.” 

 “I know.  I’m so sorry.  I am so stupid.” 

 “This is partially my fault too.  I should have been spending more time with you.  I’ve 

been avoiding both of you since I realized I am a really crappy parent.  Disaster occurs and I 

panic.  Disaster is happening and I don’t notice it. This is some kind of response to what 

happened, right?” 

 “, I was so resentful of Vanessa.  I didn’t mean to be but I loved Max and he chose her.” 

 “That is not exactly a good thing you know.  This affects her too, that new room was 

important to her.”   

“She can have my old room.  I just need the downstairs for when I am huge and can’t 

climb stairs.” 

“So, you’re keeping it?” 

“I don’t know, I went to Planned Parenthood for an um procedure and I couldn’t go 

through with it.  I chickened out right when they were starting.  I’ve never felt so panicked in my 

life.” 

 “I can raise it; let me be your baby’s mother.  We’ll pretend you and Vanessa are her 

sisters.” 

 “It’s too much of a burden on you.” 

 “No, it isn’t, I made so many mistakes as a mother, let me redeem myself as a 

grandmother.  Please Gabriella don’t get rid of it.” 



123 

 

 “I don’t want to, I really don’t want to, I can feel life quivering within me. I can feel 

something forming.  I feel like a criminal, trying to abort it.  But I can’t let you raise it.  It’s too 

much of a burden for you.  It’s too much of a burden on me.  I don’t know how I’d manage the 

guilt of having my mother raise my mistake.” 

 “Don’t call it that, please.  I always wanted grandchildren.  This is a good thing, even 

though it’s a lot earlier than I anticipated.” 

 That’s the problem, Ema, you wouldn’t be the grandmother, you would be the mother, 

and you are not that young anymore.  I just don’t know if you can handle it.” 

 “I’m not that old either, 50  is not that old.  I promise it wouldn’t be a burden.” 

 “You say that now, but what about your career?  That is more important.  You do this and 

you save one child, but in your career you can save many people.” 

 “Hey, I did both with you and your sister growing up.  I can do the same thing with this 

child.” 

 “I’m not sure you can.  I don’t think you have the stamina.  Look Ema, I plan on having 

more children, ten or fifteen years from now.  I promise you will get grandchildren.  But right 

now I just want to go to college and live my life.” 

 “You can do that now if you let me raise your child.  College isn’t until next September; 

you will have your baby before then.  How pregnant are you? 

 “It’s been a month.  That’s why I feel like I have to do the abortion now, before I get too 

attached to the fetus.  I need you to understand how difficult it is for me to do this. Believe me 

Ema; I am ashamed I even have to have this conversation.” 

“I know Gabriella.  That’s why I don’t think you want an abortion.  You would not have 

asked to move downstairs if you really wanted this.” 

“I don’t want to, but I have too.  I just don’t see any other options.” 

“I just gave you one.” 

“And I told you I cannot allow that.” 

“Why, you haven’t given me a real reason.” 

“Ema, I just don’t trust you as a mother.” 

“Ah, well now we can really discuss this now that the pretenses are gone.” 
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“I don’t want to hurt you Ema, but I just cannot allow you to raise my child, look what 

happened to your children, and look what happened to your other daughter, look what happened 

to me.”   

“You blame me for what happened.” 

 “I blame myself, and Abba, mostly Abba, and you.  We all share blame.” 

“Well, I will take a part of the blame for what happened to your sister, but not for you.  

Don’t you dare blame me for what happened to you.” 

“I blame myself, even though it happened as a direct result of Max.” 

“Kiddo, you are 17, you’re old enough to take responsibility for your actions and 

feelings.  You could have talked to Alice, or me about it but you chose to fuck your boyfriend.” 

“I couldn’t talk to anybody about that.” 

“Why not?” 

“I was too ashamed to even mention them.  He is my half brother.  I ignored my sister’s 

pleas for help because I was angry over the letter and jealous of her. I couldn’t see what was 

going on right in my own house.  She told me in plain words and I didn’t believe her.” 

“Then I understand why you can’t trust yourself.  But I don’t understand why  you can’t 

trust me.” 

“You were almost as blind as me.” 

“He seemed like such a mentch.” 

That’s why I can’t let you raise this kid; I don’t trust you, or myself.  I’m not ready to 

have a baby, and I don’t think you are ready to raise another one.” 

Rebecca sighed deeply. 

“I suppose you’re right, Make an appointment with Planned Parenthood, I’ll go with you 

this time. I promise I will be there for you this time.” 

“Are you sure?’ 

“Yes, do it.  You’re right; I wanted to raise this kid as some sort of redemption.” 

“But you understand that it’s not a good enough reason, right.” 

“Yes I understand.” 
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“I’m sorry Ema.  I’m so sorry I got pregnant but I am not ready for this thing.  I don’t 

think you are either.” 

“There is another option you know,” 

“We can’t do that.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because I don’t trust adoption, because of Vanessa, because of what happened to her in 

India, and here.” 

“This is different; you will be giving your child up for adoption as a baby, blank slate and 

all that.  It will be much easier for the parents.” 

“Really?” 

“You know, I regret so much what happened to Vanessa, and the role I played in it.  But I 

have never regretted adopting her.” 

“Never?  Not even after what happened?” 

“Who knows what her life would have been like if she stayed in that orphanage?  At least 

here she has enough food and a good education, and encouragement of her talents, and a loving 

family.” 

“Well, a loving family minus one.” 

“Your father still loves her even after what he did.  Don’t get me wrong, I hate him for 

what he did to her, to all of us, but I can’t deny he loves her.  The adoption was his idea.” 

“So what do you think I should do?” 

“Oh honey, that is your decision to make.  I can’t tell you what to do. I just wanted to let 

you know that you have options.  You should take a few weeks to think about it.  But, if after 

contemplating your options, you truly want an abortion, I will go with you to get it.  I will be 

there for you after.  I promise.” 

“You won’t pressure me.” 

“I swear I won’t.” 

“Well I guess I have some thinking to do.” 
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Chapter 9  

Loss 

April 26 1997 

The fury came in with the tides of the ocean.  And shame came in after, with the 

undertow.  Shame traveled with the shells and litter, and stones, and the occasional dead fish that 

hitched a ride to the beach on the bellies of those great waves.  The rhythm repeated itself daily.  

These waves were not the gentle lapping waves of Lake George that I am so used to but 

intimidating waves.  The kind I plan on surfing on when I go to college.   

I feel a mysterious and inexplicable draw to California, which you might think is a little 

odd; considering it is where he comes from.  All the colleges I am applying to are in that great 

state; UCLA, UCSF, Stanford.  Ema and especially Abba aren’t really so gung ho on me going 

so far away for college, but I need some space from them, and especially from Vanessa to figure 

out who I am; away from the  pressing tentacles of tragedy. 

And yes the obvious question remains.  I may be separating myself from my family but I 

am drawing closer to the origins of the chokehold I am trying to slip away from. The irony is not 

lost on me. Ema and Abba know I can get in to those colleges, and they said they will support me 

(I have a 4.0 , GPA, a 1530 SAT, 4 APs on which I scored a 5 on all but one, and tons of 

extracurriculars. I believe I am not overconfident in anticipating a scholarship offer.)  But both of 

them are discouraging Stanford for the obvious reasons.  They, without consulting each other, 

said that it was self destructive to attend the university in which Dr. Jesse Lehar is now the 

philosophy chair and a tenured professor of that department.  She is a graduate professor only, 

but my very presence in her domain is considered self destructive both by my parents and Dr. 

Alice.  They even had a sort of anti- Stanford intervention which means my parents had to 

communicate.  You know, Ahuva, how much Ema still hates Abba, even a year after Abba’s 

duplicity.  They really had to work together for this meeting, which means my mother had to 

hate the idea of me going to Stanford more than talking to Abba, which perversely makes me like 

the idea a little more. 

Vanessa is the rebellious child in the family.  I have been amassing goody two shoes 

points to use for a singular massive rebellion.  Yes they will hate it if I decide to go to Stanford, 

but they owe me.   
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And they may be right.  Attending Stanford may be a little self-destructive.  But after 18 

thoroughly constructive and hardworking years I think I deserve a little indulgence.  Abba says 

that I’m being self- indulgent and disregarding the needs of my family. That is fucking rich.  

Well I didn’t destroy the family Abba.  And I am the first and only family member to forgive 

you, to initiate contact.  

 Why don’t they understand that I need closure?  I need to move on.  But before I can 

there are the thousands of questions that spark the fury, the shame, the suspicion, the relief.  It 

doesn’t seem possible that all these emotions could coexist.  All those chemicals splashing and 

sloshing around in my brain would surely ignite a calamitous reaction that would sparkle 

effervescent like fireworks and then blow everything to cinders. 

And maybe I am punishing myself, for not saving her earlier.  I should have ascertained 

the true nature of those late night activities that Vanessa approached me about.  I sent her away 

because my affections were not being met.   Max was interested in her.  He wanted her, followed 

her, and lusted for her, like I lusted for him.  I recognized the symptoms, the forlorn eyes, the 

rapid breathing. I was so wrapped in my false desires that I let her cries for help go unanswered. 

The truth is; the whole family was infatuated with Max.  His tanned body and impressive 

musculature made him a physically striking specimen, but the infatuation went slightly deeper.  

We were all touched by his considerate social graces and his easy charm.  Max’s fierce 

determination to start a new life after his mishap in Paulo Alto created an atmosphere of 

trustworthiness about him without anything substantial to trust.  And we fell hard for the ruse. 

I loved his body, his cool-factor.  His initial attention and gradual withdrawal set my 

pheromones running wildly after that perfect California specimen. He knew exactly how to 

manipulate my affections to get to her; and I still lusted after him.  Though I did not know what 

was happening behind closed doors until that fateful night. 

Only my mother was weary.  She remained cool and speculative long after the rest of us 

abandoned detachment. An electric current burst through her nerves every time she witnessed 

Max’s interactions with her daughters.  Though she did not trust him she kept silent in the 

absence of concrete proof.  But even Rebecca was converted by his kindness to a very insecure 

and lonely daughter.  We all trusted the convincing veneer.  We all failed to see deeper.  The 

whole Goldstein family failed to protect our youngest and most vulnerable.  .  

And it goes without saying who failed the most.   

I stripped Max’s glassy surface. I exposed the maggots and termites under it.  And 

despite this my father let him go.  He ruined my one heroic act.  He didn’t only fail Vanessa, he 

failed me too. 
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I also failed Vanessa.  It didn’t take much decoding to uncover the hidden meaning of 

those complaints. They were hidden right underneath the surface of what she was saying, not 

deep below it.  I didn’t have to be an archeologist, just listen. All I had to do listen.  And I 

couldn’t even do that.  I rebuffed her again and again.  I punished her for the longing I tried so 

hard to suppress. I punished her for stealing that stupid letter.  I was so fucking angry I couldn’t 

help her. Now I can’t even look at her, or even myself. I am filled with a thousand chemical 

bombs igniting and exploding within the synapses of my body.      

What about my mother?  She has patients, child and adults, dealing with sexual assault 

trauma, and yet she failed to recognize the signs in her own daughter.     

I am bursting with questions that I can never ask.  Why was I enchanted with Max?  Why 

did he choose her?  What’s wrong with me for wanting him? Why do I resent her so much when 

I know she is blameless?  Is she blameless? And why is a small part of me glad that he is free?   

Why do I breathe easier when I think of his abrupt departure from our lives? I sometimes wonder 

how Vanessa feels about Max’s absence.  Is she glad he is gone, or does she crave justice, which 

she is highly unlikely to receive?  And why am I relieved when I was the first to restrain him?  

All that swimming and basketball must have given me killer upper body strength.  Perhaps it was 

not my strength but adrenaline or God that gave me that ability at that particular time.  Max is 

older, heavier, and taller then I and still I held him.  What happened to Vanessa left me with a 

fury so profound that its upward mobility empowered me to do the impossible, only to have my 

father undo it minutes later.  I spend those moments that cross between wakefulness and dreams 

wondering if his action was planned.  It could be; the cuffing, the holding of the keys, the 

collection of supplies, the release.  It could be a plan, a very hastily thought out plan, but a plan.  

Or was it merely a rapid decision? 

I look at my father now and see a piquant cocktail of ignominy and some furtive relief.  

When we are together he keeps his gaze low.  He lowers his center of gravity.  He becomes 

weighted.  I can almost hear his sinews grunt with the effort of it.  His usual elevated posture 

shifts downward.  His ordinarily ebullient facial muscles pull themselves downwards into jowls 

and grimaces.  I can never tell how much of this is a result of genuine emotion and how much is 

the requisite contrition required to return to our good graces.  Where is the genuine regret?  

Where is the authentic Teshuva?  Is there any?   

I see the drama of his iniquity and its consequences play out in a public forum every 

night in the Clinton hearings.  Abba is addicted to C-Span.  He keeps it on all hours.  Even those 

hours he used to call his quiet hours political news was on a low hum. Sometimes he allows its 

volume and meditative influence to carve a space in the shadows of a mean and unyielding 

apollonian gaze. Apollo rides his chariot and casts judgment on all who cannot withstand his 

blazing x-ray, which brings to the forefront those perfidies that David would prefer to conceal.  

The constant hum of C-Span or CNN or MSNBC just barely drowned out his own sorrow and 

relief.  After all, it is my belief that the matter of what to do with Max was not really about Max, 
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or conflicting loyalties between his past and present families, or about Ema or me or even 

Vanessa, but in some ways it was about protecting us, and himself, from the bitter intrusions of 

the police and the DA’s office, and the press.  

Of course this is speculation, but I believe it to be true. Ema, Vanessa, and I, having 

picked up the cable news habit from Abba, immersed ourselves in the drama of the first family to 

escape our own intractable situation.  The Lewinsky-Tripp drama-White House drama- 

Washington Drama-USA Drama-World Drama curiously echoed our own anonymous domestic 

Hamlet, or is it Macbeth?  If we were the actors in this theatre then Vanessa would be Monica 

Lewinsky of course.  I would play the role of Linda Tripp, and my mother would be of course 

Hillary Clinton.  That is where the easy casting decisions end.  But who should play the role of 

Bill Clinton?    This quandary would bewilder even the most seasoned of directors.  Max did the 

initial betrayals, seven of them in four months, which constitute the first iniquities of the first act; 

Than David commits the last and final perfidy, the lie to the nation, the sin for which Ken Starr 

puts the screws to him and he starts to sweat on televised hearings.  And it’s up to the audience 

to decide which act was worse, which hurt more people, which did the most damage, and which, 

if any, can be forgiven.  It’s an interactive play; the audience gets to be the jury.  But unlike the 

real drama occurring 200 miles from our Brooklyn home; this audience gets to judge all of us, 

not just Bill.  They get to judge how we salvaged the disaster area that Bill left for us. 

And even though I knew how Max was tearing into my family I still craved him, 

masturbated to images of him, wanted him even more because a relationship with him would be 

impossible.  After a while I even ceased to remind myself of our familial connection and allowed 

the fantasy to proceed uninterrupted.  In those months he was here I completely lost any desire 

for Frank, my devoted boyfriend, but did not break up with him because I needed him to be my 

tether to reality in case I drifted out too far.  I would not allow myself to be  Ophelia. Frank 

waited very patiently for me to give the go sign for us to lose our virginity.  I told him I was 

waiting for marriage, like a good Jewish girl should do, but I was waiting for Max to fade from 

the membranes of my libido, for me to start wanting Frank again.  I think Frank felt a little torn, 

between wanting sex, and wanting to wait.  He was a little less religious then me; being a reform 

Jew, but I think he believed we would make it through college intact, and actually get married, 

while I harbored no such illusions.  I wanted sex; I just didn’t want to do it while I felt so torn 

and lonely.  Max lingered in the vestiges of my mind.  He lingered without fading away into the 

mists of lost memories and desires.  I could not write him off as an adolescent lark as I was 

rapidly approaching adulthood, college, my 18
th

 birthday. 

Anyways Ahuva, I wish to return to the matter we were discussing before I became so 

distracted by my id-she wants what she wants and she won’t wait. I imagine she is the 

embodiment of a particularly reckless four year old, much as I imagine you will be.  Don’t be too 

reckless dearest Ahuva, but don’t be too cautious either.  I guess I have to give the role to both of 

our rival thespians.  Max will play Bill in the first act, and David will play him in the second.  

David will get the lion’s share of the role.  He has to live with us and his damage, and himself for 
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the rest of his life, and Max gets to make an early exit.  But the audience-jury will spare nobody 

Ahuva, because we are all guilty of something.  David is an unlucky sinner; he is not spared the 

luxury of leaving. 

Vanessa is innocent.  Her innocence is the orange gold halo that engulfs her in an aura of 

light so effulgent it blinds the rest of us shadow dwellers.  My own bruised violet aura can’t 

compare to it.  But Vanessa feels it burn oppressively because she shrinks in its influence.  She 

could hover above us but instead she slinks even lower than I do, then my parents do.  Vanessa 

does not speak about the dark months.  In her eyes I sometimes notice her own internal court, 

where she always seems to be simultaneously witness, prosecutor, defense and victim, those 

nebulous warm brown eyes don’t meet my own very often, but when they do they are always 

entreating me for something I cannot deliver. If she wants reassurance she needs to look 

somewhere else because I am closed up-for the night- forever.  I am out of business, out of 

commission in the sister department.  My resentment is making me fail the most basic health 

inspections.  If I tried to serve her love it would taste rancid, bitter, like bile.  So I keep my 

mouth shut, because she deserves better.   

There was one time where her courtroom proceedings spilled out accidentally.  The 

words were whispered, and I could not tell whether I was meant to receive them or not.  I heard 

her tell me, tell herself that she should have been able to fight harder, to accomplish what I was 

able to achieve, and this time I started to leak the bile, slowly at first, and then in one explosive 

burst.  

 “Damnit Vanessa, don’t you get it.  Max is almost eight years older then you and about 

sixty pounds heavier then you, and a good deal of that weight is muscle.  Even if you had fought 

harder it would be physically impossible for you to win, and you probably would have been hurt 

more.” 

“But you could do it.” 

“I was standing over him and you were under him and I’m an athlete and besides which I 

was fueled my adrenaline or a miracle and I could never repeat the act.  It was a onetime feat.  

Vanessa, I swear to God you are the only blameless person left amongst us.” 

She glared at me with the dubious sight of a woman ravaged by the desert and terrified of 

a mirage.  I noticed her study the hills and valleys of my musculature.  Her focused gaze 

attempted to decipher where exactly this strength originated from.  Her eyes traced the twist of 

thighs, hips, abdomen, spine, vertebrae, inspecting each individually, working her way up to my 

shoulders and scapula, neck, skull, brain.  Her eyes circled around me, poked through me.  Her 

eyes became a thousand eyes; inquisitive but overwhelmed by the glut of information she 

received. Her eyes met my eyes and latched onto the verdant green peering back at her own 

chocolate eyes, speckled with violet and orange.  A second of this contact as all I needed to know 

that even though we don’t look alike, or were birthed from the same womb, we are irrevocably 
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bound to each other.  I saw my sister for the first time without the haze of xenophobia..  But the 

xenophobia regained her lost balance and threw back a killer uppercut and soon sisterhood and 

xenophobia were back to fighting with a vengeance; and I wondered which fighter would emerge 

the victor.  But I could not bear the intensity of this connection so I broke the gaze first.  I 

snipped the threads we had woven towards each other. 

Only then could I relax my gaze enough to catch her own countenance in the kitchen 

mirror. I notice her eyes trace the deformed curvature of her own spine.  Scoliosis had taken its 

toll.  She wears a brace at night to correct the damage and goes to PT, but the process is slow. 

Any school is a savage hunter of pleasure, but Vanessa is a target in our almost entirely white 

Jewish private school.  She gets bullied for her different ethnicity, strange body, and weird social 

behavior.  I’ll step in if things get bad, but I try not to get involved.  Am I supposed to jeopardize 

my popularity for somebody who won’t stand up for herself?  Don’t judge me too harshly 

Ahuva; I do it for her mostly.  She can’t hide in a closet her whole life while she is denied justice 

and compassion.  The truth is, Ahuva, Vanessa is not entirely blameless, but her transgression is 

not an inability but a refusal to act when she had the choice to.  It’s a minor choice really; to 

retreat or confront her father in the moment of betrayal.  She retreated.  After the night she had 

how can she be blamed? Yet I did I did I did blame her I blamed her for not stopping him, not 

throwing herself at him, for staying in that damn cloistered closet.  I blamed her for not telling 

me or my mother, leaving us to work through the pieces slowly.  Why would she try to save 

David after what he did? 

Vanessa eschewed the harsh mean fluorescent glare of the Shakespearean climax 

occurring in her room for the nebulous warmth of her closet.  But unlike one of her favorite 

books there was no winter wonderland, no fauns or satyrs or magical lions.  The gentle villainy 

of the white witch could not compare to the real horror stirring in the present.   

Vanessa’s wild imagination sometimes worries my mother.  Is it childhood or delusion?  

Is it coping or psychosis? Is it creative genius or an inability to live in the real world?   There are 

times when she gets real quiet and fixates on the texture of tree barks, or the reflection of mid-

afternoon sun on our kitchen table and mutters ephemera to herself that could be genius if only 

they were fully realized thoughts uttered out loud.  It’s rather annoying.  Catching her in the grip 

of the intense machinery of her creative process feels much like viewing a wild party from the 

outside that you have not been invited to. Dr. Bagchi inquired about the nature of Vanessa’s 

fantasy world.  She tugged at the loose strings of this ethereal web until Vanessa could no longer 

ignore the impossibility of closing herself off from the world.  But the strength of her internal 

world provides comfort in the midst of great troubles, so as long as it does not interfere with 

school or her daily routine they leave her alone.  Yet she was starving for connections so Hema 

and Vanessa started working on a book with poems and stories and pictures of paintings.  The 

book grew longer.  Eventually they self published it and sent out a few hundred copies to 

bookstores and galleries in Prospect Park.  The project suffused Vanessa with life and light and 
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purpose.  Her animalistic gait swung into upright strides and she was once again able to meet 

someone’s gaze. 

There were overheard snippets of conversation on the phone, Rebecca tossing out a 

phrase or two like gallery show with an unheard stranger.  But plans crumbled away as soon as 

they met her.  They said her art was remarkably mature but she was not.  They could not market 

her, she couldn’t handle the pressure, and she should try again when she was older.   

Another cold wind blew into the bones of the house. The cold became unnatural.  It was 

light jacket weather in the streets but we wore sweaters and drank hot tea and felt warm only in 

the outside despite the piles of blankets on our beds.  Those days I was absorbed in the blessed 

competition of basketball, the season was just ending, and I gave it ever more fuel, staying later 

at practice, avoiding the preternatural chill that awaited me. I threw everything into the final 

weeks, giving it energy I had only felt once.  Letting myself bump and push and get aggressive 

was a welcome tonic against the isolation and delicacy of home.  I wanted to push people and get 

that ball in, no matter how many fouls I collected on the way.  I went in a matter of weeks from a 

pragmatic point guard, concerned with the niceties of the game to a beast.  Coach Katrina 

applauded the change but had to pull me out a couple times when I became too aggressive.   I 

didn’t care.  I just wanted to push my way to more victories. This new playing style paid off. We 

won again and again, and with each win I became less entangled with the cold embrace of the 

recent past. I became me again, a better me, a stronger me, and it felt damn good. 

One night she arrived home alone and I knew the pendulum had swung again. The 

ebullience that puffed us up simultaneously seemed now to have deflated.   I walked towards her, 

every nerve and muscle screaming against it but I forced myself to comfort her wordlessly as her 

chest heaved in tearless sobs. It had been a great night.  I only recently arrived home, flush with 

the thrill of our latest victory in the final game.  I scored more points than ever before- 16-and 

won the last point and game.  The victory gave me the nascent strength to push me towards her.  

I would comfort her, I would be a good sister, but I would not allow my own joy to be sullied. 

On another night I might have resented her for destroying the iridescent sparkle of that 

evening.  Coasting from the celebrity status I found myself in as the last ball went into the basket 

protected me from any pinpricks from the hot needles of my irrational rage.  Not tonight.  

Tonight is only about elation. I felt myself rising, rising, on people’s shoulders, into the air, filled 

with the effervescent bubbles of cheap beer and pink champagne at Killer’s, the post game 

hangout where they don’t check IDs very carefully.  The pats on the back, and hugs and Frank’s 

long slow kisses transported me to a dark and abandoned home, but I didn’t care.  I didn’t care 

that my mother was at a major conference giving a lecture or that my father lived in a one 

bedroom apt in Cobble Hill and was absent from the final game when he promised his presence.  

All I cared was that we were alone, just us in this brownstone.   I felt myself leading Frank into 

my bedroom and undressing him.   
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Flesh and breasts, and hands and warm soft vagina, open, willing to take in his hard dick, 

grunts, and sighs, close so close to that holy grail I’ve heard so much about, but not there yet not 

there yet, close getting closer, a golden glow, a castle on clouds, an epic quest to get there, but 

interruptions.  Too many interruptions, the image of Max and his perfect body imposing himself 

on Frank’s pasty visage gets me closer to ecstasy but infuses me with inhibition and fear and 

shame.  Wanting a gone rapist while a lovely, kind man is here, treating me well, and taking care 

of me, very concerned that I get there.  This is great Gabriella, just wonderful.  I shrink back and 

Frank asks if he’s going too fast.  But he isn’t because I led him to my bedroom, I straddled him, 

but the rhythms don’t have the flow I expected they would.  There’s something forced about the 

way we are making love and I find myself wondering how this would have been with Max. I find 

myself wondering where my plans to wait went.  No.  I will not allow Max that power over me, I 

will enjoy my first time, screw the plans. 

It took great determination to heave him out of my mind but I did it. And I would have 

achieved climax if not for the sounds of a car pulling up to the front door and a unlocking click.  

It wasn’t five minutes before Frank disappeared down the same sycamore that Max escaped. 

 But it wasn’t my mother, it was just Vanessa, alone and fragile and looking like she had 

just been through the ringer. I quickly dressed and went downstairs to see who was interrupting 

my first time. But I knew looking at her crestfallen face that I couldn’t be mad, I just couldn’t be, 

there was so much sorrow it would not allow other emotions.  I peeked out the window and 

noticed there was no lavender van attempting to find parking but rather my father’s dark blue 

Acura speeding away.  I assumed that was the reason for her sorrow.  I wished I had listened to 

my voicemails but even if I had there was nothing I could do.  They arrived as I was about to star 

in the series finale of basketball season.  No way would I miss that.  I suppose she could have 

waited, but as I was indisposed the rest of the night, first drinking at Killers and then later, well 

Ahuva, I already told you what happens later. It remained unlikely that I could save her from 

whatever she had just been through.  I felt my post game high deflate in that moment and felt an 

acute shame take its place.  I failed my sister, again. 

There would be other opportunities to climax. As of course, you know.  But Vanessa was 

so distressed that I couldn’t even think about my lost virginity until I led her to my bedroom to 

talk and she saw the crimson drops on my sheet.  She looked at me knowingly and in one fell 

swoop she grabbed the sheet off my bed and through it down the laundry chute.  We walked to 

the basement together and as I started to bleach the sheets she asked. 

“Do you feel any different?” 

“No, not really, thanks to you it was coitus interruptus. I never got to home base if you 

know what I mean.” 

“Oh I’m so sorry I interrupted your teenage sex, with my arrival at my own house. 
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“I didn’t mean it like that Vanessa.” 

“I wouldn’t want to ruin your big night, I understand, really.  I just wish somebody else 

could have helped me, Ema, Rosa, anybody else.  But it doesn’t matter really.  Maybe something 

good happened tonight, in all the bad.” 

“Yeah, what was it?” 

“I think I may have made a new friend, anyways enough about me.  Tell me, was Frank 

good?” 

“He tried so hard, but we were so self conscious and then you came home and it was all 

very awkward.  I thought you were Ema.” 

“So that’s why I saw him climbing down the sycamore” 

“Yeah, turns out to be a useful tree, for criminals and boyfriends. Ema would be just as 

enraged at Frank as at Max.” 

“Yeah, but you wanted this right?” 

“I led him upstairs; the whole thing was my idea. But she would automatically assume he 

was pressuring me.” 

“It’s hard to blame her, after all that’s happened.” 

“She isn’t as blameless as you think Vanessa, I mean didn’t you tell her at one point what 

was going on? 

“Vaguely, I thought she would figure it out, but I guess I should have been more 

specific.” 

“No, Vanessa, you know she has patients with that have similar problems?  She was 

blissfully ignorant purposefully, or else she’s an idiot.” 

“I don’t understand how you can be so enraged with Ema and forgive your father.” 

“I haven’t forgiven him, not at all. But at least he doesn’t deny his felony.” 

“If you haven’t forgiven him then why did you initiate contact?” 

“I missed him okay; despite what he did I just missed him. I missed his humor and fun 

and light touch, after the murkiness of this place, he’s refreshing. Abba’s not a villain; he just 

chose one loyalty over another.” 

“Way to put a spin on it Gabriella.” 



135 

 

“I didn’t say it was right, it’s just hard.” 

“It’s hard to ignore that he chose Max over all of us because he’s his firstborn son.” 

“I think mostly it’s because he felt guilty about being an absentee father to Max.” 

“Well it’s hilarious that he barges into the restaurant acting like he still has a shred of 

parental authority.  

Vanessa regaled the tale of what happened that evening, in the restaurant and on the ride 

home, omitting the reason she left Hema’s in such a hurry.  This new rapport between her and 

Gabriella was exciting but she still did not trust her enough to share intimate details of her life 

before her. 

“You ate at a tref restaurant; Ema’s going to kill you.” 

“I don’t think she’ll care that much.  I was lost and starving, I didn’t actually eat anything 

Tref, just on Tref plates, it’s a minor infraction, but you won’t tell her?  Would you?” 

“No, but Abba might.” 

“He won’t, it was his idea.  Besides, they don’t talk remember.” 

“True, except to persuade me not to go to Stanford” 

“You do know who teaches there?” 

“Of course I do?” 

“So why would you want to go there?’ 

“It’s a great school, and it’s far away from here, and its warm, and I just want to get away 

from here. And I suppose I want to get to know her a little bit, she’s a huge part of this story and 

we know nothing about her.  Besides, it’s not the only school I applied to.  Aren’t you curious at 

all about Jesse Lehar, mother of Max Cohn, son of David Cohn?  Doesn’t she intrigue you?  

“Yes of course, she can answer a lot of questions, but to go looking for a confrontation 

seems below your intelligence.  After all Gabriella, what happened wasn’t her fault.  Max was an 

adult when he did what he did.” 

“I’m not looking for a fight, I just want to fill in the missing pieces, and I want to know 

what kind of mother she was; what part she played in how her son turned out. Was it biological, 

was he destined to turn out as a rapist or could she have prevented this in some way.” 

“Gabriella, I’ve been looking for someone to blame since it happened and I’m just tired 

of searching for answers.  I don’t think there are any, and if there are I don’t think you’ll find 
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them by going to the same university that Jesse Lehar teaches in.  Honestly, I feel sorry for her.  

How do you live with the fact that your son is a rapist?  How do you live with the fact that she 

will never see her son again?”   

“The same way you live with what happened to you; except you don’t seem to me 

coping.  You just run away at every confrontation and hide in a closet or a bathroom stall.  I 

swear you’re just like Abba.”  

The accusation was coated with a sweet bite of humor, and a wave of laughter broke out, 

relieving the tension of the conversation.’ 

“He does tend to avoid the more sticky moments.  You know he isn’t nearly as tough as 

our mother.” 

“Well, she’s been through hell and back.  Being born in Auschwitz, I often wonder how 

she survived.  Our Zeidi was strength personified.” 

“Yaakov had already lost three children by the time Ema was born. He had an iron will 

and a cunning mind; survival became second nature to him.  I don’t think he fathomed any 

alternative.”   

“Yeah, but Gabriella look at what that did to him, look how he treated his children.  He 

was so removed, completely unable to connect to them on any emotional level.” 

“That was not the survivor mentality; it was the trauma he went through in Auschwitz, 

and with losing his wife, his sons, his parents, and all of his siblings but one.  If anything the 

survivor mentality saved his family.  It’s true he was not a great father, but he did what he could.  

He outlasted his wives, only to do himself in at the end.  He could survive the camps but he 

couldn’t survive his own demons.  And the saddest part is he never sought help, he just drunk 

himself into a noose.”  

“The womyn in our family do tend to expire early.  I mean Leah’s death during childbirth 

is almost banal, considering the circumstances; but what about Bracha, what happened to her?  

Was it a suicide?  Why do we know nothing about her death?” 

“No, she just sort of faded away into a mysterious malady; or so Rosa told me when I 

asked about it. Nobody could tell what it was, her body just shut down with no explanation.  

Rosa told me all about her, how kind she was how intelligent, how she started her bakery from 

nothing, they still have the best pastrami sandwiches in the city. Bracha Feldman raised Ema and 

Rosa as if they were here own children, she was their mother since Bobbe Leah died when Ema 

was born and Rosa was four.  ” 
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“You ever wonder why Ema never talks about the darker elements of how the holocaust 

affected her personally.  I mean she talks about the history of the Shoah a lot, how it affected 

Judaism,” 

“How it affected the world,” 

“How it led to the creation of the state of Israel.” 

“But she doesn’t ever talk about its influence affected her, like the death of her two older 

siblings that she never knew, or the slow suicide of her stepmother.” 

“And she sure as hell doesn’t talk about the incessant alcoholism and suicide of her 

father.” 

“Yaakov was pretty abusive, according to Rosa, I think she wanted us to only know about 

the heroic acts he did saving his family and other Jews and not how he treated his daughters. 

“But she never told us that he disowned Rosa for being a choreographer and for turning 

conservative, or that he hung himself.  The omissions are pretty shocking, don’t you think 

Gabriella?” 

“They are.  It is really good we have Rosa to fill in the holes for us.” 

“Good thing she loves to talk.” 

“Yeah, she loves to talk.  They just have different ways of dealing with it.” 

“Ema is a lot like her father in a way, determined to stay strong for her family, not letting 

herself be vulnerable.” 

“That’s true.” 

“And Rosa, well, she deals with it by talking incessantly.” 

“Vanessa,” I paused, unsure of how to express the longing I felt, the longing to be close 

to her.  Vulnerability does not come easily to me, or anyone I suppose.  In this way I am very 

much like my mother, my grandfather.   

 “Yeah.” 

“I’m sorry I didn’t help you more when I could have.  I’m sorry I didn’t advocate for you, 

that I shut you out.  I’m so sorry I let my anger over that stupid letter cloud my judgment.  I was 

so furious I couldn’t see clearly” 

“It’s okay, I shut you out first.” 



138 

 

“It is? Really?  You’re not just saying that to be nice, or to avoid an unpleasant subject, 

because I find it hard to believe that you could forgive me that soon. 

“It isn’t really, not really, but I can’t be mad after you saved me.” 

“Of course you can be angry; after the way this family treated you, after the way I treated 

you.  Good God knows I’m furious. And I am not the victim here.” 

“You are? Why?” 

“Because of what happened to you, because of the way it was handled, because all of the 

denial and the betrayals.  It makes me so furious.  Don’t you get angry about it?’ 

“Sometimes, sometimes I flare up but mostly I- I can’t talk about this with you.  I’m 

sorry Gabriella but I have had a really bad day and I just can’t.  I don’t know if I trust you 

enough to talk about this stuff. I want to trust you. I want a new start, but I don’t know how to 

start trusting anybody again.” 

“I understand, all those years of shutting you out clearly have consequences.  I just don’t 

know how to rectify it now.” 

“Well you can start by being honest about your feelings. I know you’re angry about the 

letter.  I know you’re angry at me for withholding the information about Abba.” 

“Vanessa, I don’t care a whit about that letter anymore. I suppose I was angry you didn’t 

tell us what Abba did.  But I’m starting to understand why you hid it.  Don’t get me wrong 

Vanessa though, I still hate that you kept this secret for months’” 

“I’m sorry Gabriella; I was only trying to keep the family whole.  I didn’t realize you had 

already figured it out, or how much it affected you.  I hate this rift we have, between you and me 

and Ema and David, I hate it.  I was willing to do anything to circumvent it, including lie, or omit 

information.  I hate David for what he did and I figured the truth would come out one way or 

another. I just wanted a little more time with my whole family.” 

“I don’t understand how you could live with him, knowing, what he had done.” 

“It wasn’t easy, let me tell you. But I was sure that keeping this family intact was more 

important than my desire to blurt out my secret.  It got to be pretty overwhelming, you know like 

a really full bladder.  I’m actually a little relieved that Ema figured it out because I was sure I 

was going to burst real soon.  I think it would have hurt more if I had let go.” 

“I bet it wasn’t easy.” 

“It sure wasn’t.” 

“Vanessa, do you think we will ever get past all this?” 
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“Well I hope it doesn’t plague me for the rest of my life.  But look at us, we’re actually 

talking.  I think that shows progress don’t you?” 

“Yeah, I do. We should do it more.” 

And that Ahuva is how Vanessa and I started to walk towards each other.  It’s a long shot 

I know.  I couldn’t be there for her when she needed me, but I am hoping that she can be there 

for me when I need her.  I can see the resentment in her face and in the acidity of her eyes but it 

is clearly tempered by love, and sorrow.  She loves you Ahuva, and I think she will be as sad to 

lose you when the times comes.  It would have been easier if I could have just gone through with 

the abortion.  But I walked into the room at Planned Parenthood 3 times and walked out, still 

pregnant, twice by myself and once with my mother, and I still could not eliminate you.  You 

exerted a stronger pull then my ambitions and familial pressure combined. 

Still I cannot keep you, I hope you understand why.  I cannot be your mother because I 

am afraid that I would only resent you from holding me back. I cannot bear to think of a future 

where I feel only bitterness towards you.  After all, I only recently graduated high school. I am ill 

equipped to be a mother now.  I am seven months pregnant, a couple weeks after I give birth to 

you I hop on a plane to LAX and start college at UCLA a week later.  I have chosen a really 

lovely couple to be your parents.  I am confident Veronica and Hannah will be excellent parents.  

They are kind and loving and have been searching for you for many years.  I know how much 

they love you already, and you are not yet born. 

I hope I do not regret this decision. 

I hope I can find you someday, that I can get to know you.” 

I hope that I do not forget about you completely, and that I forget enough to live my life 

fully, without feeling this gap too deeply. 

I hope you have a happy childhood and a long and satisfying joyful life. 

I hope someday you will understand the necessity of this decision, and realize that I did 

not abandon you. 

And I hope more than anything when you do feel abandoned, you realize the love in your 

life, and that I gave you up because I love you. 

I hope you understand this adoption is for the best, for the both of us.  I am no mother, 

and you deserve two loving parents 

I trust your new parents.  Veronica and Hannah are full of love.  But if they disappoint 

you, as parents often do, I hope you realize that I was sure that they were the best for the job. 
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Now you know how you came to exist and why I cannot keep you.  Let me now explain 

the name I choose for you, which Hannah and Veronica have agreed on completely.  In Judaism 

there is a great tradition of naming children after the dead.  It is a wonderful tradition, and if you 

had turned out to be a boy I would keep it. I could name you Leah, or Bracha, but I choose to 

break the tradition.  This name is the only thing I can give to you, that will remind you that even 

though I had to give you away you are 

Eternally, 

Perpetually, 

Unconditionally; 

Beloved. 

Gabriella Bea Goldstein. 

Gabriella signed the letter and placed it in a manila envelope.  A few tear tracks fell on 

the paper. Gabriella didn’t mind.  As somebody who has also lost her daughter I empathize with 

my tears.  The tears turn to rain.  The rain slashes through limbo and into the earthly realm.  As it 

flows onto Gabriella’s window she notices how the weather accompanies her mood today.   

She gets out her wax kit from under her bed.  She received it for her Bat Mitzvah, almost 

six years to the day.  The long forgotten gift giver would surely have never imagined the 

recipient using it to seal a letter to her unborn daughter. 

A wax kit, how antiquated, but an email or a letter sealed with a mere lick of an envelope 

would convey a much more casual attitude then Gabriella intended.  There could be no 

underestimation of the import this letter carried.  A quick trip downstairs fetched a yartzeit 

candle in its traditional glass and a pack of matches. As she sealed the wax she was forcefully 

reminded of that other letter stolen from its residence under Gabriella’s bed.  What a commotion 

that letter had made, and it was a throwaway.  Gabriella had typed the letter, omitting the most 

solipsistic revelations of her feelings about Vanessa.  She had sent it the day before the first draft 

was stolen.  

 Yet I was still enraged and over what?  A mere crumpled paper, a rough draft, hardly 

worth losing my mind over.  The rage clogged my judgment, flooded my brain.  It was my anger 

over this nonentity that prevented me from helping Vanessa when I should have.  I felt violated, 

and couldn’t see the truth.  I’m a fool.  I’m a coward.  She hates me. I hate me.  I hate being 

pregnant.  I hate that I liked Max enough to have sex in high school.  I’ve carefully planned my 

whole life, and I break the plan for some stupid feelings stupid feelings, stupid stupid Gabriella, 

you fucked up everything.  You fucked up everything.  

Gabriella wondered if she should have put so much information into the letter.  Did her 

unborn daughter need to know about the inner mechanisms that propelled her entry into the 
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world?  The letter was filled to the brim with those details that Gabriella thought would help 

Ahuva understand why she had to give her away.  But the story was simple really, girl fucks up, 

girl, gets pregnant, girl wants to go to college, then a doctorate, then a high paying auspicious 

career, then a family, girl decides to give up baby for adoption, both for her sake and for the sake 

of her progeny, even though she doesn’t really believe in adoption, even though it scares her 

because of her adopted sister.  Still she knew Ahuva wouldn’t read this letter until she was at 

least eighteen as per her instructions, and she had to believe she would be able to handle the 

information by then, not just handle, but desire, crave.  Perhaps she’d already be searching for 

her birth mother by then, in which case this letter would prove to be an invaluable ally. 

Gabriella sealed the envelope and gingerly placed it under her bed.  Tonight, when her 

mother and Vanessa were asleep she would sneak downstairs and put the letter in her father’s 

abandoned safe, the relic of his conspicuous absence, the thing that was too heavy to move to his 

apartment across Prospect Park. The letter would rest there safely until the baby was born, after 

which she would deliver it to the baby’s new mothers.  Gabriella knew the safe was the only 

place the letter would be completely safe.  Her usual hiding spot under her bed would not be 

sufficient in case Vanessa got curious again, but that didn’t seem likely. Gabriella guessed that 

the unintended consequences of her lest venture into the room and mind of her sister had put her 

off of snooping forever. 

Gabriella stealthily tiptoed down stairs.  Creaking noises emanated from the weight of her 

pregnant body. She arrived at her destination with her back aching and her ankles swollen, but 

she could not trust anybody else with this mission.  The combination was retrieved from deep 

inside her memory.  It took a few tries but the safe finally relented to her unyielding touch. She 

hurriedly shoved the letter inside and closed it, but when she looked down she noticed some 

papers that had fallen in the commotion.  The effort to pick it up was significant but well worth it 

once she fully comprehended what she had found.  She brought the papers into her room to study 

but her eyes were drooping and she could not stay awake.  The papers went under her bed as she 

crashed on top of it. 

The next morning she took the papers with her to the park, where she could have as much 

time as she needed to pore through them.   

Genetic Analysis  

Likelihood of blood relation between David Cohn and Max Cohn 97.89 % 

Likelihood of blood relation between Max Cohn and Rick Kirkeby 2.11% 

Gabriella didn’t need to read any more.  Just the fact that David had doubted his 

parentage of Max was very interesting.  He was having doubts about bringing Max here so he 

must have asked Jesse for this report.  Gabriella wished fervently that the results had been the 
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opposite, that David had never brought Max to live in her Park Slope brownstone.  Yet if Max 

Cohn had come to Brooklyn, had stayed with them, had raped Vanessa Gabriella was glad Max 

was actually David’s son and not a stranger he helped escape.  What would Vanessa think of this 

report? Should she show it to her?  Would Vanessa want to see it or would she want to purge any 

memory of Max and her father?  Would Ema want to see it?  If she showed it to them she would 

have to explain how she had retrieved it from the safe, but it might be worth it.   

Still, I’m not sure what it would accomplish.  What would Vanessa and Ema feel when 

they are confronted with this document.  It affects them more directly than it affects me.  I can’t 

hide this from them.  I guess I’ll have to give it to Ema.  I don’t want to hurt her but she deserves 

to know the truth. 

Gabriella returned home exhausted and went upstairs to her bedroom.  She looked in the 

mirror at her ever bourgeoning baby bump.  She felt as vast and expansive as the universe.  

Being pregnant at eighteen was a fucking nightmare most of the time but one of the unexpected 

fringe benefits was her newfound closeness with her sister.  Vanessa and Gabriella had bonded 

over her unborn fetus.  Vanessa never complained about Gabriella’s decision of giving it a loving 

kind lesbian couple. Veronica and Hanna had always wanted children. Gabriella was grateful for 

Vanessa’s support. As if appearing out of her imagination Vanessa materialized, knocking at the 

door. 

“So, have you named her yet?” 

“She’s not mine to name.” 

“But I bet you have right.” 

Gabriella’s silence indicated this was indeed the case. 

“You have. I knew you have.  I mean, who wouldn’t name their daughter, especially 

since it’s the only thing you can give her.” 

“You mean besides her life.” 

“I’m sorry, that was really insensitive.” 

“But it was true; as soon as she’s born I’m out of the picture.” 

“You could arrange for an open adoption.” 

“But I’ll be in California in five months.” 

“You could go to college here.” 

“I already accepted my place at UCLA.  The first year’s tuition has already been paid.” 
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“It’s lucky you retained your swimming scholarship when you became pregnant.” 

“Shh, they don’t have to know about that, besides its only a quarter scholarship; the other 

quarter is academic. 

“You didn’t tell them you are pregnant.” 

“No why would I. The baby is due in the first week of July, which means I have almost 

two months after that to get back in shape for college.” 

“Okay, whatever you say.” 

“It’s not a big deal.” 

“I’m sure it’s not.” 

“Vanessa” 

“What’s up?” 

“I need to show you something, and I need you not to ask any questions about where I 

got it.” 

“I don’t know Gabriella, it sounds dubious.” 

“Please, it’s really important that you and Ema see it.  Otherwise I wouldn’t go through 

the trouble of asking you what I did.” 

“Okay, let me see it, whatever it is.” 

Gabriella handed the report to her.  Vanessa perused it slowly and thoughtfully, so unlike 

her own impetuous reading.  Strangely the way they approached the report reflected the other’s 

personality.  Gabriella felt a twinge of shock at how calm Vanessa appeared to be.  She had 

thought for sure there would be a panic attack or a rage about this report.  The panic attacks had 

washed over Vanessa before and they would drown and prick her again, but panic was suspended 

in the moments of reading.  Vanessa handed the papers back to her sister.  

“You seem awfully blasé about this.” 

“I don’t really know what to feel right now.” 

“Well, consider the consequences of the report.” 

“I can’t really consider anything right now.  I’m going to lie down in my room for a little 

while.” 

“I’m sorry if it shocked or upset you, but its better that you saw the truth now,” 
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“I suppose it is.” 

Vanessa walked to her room in a daze. 

The report changed nothing really.  All the information conveyed on those papers was 

information she already knew.  Max was David’s son; why else would he break the law and 

provoke the ire of his family saving him?  Yet the discovery of David’s doubt provided new 

insight into his relationship with Jesse, and with Max.  Vanessa knew David’s relationship to his 

son had always been tenuous, but this document proved that he was willing to sacrifice his 

daughter’s happiness to a stranger whose genetic relation was doubted enough to make an 

inquiry.   

Vanessa threw the document at the wall.  It floated lightly in the air and fell to the ground 

in a graceful arc.  Craving something more tangible to throw she picked up a book and threw it at 

the same spot. It landed with a thwack against the wall and fell to the floor with a thunk.   

Vanessa threw a few more books around the room then collapsed on her bed in a daze.  Her sister 

was pregnant, her father was gone, and all she wanted to do was run far away.  But Vanessa 

could not run physically, it was why she never played sports at school, it’s why she was an 

outcast most of her life.  It’s why she could never keep up with her sister.  In India she would be 

labeled cripple or lame.  Terms in New York differed but the concepts were the same.  Wherever 

she went she would be judged, wherever she traveled she would be marginalized.  There was 

only a thin trail of hope left. 

There’s nothing left for me here, nothing left for me anywhere.  I should have jumped off 

the bridge that night at the restaurant.  I should have never left Rosa’s. I am nothing, I belong 

nowhere, nowhere, nowhere, nowhere.  I am worthless.  

Vanessa gets up and puts a CD into her walkman and turns it on.  The melodious minor 

chords of Radiohead’s Creep creeps slowly into her brain.  As Thom York sings Vanessa sings 

along with him 

You’re so fucking special 

I wish I were special 

But I’m a creep 

I’m a weirdo 

Something about the lyrics inserted themselves into Vanessa’s mind, or perhaps Vanessa 

had so identified herself as the weirdo in the song that she would forever be joined with the 

lyrics. Later she would grow to hate the song, but even then the melody and words would pop in 

her mind whenever she felt lonely, rejected, or marginalized.  Later yet she changed her mind 
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again and Creep would become one of her anthems.  But now she was listening and driving 

herself deeper and deeper into a crepuscular hole she would not emerge from for some time. 

A scratchy knock was heard at the door. 

“Go away.” 

“It’s dinner time.” 

“Go away.” 

“Really Vanessa, are you going to pull that bathroom stint again.” 

“How do you know about that?’ 

“Your father told me.” 

“I didn’t realize you were talking to him again.” 

“I’m not really, he called me. He was concerned.” 

“I hope you told him to go fuck himself.” 

“I thanked him for taking you home.” 

“I didn’t realize you were on such pleasant terms.” 

“I have not forgiven him Vanessa; I don’t think I ever will.” 

“I’m glad to hear it.” 

“Will you please come to dinner?” 

“Go away.” 

“Okay, but you can’t come down later for dinner; this is your last chance. 

Another voice came through the door. 

“Ema leave her be, can’t you see she wants to be alone.” 

“I guess she won’t have dinner tonight.” 

“I’m not hungry.” 

A few minutes later a steaming bowl of curried chicken soup was pushed under the door 

with utensils coming in a few minutes later.  The soup was slightly under spiced for her but 

otherwise quite delicious.  The root vegetables floated around the golden-orange broth.  Vanessa 
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brought a spoon to her mouth.  Upon swallowing it she realized she was actually quite hungry.  

She devoured the soup and the brown rice under it then slid it through the door with a note  

More please and something to drink.  

 A few minutes later another bowl of steaming soup and a bottle of seltzer with grape 

juice inside appeared besides the door.  Vanessa wrote another note. 

Thanks a lot G 

A napkin came through the door with some slices of mango.  Vanessa took a look at the 

napkin and smiled when she saw the response. 

Your welcome V, enjoy the mango. I love you. 

Vanessa did not remember Gabriella saying or writing I love you to her of her own 

volition.   When they were younger Ema and Abba sometimes made them say I love you after 

fights but it was always forced and without genuine feeling.  Later, in her shadowing phase 

Vanessa would say I love you frequently without return. 

This was unprecedented, and thoroughly shocking. 

Vanessa didn’t know if the pregnancy or the recent events had softened her sister’s 

feelings towards her, she only knew that she no longer wanted to be alone.  She peeked out her 

door then surreptitiously walked to Gabriella’s room. Gabriella opened the door and hurriedly 

rushed her inside. 

“God that was the worst dinner ever, you owe me.” 

“I thought the food was delicious.” 

“The food was delicious; it was the company I minded.” 

“Ah I see, Ema gave you a hard time?” 

“You have no idea. You owe me.” 

“Yeah, I owe you.  I didn’t know how I’m supposed to repay you though.” 

“You could tell me you love me back.” 

“You know I do, I always have.” 

“Even in the beginning?” 

“I didn’t trust you then, but you didn’t trust me either.” 
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“That’s true.” 

“So when are you moving to the living room?” 

“The preparations are almost complete, should be ready in another few days.” 

“Gabriella, are you sure you want to give this baby away? 

“I can’t raise a baby, I just turned 18.  I want to go to college.  I want a career.  I want a 

family in a decade or two, not now.” 

“You can’t let Ema raise her?”  

“You mean after the wonderful job she did with us.” 

“She tried her best you know.” 

“I know, but she’s getting older, by the time this baby graduates high school she will be 

well into her sixties.  If she raised the baby she’d be doing it all by herself.  I just can’t put that 

kind of burden on her.” 

“She wants to do it, and you could help her.” 

“I don’t know where I’ll be after I graduate college, and I don’t want this kid to decide 

my future for me.  I know that sounds selfish but---“ 

“I understand.” 

“You were beginning to get excited about having a niece weren’t you?” 

“I was until I remembered she wasn’t going to be my niece.” 

“You will have a niece someday.” 

“I know.” 

“Would you really trust Ema to raise another child after what happened to you?” 

“I don’t blame her; I mean she played a small part in it.” 

“Then why did you run away to Rosa’s?” 

“She told me to get out.  Okay, you’re right.” 

“You see, she can’t be trusted.” 

“You can’t be trusted either, I told you what was happening and you didn’t believe me.” 

“I know I can’t be trusted, why do you think I’m giving this fetus away?’ 
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“I figured.” 

“If I can’t take care of my little sister I obviously can’t take care of a baby.” 

“So is this the real reason you’re giving her up?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Come on.” 

“Come on what? 

“We’re getting out of here.” 

“What, it’s a school night, and in case you haven’t noticed I am five months pregnant.” 

“Exactly, it’s probably our last chance we have to do something fun together before you 

go off to college.” 

“I don’t know Vanessa, this feels awfully impulsive.” 

“I appreciate your responsibility, but tonight you are going to let me take the lead, tonight 

you’re going to be impulsive with me.  Tonight we are going to have fun.” 

“Okay, so where are we going.” 

“Let’s see the midnight sing along viewing of Rocky horror at the Prospect.” 

“Great idea lets go.” 

The night was a perfect one, with the fragrant aroma of spring blossoms complementing 

the starry sky.  They snuck out the front door quietly and walked to the movie theater gleefully.  

They sang till their voices were hoarse and afterwards collapsed on the grass of prospect park 

and.  Together they stared at the stars.  Gabriella taught Vanessa the real constellations and 

Vanessa taught Gabriella the characters and stories of the stars she had invented when she was 

nine, during that summer on Lake George. 

“I wonder what my life would be like if you never came into it.” 

“I guess it would be a lot easier.” 

“That’s probably true. But it would also be a lot less rich.” 

“I want you to be happy, whatever that means for you.” 

“Same here kiddo.” 

“Don’t call me kiddo.” 
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“You’re so touchy.” 

“I just hate when you call me that.  It’s demeaning.’ 

“It’s a joke. What would you rather be called?” 

“Vanessa is good, or you could call me Vanikha.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“I’m not actually sure. I just remembered being called that in India.  I think it’s the name 

my birthmother gave me.” 

“Well there is no way I’m calling you that.” 

“Why not?” 

“You have a real family and a real chance at a good life here. It would be disrespectful to 

our parents and to me.” 

“Yeah, and look how well that real life has served me.” 

“Why do you want to live in the past?” 

“I just want be true to my most authentic self.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“Of course you don’t.   

Vanessa whispered under her breath 

“Never mind, it’s really not important.” 

“You know I’ve had an identity crisis too.” 

“What was it?” 

“Do you think a good Orthodox Jewish Girl would get pregnant?” 

“No.” 

“You can’t imagine what it was like for me when I found out I was pregnant.  It called 

into question everything I thought I knew about myself.” 

“I imagine it was something like being transported from your native land into a strange 

place where you’re like an alien or a circus freak on display.” 

“It’s been a rough road for both of us huh.” 
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“It certainly has.” 

“The Gabriella Goldstein I believed I was would never ever have sex before she was 

married.  I had a plan.” 

“Well, now you have to make a new plan.” 

“Who am I Vanessa? What have I become?” 

“You are who you’ve always been.  So what if a glitch got thrown into your plan, you’ll 

find a way to make it work.  You’ll become a better person because of it.  That’s what the 

Gabriella Goldstein I know would do.” 

“You’re right.  We should get home.”  

“We should.” 

“This was fun.” 

“I knew it would be.” 

Vanessa and Gabriella walked the three blocks home in silence until Gabriella broke it. 

“You know, I’ve always assumed you could never understand me.” 

“I know, that’s what the whole shadowing phase was about.” 

“Well, I certainly underestimated you.” 

“I’ve spent a good part of my life trying to tell you that.” 

“I finally understand.” 

“I knew you would eventually.” 
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Chapter 10 

August 12 1997 

The Truth about Bridges 

Gabriella awoke from her epidural induced haze to face the cacophonous buzzing and 

beeping of Holy Virgin hospital in Nyongac New York.  She was scheduled to deliver at 

Maimonides, but the baby started pushing her way through the placenta two weeks early.  Her 

water broke in the water of Lake George while she was swimming. Nobody noticed except 

Gabriella herself. Rebecca made the necessary phone calls on the ride to the hospital. Her 

obstetrician, Hannah and Veronica rushed the one and a half hours from the New York City to 

Nyongac.  Another surprise arrived with the cavalry of people who traveled from the city.  David 

tentatively eased through the door to Gabriella’s immediate delight.  Vanessa’s chest seized up in 

panic as it did whenever her father was in close proximity to her. Rebecca scowled in discontent 

even though she had requested his presence. But Gabriella was smiling at him so they did not let 

their reactions verbalize. David brought with him the letter that was forgotten in his safe.  He 

noticed it when he stopped by the house to pick up the required documents. 

Ahuva Leah Goldstein pushed her way out of the mother she would not know. As she 

reached the light of the world she transformed into Sarah Leah Blank, a tentative name. She was 

weighed and swaddled and sent to NICU.  Her premature birth endangered her lungs, which 

were struggling to breathe.  When the doctors were satisfied that the baby was not in immediate 

danger  Hannah Fishman took a few minutes to explain why they would not be keeping 

Gabriella’s designated first name. 

“It’s too foreign.” 

“It reflects my heritage, our heritage.” 

“Well it’s not a name from your family” 

“It’s a name I gave her to let her know that even though I had to give her up I still love 

her.” 

“Maybe we should keep it babe.” Veronica chimed in 

“We chose your mother’s name”  

“I know, but Ahuva may be the only thing Gabriella can give to the baby.’ 
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“You don’t have to name her Ahuva. If you chose to give her another name I want 

something else.” 

“We can add to the adoption fee.” 

“I don’t want your money” 

“Wait dear” Rebecca interrupted “Are you sure you don’t want the money, it could help 

you get through college without working.” 

“It’s really tempting, but my fee is much more permanent.” 

“What do you want?” 

“I want an open adoption.  I want to be able to interact with my daughter.” 

“You’re going to college in less than a month.” 

“I’ll be back for vacations and summers, and then I’ll be free to do whatever I want 

after.” 

“Do you really want to limit your future like this?” 

“I don’t Ema, but if they are going to take my name away I want something in return.” 

“You are really going to coerce us like this, while our baby is in danger?” 

“I don’t want to coerce you.  I’m so sorry.” 

Gabriella burst into tears.  The tears turned into rivers.  The rivers flooded from her eyes. 

Nobody could ascertain whether it was the loss of her baby or the massive collections of 

hormones working in her body that was causing the collapse.  It was both.  I know, I have given 

birth before. I have been separated from my daughter before.   

“I’m sorry; I don’t know what to do.” 

“We can work something out.” 

“You have to take the letter. 

 “You can’t read it, just give it to her when she’s eighteen, or when she realizes that she is 

adopted.” 

“Okay, we’ll give it to her.” 

A nurse brought Ahuva into the room. 
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Gabriella could hardly believe this little squishy thing was alive, was her daughter, was 

wailing at her.” 

‘Is she okay? She looks so small.” 

“She’s a fighter.  She’s crying, which is a really good sign.” 

“Can she suck milk?” 

“There’s only one way to find out? She seems hungry. Are you ready to feed her?” 

Gabriella took her daughter and breast fed her for the first and only time. Her daughter 

pulled at her breast like it was her only chance at life.  .  The effort tired her out.   

When she awoke everyone was gone except Hannah.  She was holding the baby in a way 

that assured Gabriella that her daughter was in good hands. 

“Where is everyone?” 

“They decided they should let you sleep for a while.  I just came in.” 

“How is she?” 

“She seems like she’s breathing fine.” 

“She’s beautiful isn’t she?” 

“Yeah, she really is. We’ve decided her second name should be Ahuva.” 

“I was wrong, you guys are her mothers; you should name her.” 

“We want her name to include your name.” 

“I’m glad to hear it.” 

“We also decided we want you in her life, as a babysitter.” 

“Wow, that’s amazing, thank you.” 

“Our lawyer is drafting a new contract right now.” 

“I’ll sign it.” 

“So when you come home you can see her, but you have to understand that your 

involvement begins and ends at babysitting.” 

“I understand, I promise I won’t intrude.” 

“Good.” 
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“Can I ask you a question?” 

“Of course.” 

“Can my sister babysit too?” 

“We already included her in the new contract, you’re mother insisted.” 

“She’s a bulldozer.” 

“Yeah, she really is.” 

“You’re going to stay in the city, aren’t you?” 

“Well, we’re actually moving to San Francisco in a couple of months 

“So I can see her in college?” 

“That isn’t why we’re moving, I got a great new job, but it’s a good side effect.” 

“What about after college?” 

“We’ll figure it out then.” 

Veronica Blank and Hannah Fishman left the premises with Sarah Ahuva in tow.  

Gabriella tried to remind herself of the upcoming joys of college but could not seem to shake her 

grief.  Vanessa stayed by her sister’s side until she was ready to leave the hospital. 

In a few days they traveled back to Park Slope to pack for college.  The busyness of the 

preparations thrust the loss of her daughter out of Gabriella’s mind.  In a few more days 

Rebecca, Vanessa, and Rosa escorted Gabriella to Newark Airport, where Rebecca would be 

spending the week helping Gabriella get settled. 

There was two weeks until the start of her sophomore year of high school.  Two weeks to 

live with Rosa and imbibe as much joy as she could. Vanessa leapt into a world without her 

sister, a world into which she was alone without challenger, without antagonist, without a tether 

to reality.  Vanessa jumped into her world of shadows and effulgence; finally understanding 

what she has missed all those years of suspicion.  She wanted to get her other half back, but she 

cannot.  It is too late. 

All alone she sinks deeper, tentacles grabbing and thrusting her into the watery deep.  She 

cannot breathe; she cannot escape the nightmares that seize her every night.  She wonders how 

she could have been a better sister.  She wonders how she will survive all alone.  Every day the 

shadows get thicker, transforming from nebulous to tangible.  Every day she struggles for air 

only to be denied it.  
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Hema is gone, Gabriella is gone. I am gone.   

She feels my loss, the loss of her innocence, the loss of her childhood more acutely than 

ever. It stings and pokes her. The only escape is to forget, and so she tries.  She tries to rewind 

back to before Max came, further and further but the tape twists and tangles and she cannot 

forget her past. 

So she forgets herself, where, what, who, gets lost in the penumbrae of constant shadows.  

The sun is farther away.  The earth is less bright.  She is permanently cold.  Rebecca’s comforts 

are no longer comforting.  She tries her best but the strain is too obvious to ignore.  Rebecca 

denies Vanessa’s solace, her chosen school in a desperate attempt to make her cling to her 

religion.   

Her religion, their religion, my religion? Our religion, our family, my loss, all my loss.  

MY SORROW, MY SHAME, MY RAGE, MINE ALL MINE ALL MINE. They don’t 

understand, they try but they can’t.  They don’t know, they never will.  I have to educate them on 

what it means to be a rape victim, an Indian Jewish girl, a closet lesbian.  They don’t know.  

They look at me with frightened looks, like I’m an alien, like I’m diseased, like I’m too fragile to 

withstand the lightest touch. THEY DON’T KNOW ME, HOW CAN THEY? I’m just tired of 

trying to please them. I’m tired of the nightmares, I can’t get any sleep. I’m tired of me.  I’m just 

tired of life. I ought to put myself out to pasture.  I’m not worth anything at all. I ought to take a 

train to hell; at least it’s hot there. 

I’m through, I’m done, and I’ve had it. 

Ah the irony.  I crave life while my daughter plans her death.  I keep sending out pitter 

patters of rain whispering a steady plea.  “Don’t do this, don’t do this.”Yet I wonder if it would 

be so bad.  We would be together again.  I could talk to her instead of just watching her.  We 

could get to know each other.  Vanessa would be Vanikha again, her authentic self, and Vanikha 

would be free from this torment. 

Really, would that be so bad?  Wouldn’t it be a joyous day to be reunited with my 

daughter, free of the angst of eternal separation?  We’d be together; it’s all I’ve wanted since I 

died. I know it’s what she wants too.  If she wanted her life would she be planning, waiting for 

the right time to shake her mortal coil? She may not be thinking right but she’s approaching her 

plans logically, clear head clear thoughts.  She knows what she wants and I am tired of 

intervening on her behalf.  No dives into the river of dreams could dissuade her, only the living 

can convince her to live.  I’ve arranged a special place for us to spend our hereafters together, her 

and her real parents.   

Vanessa pauses when she approaches a bridge, thinking how easy it would be to just fall.  

But the truth is about bridges as that they are not so easy to jump, they take effort and a physical 

acumen Vanessa did not possess.  A Wonderful Life lied about jumping off bridges.  At least the 
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bridges in her corner of Brooklyn have netting and wiring and walls to prevent just those things 

Vanessa desired.  Her six year old self might have been able to climb over the safeguards, just as 

she climbed the jungle trees, but malnutrition, scoliosis, and her emotional exhaustion had taken 

their tolls.  But even if she could traverse the barriers that prevented her from accomplishing 

those goals she deliberately chose not to.  Vanessa cared too much for her mother for her to find 

her daughter flattened on the road, crushed, bleeding out, surrounded by police and a barrage of 

traffic passersby. If she was going to die she was going to do it in a dignified way, alone with a 

bottle of pills and Tori Amos playing in the boom box; no blood, no ceremony, no melodrama.  

She would die without the courage required for elaborate stunts like bridge jumping.  She would 

die as she had lived, perpetually alone, alone because she always had been, alone because there 

was nobody to stop her.  The recent loss of Gabriella only accentuated the truth that she had 

never had a sister, or a family, or a community or a purpose.  Her body and beliefs were 

shattered with the rape and her father’s betrayal. 

I hoped she would not do this, and I hoped she would.  I prepared to meet her with open 

arms, ready to embrace.  But that life had already defeated her at such a young age enraged me.  

I blamed her father and Max of course but also her mother, her sister, anybody who pushed her 

into their mold of a respectable westernized person.  I wanted to stretch out my hand and cause 

lightning; a warning to anybody who thought my daughter was okay, but I knew this time that 

my trivial powers with the weather were of little consequence to anybody living. The one person 

who was able to see the subtle differences in Vanessa was now across the country, living it up 

and getting down with hardly a thought of her adoptive sister. 

In the months and weeks leading to her suicide Vanessa’s encounter’s with the world 

could not leave anybody with the impression that something was rotten in her life, or more so 

than usual. She acted like her normal self; no changes of any consequence could be detected.  If 

anything her mother, aunt and friends noticed a slight uptick in her spirits. Vanessa seemed 

cheerful and optimistic, approaching life with greater zest than they had seen for some time.  If 

only they knew that this new enthusiasm came from the peace of thinking her days were limited. 

Then they would have intervened with interventions and hospitalizations, something which 

Vanessa could never allow. It was an exhausting effort convincing everybody she was okay so 

she could have enough time and space to carry out her plans.  When the time came she needed to 

be ready. 

How could Rebecca know it was a mistake to leave her alone in the house for one night?  

Vanessa was almost fifteen, old enough to stay alone for a night.  It retrospect she would have 

sent Vanessa to Rosa’s  but she seemed fine, strong, at least strong enough to withstand the night 

alone. How could she know that when she returned from the lecture she was giving Vanessa 

would not be there?  How could she know that Krish, concerned about her, the only person not 

entirely convinced of her new happy artifice, had gone to her house to check up on her to find 

her lying in the bathroom, curled around her toilet, waiting for death to arrive? 
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No note or final exclamation was needed.  Rebecca would know why when she arrived at 

Maimonides hospital.  Krish knew why.  I know why.  The parting message in her room was a 

scribbled two sentence will, written on her white board: 

Give my paintings and writings to anybody who wants them. 

Make sure Rosa gets first pick. 

Later on Rebecca would find the note tucked under her pillow.  The note went into 

greater detail but the message was the same.  She was too tired to fight anymore. 

As Rebecca waited with Krish and Rosa her only thought was that she had seen a lot of 

hospitals lately.  She took a look around and remembered the last time she was here because of 

Vanessa.  Then the cacophony of the mechanical orchestra had overwhelmed her, worsened the 

clenching in her throat, now she was strangely calm.  She observed the waiting room like a 

casual observer would, no investment in any of the proceedings. I was more riveted by the dance 

and fury of the machines and doctors who pumped the poison from my daughter’s 

gastrointestinal system, and I was much further away.   

Rebecca felt the squeeze of Rosa’s hand.  Her sister was the only real thing in this reality.  

Even though she knew that each person in that room was experiencing some private drama was 

not enough to connect her to any other human.  She was floating between around the hospital, in 

and out of people’s private tragedies.  She inhabited patients and families and doctors, searching 

for some measure of peace but finding only complications.  She would search past the hospital 

boundaries, as far as she needed to escape her predicament. Only Rosa could bring her back to 

herself. It was hours before the danger had passed, hours of floating away, but it took her merely 

a minute to come back to herself when it was required of her.  Rosa squeezed her sister’s hands 

as the doctors exclaimed that Vanessa was out of immediate danger but as of yet still 

unconscious.  A flock of doctors surrounded Rebecca and Rosa, explaining that Vanessa was to 

be moved to the psych ward as soon as she was conscious. The doctors exclaimed and 

conjectured, pontificated and tried to comfort but Rebecca saw through them as if they were 

transparent.  She caught the eye of a nurse who looked strangely familiar and comprehended that 

she was an operating force for Vanessa’s rape exam.  This nurse had combed her daughter’s 

body and found incontrovertible physical evidence that would have sent Max to prison if David 

had not assured his escape. 

The nurse nodded at her sadly, instantly recognizing why she was in that waiting room.  

It took only a moment of eye contact between them to realize that this nurse, who had met 

Vanessa only once, predicted this moment better than her mother.  She had seen it so many times 

before with the young rape victims.  Almost all of them came back afterwards for some reason or 

another.  The nurse saw suicide and attempted suicide, further abuse, prostitution drug and 

alcohol addiction, overdoses of just about everything imaginable, beatings, more tragedy and 

more trauma then anyone should have to deal with.  Needless to say, not all of them survived.  
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Rebecca saw solace and comfort in the nurse’s eyes, and perhaps a flash of judgment.  Though it 

was unlikely that this womon ever knew or remembered that Rebecca was a psychologist 

Rebecca thought she heard a silent ‘you should have known better’ emanating from her lips.   

In a minute the nurse was gone.  Rebecca doubted if she had ever been there.  Rosa 

squeezed her hand again and redirected her attention to a familiar figure rushing towards her.  

She did not know why David had come, or even how he knew Vanessa was here but figured 

Krish had called him on his way over here.  Krish was a great friend, he had saved Vanessa’s 

life, and he probably thought he was doing the right thing.  But the damage this would cause if 

Vanessa knew he were here could be irreversible. 

“What the hell are you doing here?” 

“I was called by her friend; he told me Vanessa had taken a lot of pills.” 

In a whisper Rebecca replied 

“You can’t be here.  This is because of you.” 

“It’s Max’s fault” 

“Still denying your culpability huh David?’ 

“You’re not blameless you know.” 

“I know, but at least I have the decency to admit it.” 

“She’s still my daughter, no matter what I’ve done, no matter how she feels about me, 

she is still my daughter and I love her.  This hurts me as much as it hurts you.” 

“Maybe you should have thought about that before you did this to her.” 

“Damn it Rebecca, adopting her was my idea, remember?” 

“Then how the fuck can you alienate her the way you have?” 

“Don’t you think I regret it? 

“Honestly I don’t have a fucking clue.” 

“Well I do.” 

“Glad to hear it  

“You have to go David, now.” 

“Butt out Rosa, she’s not your daughter.” 
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“Don’t you dare talk to my sister that way, she’s done a shitload better for Vanessa then 

you have.” 

“Fine I’ll go, but I want to talk to the doctors first.” 

“You can’t.” 

“Why the hell not?” 

“I don’t want to have to explain our situation to them.’ 

“We don’t have to tell them the whole story.  Believe me; nobody wants to avoid that as 

much as I do. 

“If you talk to them we have to tell them something.” 

“We can tell them that I’m her father and we’re divorced.” 

“Well, we’re not, but we should be.” 

“I agree.” 

“I’m surprised. I thought you would beg me to forgive you again.” 

“I’m smart enough not to do that in a crowded hospital.  I’m smart enough to know that 

will never happen.” 

“No, it will never happen, not for me, and I highly doubt for Vanessa.  I think Gabriella’s 

forgiveness is as good as you’re going to get.” 

“I’ll take it.” 

“We should make it official.” 

“I’ll have the papers signed tomorrow.” 

“I’m glad you’re not putting up a fight.” 

“That would be pointless. 

“It’s better for both of us if we move on.” 

“Do you think Vanessa will forgive me someday?” 

“I think she might, but you have to prove that you’re willing to wait for her.  You can’t 

pressure her, it will only repel her.” 

What do I do?” 
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“You wait, move slowly, and prove yourself to her again.” 

A female doctor tapped Rebecca on the shoulder.   

“You’re Vanessa Goldstein’s mother aren’t you?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“What do you mean you don’t know? Are you her mother or aren’t you.” 

“I am.” 

“Well, she’s awake, and she’s ready to see you now.” 

 

 

 

 

 


