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Chapter 1 
 

Vanessa waded through the waters of the bay, dancing with the gentle waves.  There 
were two times when she didn’t feel like a awkward mass of flesh; when she swum and when she 
danced.  It was near sunset, and the oranges and gold’s danced across the water. Monet would 
have been happy here, Vanessa thought. Cool greens and blues showed her a deeper, more 
sinister sign to this water.  Vanessa was eight years old, and at a stage her parents sincerely 
hoped she would soon grow out of.  Her grades were mediocre, and her teachers called her 
unmotivated, but they really meant stupid.  But Vanessa was actually brilliant.  Right now, she 
was a good witch fighting a sea demon.  Other times she was a mermaid in the water.  
Sometimes she was a shark or a dolphin.  Her thirteen year old sister, Gabriella, watched her on 
the beach, keeping a peripheral gaze on Vanessa while she tossed around the volleyball with her 
best friend Michelle.  Vanessa knew it was only because her parents asked Gabriella, not out of 
genuine concern.  She also knew that Gabriella was a much better swimmer than she was, and 
under different circumstances this would have been upsetting, she was preoccupied with her 
underwater world.   

Vanessa saw her father on the deck. He watched her dance in the water, while sipping a 
beer.  His Bermuda shorts and polo shirt was a departure from his usual academic attire of khakis 
and a tweed blazer with patches on the elbows that he wore while teaching his history classes at 
the university.  Professor David Goldstein could not understand Vanessa’s immersion in 
imaginary worlds. He was, after all, a historian; concerned predominantly with facts.  Vanessa’s 
mother Rebecca, ever the acute child psychologist, assured David this was a normal stage in 
child development.  Yet she had other concerns about Vanessa that gnawed at her.  Her worries 
told her Vanessa had a difficult life ahead of her. 

That evening David grilled dinner on the barbeque on the deck.  He watched the sun’s 
fanfare as she slipped below the water.  He had put on long pants in anticipation of the 
mosquitoes that would soon be making an appearance.  The air was perfumed with the slightly 
salty aroma of the bay water.   

Vanessa was still in her bathing suit, wrapped in a beach towel.  Her mother pleaded that 
she change out of her wet suit.  However, Vanessa insisted on watching the sunset as she did 
every night that summer.  Vanessa noticed the oranges and vermilions dance across the sky and 
water she had just been in.  She noticed how those oranges changed into pinks and violets, and 
how both sky and water got darker.  She noticed the yellow of the fireflies as they came out to 
play.  She got up to chase them, crouching like a tiger to catch her prey.  As it turned out, she 
didn’t have to do anything.  One innocuously crawled on to her leg, then another on her arm, and 
another on the palm of her left hand.  Vanessa wondered why the fireflies were attracted to her.  
Maybe she was a firefly succubus she thought, as they flew away.  Vanessa knew exactly what a 
succubus was, having researched them on internet after she read some mythology.  Vanessa 
knew myths from all around the world, from Greece to Africa, from Nordic myths to the 
mythology of her birth country, India.  She had already made up hundreds of her own; using a set 
of characters she invented herself.  These stories seemed so potent to her; more real than real life, 
which felt pathetic and fraught with anxiety.  In myths everything was epic and grand.  Reality 
seemed trivial by comparison. 



“Come Eat.” Rebecca called as she doled out portions of food on plastic plates.  She 
served hotdogs and hamburgers, barbecued chicken and salmon, and vegetables, as well as baked 
beans and curried potato salad.  Rebecca was exceedingly careful about everybody’s plates.  Any 
mistake, even a minor one and there would be hell to pay.  David was a carnivore, he rapidly 
consumed any form of meat on his plate.  Gabriella, who was in the throes of adolescent concern 
about her weight, ate slowly, and with great consideration, as if tackling a much heftier task. 
Vanessa, on the other hand would not eat meat, but she would eat fish, hence the salmon.  
Vanessa was an anomaly in their family. She hated meat, hated it.  Sara remembered the first 
time Vanessa ate meat; she cried unceasingly for hours.  Vanessa craved spicier and spicier food; 
the curried potato salad was mostly for her benefit.  Even more then her brown skin, this was a 
constant reminder that Vanessa was an adopted child.  Rebecca reflected on the first time the 
family went to an Indian restaurant.  David and Gabriella stuck to some milder curries.  Rebecca 
had ventured into bolder territory, ordering a curry hot enough to arouse a mild sweat, but not so 
hot that she felt her face flush.  Vanessa had gone to the land of no return.  Both her parents 
warned her they would not order anything else, but Vanessa ordered a vindaloo, and she 
devoured it like she was starving. 

 Vanessa was a rather unusual child, Rebecca thought.  In her sixteen years of psychology 
practice she had encountered anyone remotely like Vanessa.  She was brilliant, perhaps even a 
genius, yet she was completely uninterested in school or grades.  She had little athletic ability; 
her disability had prevented that, yet she danced with a ferocity and inspiration that gave her 
grace and beauty.  And she had not one friend, had never had a friend as far as Rebecca and 
David knew. It seemed to an outside observer that Vanessa was simply not interested in 
friendship and social interaction.  In fact, more than one meeting with the school’s counselor had 
confirmed the constant worry the school expressed that Vanessa was not adjusting to her new 
surroundings.  Rebecca thought that the issue went deeper than a simple lack of social activity.  
Vanessa was different. Rebecca’s psychologist’s intuition told her that her daughter’s stemmed 
from the dark years; the ones she and David knew nothing about. 

Rebecca loved her daughters with a ferocity she had never felt about anything.  Her work, 
which consumed her most of the year, took a back seat the month they went away.  The 
emptiness she felt without her office, her patients, her conferences and bike rides from Brooklyn 
to Manhattan and back was filled to the brim with love and anxiety about her children.   

“Vanessa come inside and change” Rebecca called when she saw biting flies chew on her 
daughter’s flesh.  Gabriella was off gabbing wildly with Michelle on the sun chairs.  Vanessa 
was still playing with fireflies.  Rebecca reflected on the miracles her children were, the 
sentiment was clichéd but rang true.  Both her children were blessings.  Rebecca did not always 
feel this way; the first couple of years of Gabriella’s life were the most stressful she had ever 
experienced.  She knew they would be, and yet she was completely unprepared for the constant 
crying and feeding and diaper changing.  The magnitude of her daughter’s dependence made 
Rebecca feel as if she were somehow disappearing.  David, who had a son from his first 
marriage, was dedicated.  He rocked his baby when she cried in the night, singing songs till 
Gabriella fell asleep in his arms.  However, Rebecca was obsessed with breastfeeding, being 
intimately familiar with its benefits from work research, and with this David could not be much 
use.  The pressures of motherhood went beyond its endurance tests.  Rebecca worked with 
children all day, but she wasn’t prepared for the uncomfortable anxiety motherhood provided.  
As clinician she was able to distance herself emotionally from her patients.  Once she became a 
parent that luxury was no longer afforded to her.  On the rare instances she had time to look in 



the mirror, she observed in her own eyes the same terror she saw in the eyes of her patient’s 
parents.  Even though there were no serious physical or emotional problems with her daughter, 
the very fact of her life was frightening.  Rebecca felt as if her daughter’s body was inextricably 
linked to her own.  If anything happened to Gabriella, she herself would be injured.  She may 
even cease to exist.  When Vanessa arrived in their family aroused a whole different terror: a 
disconnect that began as just a tiny crack on the surface of an apparently perfect family, but soon 
grew into a chasm of monumental proportions.  Vanessa did not emerge from the body of her 
mother.  She was foreign, with biological parents Rebecca and David had never met.  Unlike 
Gabriella, who was an easygoing and likeable child, Vanessa was in a constant state of terror 
herself.  She did not have her sister’s peach skin and ample flesh.  She did not have her mother’s 
wavy chestnut brown hair dimples.  When Rebecca and David met Rebecca in an orphanage in 
Calcutta she was bony and underfed and brown, unmistakably, irrevocably brown. 

Vanessa did not look up at Rebecca and David the way the other orphans did, cooing and 
pleading, selling their selves to the nines. Vanessa or Vanikha as she was known then looked at 
Rebecca and David with a certain amount of distrust and a streak of defiance in her eyes.  This 
quality endeared her to Rebecca, who had displayed similar attributes as a child.  That David and 
Rebecca were taking Vanessa home at the age of five was both enormously anxiety inducing and 
oddly comforting.  Her earliest years were a mystery, full of family she would never know.   
Judging by her screaming and thrashing at night, those years were also full of traumas Vanessa 
might never fully remember, plaguing her until her death.   

In a way, Rebecca felt released from the responsibility of a child emerging from her own 
uterus, kicking and growing inside of her.  Gabriella was her joy and burden from her first breath 
until Rebecca’s last.  Vanessa, on the other hand, had belonged to someone else; a nameless, 
faceless family to whom Rebecca attributed all Vanessa’s troubles in her early life.  Yet Rebecca 
and David knew this fact made them even more culpable. They had taken Vanessa out of her 
home; displaced her so that she may have a better life in America, in New York City.  And 
everything they did for her was weighted with lost memories of the life she would have lived in 
India.  The pressure to make her successful and happy was unbearable.  In the periods she 
struggled, both Vanessa and her parents felt like failures. 

In the three years Vanessa was part of the Goldstein family she transformed from a 
malnourished and fearful child; one who spoke only Bengali, to a child was chubby, fluent in 
English and seemed American enough besides her rapidly fading accent.   But she had not really 
gained confidence in herself, or her place in this family.  She always hoarded food; not letting a 
crumb be wasted.  She was constantly looking back to make sure her home and family did not 
melt in the distance.  Vanessa would not let herself get too attached to her sister, remembering 
the older kids in the orphanage, remembering how often she would see them leave in the dead of 
night.  There were no goodbyes, those were forbidden. Although her memories of her old life 
were becoming more and more distant, Vanessa remembered a good friend, a girl everybody 
called Rakha.  Vanessa remembered how they danced and drew in the sand.  She remembered 
their games; how the two of them pretended to be goddesses and tigers.   

Now she had to play those games on her own.  Vanessa would feel, tangibly, the absence 
where Rakha used to be.  Rakha had left two weeks before her; like all the others gone in the 
night.  This was a policy enforced by the matron of this particular orphanage.  It was a policy 
designed to divorce the orphans completely from their old lives.  This policy was heartless; but 
was founded with good intention.  Above all it was pragmatic.  The matron of the orphanage did 
everything she could to enforce the notion that the orphanage was not a home.  It was an 



industrial place, churning out children like other factories churned out textiles or toys.   The 
orphanage had not a hint of warmth.  The matron and governors of the orphanage wanted 
orphans to want to leave, with no attachments, no nostalgia, no friends to leave behind. 

Yet in spite of the orphanage’s coldness, its perpetual lack of food, its machine like 
existence, friendships were made.  Vanikha and Rakha were soul mates; creative, imaginative, 
and mischievous.  Vanessa wondered now what name Rakha went by now.  Her parents had 
renamed her Vanessa, a name she treasured because her new mother loved it more than any other 
name. Rebecca chose the name Vanessa, partly because she loved the name, but mostly because 
it sounded close to Vanessa’s Indian name Vanikha.  She thought the similarities would make it 
easier for her daughter to her new life.  Vanessa wondered if Rakha was still Rakha, or if her 
name had been changed as well.  A French couple, Claudette and Jacque had adopted Rakha.   
Maybe, Vanessa thought, she had a French name, and judging from old movies her mother 
watched an utterly charmed life.   

Vanessa glanced at her mother, who was cleaning the deck table after dinner.  The stars 
were out now; soon it would be her bed time.  In the city it would already be enforced, but it was 
mid July and everything was delayed.  Vanessa reflected on the similarity between her mother’s 
name Rebecca and the name of her old best friend, Rakha.  More than their names were alike.  
They were both extraordinarily smart, and wise beyond their years.  Rebecca, in some capacity, 
replaced Rakha as a shaman and keeper of wisdom.   

During the year Rebecca played with Vanessa as often as she could, but with her work 
schedule and her obligations to Gabriella and David, those times seemed few and far between.  
The summers, however, afforded more time for play.  These play sessions were essential as they 
were the only time Rebecca felt connected to Vanessa as she did with Gabriella.  In these 
imagination dates, as Rebecca and Vanessa called them, were the only time Vanessa would start 
to allow her new mother to see her vulnerabilities.  Aside from her night terrors, which were 
terrifying to both Vanessa and her parents, these sessions were the only time Vanessa cried in 
front of her mother.  While Gabriella’s cries were painful for Rebecca and David, Rebecca was 
relieved to hear her daughter cry.  It was an extraordinary breakthrough. 

Rebecca wondered whether Gabriella felt left out of these play sessions, she had never 
really shown much interest in imaginative play; preferring more athletic endeavors.  Usually 
when Vanessa and Rebecca played, Gabriella shot hoops or kicked a soccer ball around with her 
father.  Rebecca thought the arrangement worked out pretty well, except that there were only rare 
occasions where David got to play with Vanessa, or Rebecca spent time alone with her mother 
She would have to change that, Rebecca thought.  Their family should not be split in twain.    
 As it turned out, it was Vanessa who took the first step to connecting the family, rather 
unexpectedly, Rebecca thought.  “Gabriella” Vanessa yelled that night after dinner.  “What do 
you want?” she replied, impatience flavoring her response.  
 “Wanna swim to the island tomorrow?”  
“Why?”  
“I want to see the herons” 
“Okay, but you have to keep up.” 
 The island was really just a sandbar where seagulls, ducks, and more remarkably, blue 
herons, perched to catch passing fish.  It was about a fifteen minute swim for Gabriella, who was 
a champion swimmer for her age and weight class. For Vanessa the swim would probably take 
an additional ten minutes.  This was her first year swimming.  While she swam gracefully, her 
strokes were mellifluous and beautiful unlike Gabriella’s chunky and jagged strokes, she was not 



very fast.  “Hey, I’m coming too” Rebecca called. Rebecca loved swimming, and she would 
have to tag along to make sure Vanessa was safe; fully expecting Gabriella to abandon her.  She 
preferred the company of her best friend Michelle to that of her sister.   

“Yes, yes, you, me and Gabriella will swim to the island and maybe Abba too?”  Vanessa 
inquired.  “No, Mon Cherie” David replied.  He loved giving his daughters nicknames; it was a 
primary way of showing affection.  This summer Vanessa was Mon Cherie, and Gabriella was 
jelly belly. Both girls delighted in their pet names, and it made the tenuous thread between him 
and his daughters a little less tenuous. “Sorry. I’m not much of a swimmer.” This was true; he 
had almost drowned when he was seventeen. He could swim, but he didn’t enjoy it. Vanessa was 
crestfallen for a moment.  She recovered easily, remembering the treat that lay in store.  
 “Tomorrow, Gabriella, Ema, and I swim to the island.” 
“And Michelle” Gabriella added. 
“No, Michelle has not been invited, she shall not attend.” 
 Vanessa stormed out to the hammock on the edge of the lawn and started swinging.  
Rebecca was shocked; shocked at her daughter’s insistence, at the odd formality in Vanessa’s 
rejection, and above all at the emotion her daughter expressed.  Yet she was secretly thrilled that 
Vanessa was engaging with her family, was starting to trust her place within it. 
 Rebecca remembered well how Vanessa had come into her life. After Gabriella turned 
two she started to crave another child.  She did not really understand why, considering her first 
left her more exhausted then she had ever been.  But the feeling that one was not enough 
persisted.  Rebecca and David had been lucky the first time; a ridiculously easy conception had 
occurred the first time Rebecca and David had fucked without protection.  The pregnancy was 
relatively easy too.  Despite the warnings of friends, family, and her obgyn, there had been little 
morning sickness and other symptoms.  Rebecca’s labor passed without any serious 
complications. It was after the birth that the major troubles started.  The constant wailing and 
never-ending demands of her infant daughter set her on edge.  But Rebecca had this other feeling 
of grief, like her life was now over.  Depression creeped around the corners of her conscious 
mind.  At night the sadness lurked in mental space, where it dare not go while there was work to 
be done.   
 Rebecca and David were prepared for a similar pregnancy.  David expressed a slight 
concern about the postpartum depression that had plagued Rebecca the last time.  Rebecca 
insisted she could handle it, that she needed another child so that Gabriella would not be alone.  
David didn’t bring up the fact that Gabriella had a half-brother, his son Paul, from his previous 
marriage. It wouldn’t do her any good, he was not just divorced from his ex, he was estranged; 
the difficulties of marriage and fatherhood were too much to handle at 23.  The guilt he felt at his 
barely existent relationship with his son was somewhat relieved by his daughter’s adoring pleas 
to pick her up.  Another child would tip his parenthood karmic balance to his favor, provided he 
was a good father.  There wasn’t much he could do for Paul anyways.  His ex-wife Jessie, Paul, 
and her new husband Rick lived in Paulo Alto; across the country from their townhouse in Park 
Slope.  So he sent Paul money and gifts, and called him a couple times a week.  But David knew 
it wasn’t enough to compensate for the fact that he and his son were strangers.   It wasn’t entirely 
his fault: Jessie had cheated on him, and he knew he would have made an excellent father had he 
had the chance.  But it was true, and it broke his heart. 
 So Rebecca and David relished the idea of a sister or brother for Vanessa.  But this time it 
would be harder.  This was an intuition both of them held in their bones. Still, they conceived 
within a couple of months.  This time Rebecca vomited constantly.  Morning sickness was a 



frequent occurrence.  Rebecca often found herself in the compromising position of kneeling at 
the toilet.  The fetus was kicking prodigiously; Rebecca was stoic and tough through it all.  
Towards the end of the pregnancy, when labor loomed near, the kicking stopped.  Rebecca 
refused to acknowledge what happened.  Eight hours of labor and the proof became painfully 
evident: the baby was born blue.  The doctors had to disentangle the umbilical cord that was 
twisted around baby’s neck.  The umbilical cord was a strange phenomenon; giver of prenatal 
nourishment, and the reason for their baby’s stillbirth. 
 After they went home empty handed Rebecca cried all the time, but it was a shameful 
thing to her.  She would not let Gabriella or David see her weep, but they both heard sobs 
coming out of the bathroom.  David knew his incapacity to solace his wife so instead he handled 
Gabriella’s questions, explaining to her that the baby was not coming out of her Ema’s tummy 
after all.  Gabriella didn’t understand but she didn’t ask any more questions either.  David was 
dissatisfied,  he didn’t know how to explain what happened without giving away the whole story 
of baby making, which Gabriella was too young to hear.  He knew Rebecca could do a better job 
eventually, but Gabriella had questions immediately, and Rebecca was inconsolable.   
 Rebecca and David kept the bassinet, crib, onesies, and diapers as an act of hope and 
faith.  They were soon rewarded, for within a month Rebecca was pregnant again.  And again the 
pregnancy was difficult, and again Rebecca was tough.  But this time dread seized her every 
turn.  Rebecca eliminated fish from her diet; the thought of mercury poisoning her baby was 
unbearable. Her prenatal vitamin regimen increased daily.  David tried on occasion to express his 
doubt at all the holistic prevention’s his wife became obsessed with; 
“Hey it’s worth trying” 
“But they may not be helping” 
“They can’t be hurting my peanut, they’re all natural” 
“Maybe it can”. 
 It felt like David had just slapped her.  She knew he was just expressing concern; yet his 
doubt in her, so early into the pregnancy enforced her deepest anxiety; that it was her fault, that 
she was inadequate as a mother.  Rebecca struggled to fight back tears as she left the room.  She 
would do whatever it took to deliver her baby to the world safe and alive, even if it meant 
sacrificing her own life, and as it turned out, she came close. 
 In the bedroom, David mentally punished himself for upsetting Rebecca.  He was 
worried, and blamed himself for what happened.  But everything he said these days seemed to be 
accusatory of Rebecca in some vague way.  He did not understand it. David thought about Paul 
much more frequently since Rebecca became pregnant again.  There was so much he didn’t 
know about his son; what he was interested in, who his friends were.  Jessie always bought 
Paul’s birthday and Chanukah presents and signed Dad.  This was more a favor to Paul then it 
was to David.  Jessie did not want Paul to know how little his father knew him.  David thought 
about Rick, who acted as Paul’s father; his computer programming job the reason they lived in 
Paulo Alto.  David was both resentful and grateful of this fact.  Though it stripped him of his 
ability to be a good Dad to Paul, it also gave him a chance to cleanse himself of his previous 
mistakes.   
 David resolved to be a better husband and father.  He thought he’d better start with the 
family that was closest to him, physically and emotionally.  “I’m sorry” he said, walking into the 
baby’s room where Rebecca was.   
“It’s nothing” Rebecca replied “nothing, just a difference of opinion.” 



“Still, I should be more sensitive” David said, wrapping his arms around Rebecca “All this 
worrying can’t be good for it” 
He called the fetus it.  Unlike Rebecca’s first pregnancy, or her last, there were no expectations.  
This upset Rebecca, but she didn’t want to jinx herself either.  Rebecca turned around to look at 
David and replied “Yes, you should be” 
 The day they went to Maimonides hospital, they dropped off Gabriella at her Aunt Rosa’s 
apartment in Williamsburg.  Gabriella, and later Vanessa, loved their aunt, and saw her whenever 
they could.  Her apartment was filled to the brim with toys and games and laughter and fun.  
Rosa, who was a professional dancer when she was younger taught her nieces how to dance and 
paint, and played all kinds of imagination games with them.  Rebecca considered her sister to be 
an invaluable ally, yet she envied her intensely for her freedom.  Rosa had no partner, no 
children, and a freelance writing job; she could do whatever she wanted, at any time. Yet 
Rebecca thought she was the luckier one; whatever troubles or stresses she had at least she 
wasn’t alone.   
 That pregnancy was equally difficult to the last one.  The nausea returned in spades, 
vomiting, a constant sore back, grotesquely swollen ankles and surrealistic food cravings were 
also part of the equation.  However, Rebecca was grateful for these symptoms because they were 
physical evidence that her baby was alive.   
 Though the stillbirth, and the new pregnancy, caused some cracks to surface in Rebecca 
and David’s marriage, they walked into the hospital holding hands and looking like newlyweds.  
Rebecca wanted David to be present during the birth of their child, to hold her hand as she 
pushed and screamed.  David resolved to be there for Rebecca as much as he could.  He was 
eager to do his duty, to prove himself a good father even before the baby was born.  He would 
have carried the fetus himself if he was able.  They had taken the prerequisite Lamaze classes, 
done prenatal yoga, and hired a midwife to support the obgyn.  Unlike Gabriella’s home birth, 
and their stillborn’s birth which began at home, Rebecca and David were not leaving anything to 
chance. 
 
Chapter Two 
 

Vanessa swung back and forth on the hammock, perplexed and hurt.  She did not 
comprehend what just happened.  She tried to trust her place in the family, she reached out.  She 
did what they were hoping she would do since her arrival in America.  Yet Vanessa was 
rebuffed, rejected by her family, forsaken for a foreigner to the family.  Vanessa felt tears come 
to her eyes.  She tried to bite them back.  Once she started crying, it would take her a thousand 
years to stop. Vanessa did not understand, after three years what family was supposed to be.  To 
her it was a completely arbitrary concept.  Family did not require a blood connection, or 
obviously she could not be a part of hers.  They did not need to live together, Vanessa considered 
her aunt Rosa to be an extremely close family bond.  Michelle only lived with them a few weeks 
a year, yet she seemed to be an equally important family member to her parents as Vanessa, and 
to her sister, much more important.   

Vanessa thought about Gabriella.  She seemed so uninterested in her.  Of course she had 
something to do with that.  Vanessa had never trusted her.  Wondering how long she would be in 
this family, Vanessa kept herself in a state of semi mobility.  She was ready to leave at a 
moment’s notice. Yet that day never materialized; the packed suitcase Vanessa kept in her closet 



had only been taken out when the whole family traveled. So Vanessa reached out, thinking she 
would be here for a while. 

But this intruder ruined everything.  Michelle was lurking on the edges, waiting to strike.  
However this time she acted through her pawn.  Vanessa loved the bay, but for the first time that 
summer she longed to go home, where Michelle lived with her own family. 

After her outburst Rebecca waited for her daughter to cool off.  She walked to the 
hammock, bringing a cup of tea as a peace offering.  They swung on the hammock silently, 
gazing at the stars and listening to the crickets chirp.  Then Rebecca said: 

“You know, Michelle is a lot like you in some ways” 
“How” 
“Well, her life is somewhat transitory” 

Rebecca paused, wondering if she should explain the word, but Vanessa had an exquisite facility 
with words, a vocabulary that exceeded Gabriella’s, even though she spoke English for only 
three years.  Vanessa seemed to understand what Rebecca was saying.  
 “Her parents are diplomats, peacemakers, they move around a lot.” 
 “Really? Then how does she make friends?” 
Vanessa turned to Rebecca, eyes wide with wonder. 
 “Well, it’s hard, but your sister has really helped her out.” 
Vanessa was crestfallen.  She expected her mother to say that she had none, that she had taken 
pity on her and asked Gabriella to befriend her.  This made sense.  It also allowed Vanessa to 
feel a sense of compassion and responsibility for Michelle. With knowledge of Gabriella’s self 
directed choice to befriend Michelle, Vanessa no longer felt obligated to sympathize with her. 
 “So we also help her out; when her parents travel, sometimes she stays with us.  And 
when she’s here she’s pretty much a family member.” 
 “Your saying I have to like her?” 
 “Well I can’t make you like her” 
Vanessa lit up.  
 “But you have to be nice to her, and she can do what she wants, including going to the 
island with us.” 
 “But I want” 
Vanessa stopped, not knowing how to express her desire.  She didn’t know exactly what she 
wanted; only that it was accompanied by a passionate territorial instinct.  She felt like she had to 
defend her family from intruders who might destroy it from within.  Vanessa wanted, now that 
she felt threatened, to know her sister, and worried that is was too late. But Gabriella was patient, 
Vanessa thought.  And now that she wasn’t leaving in the dead of night, Vanessa could see her 
sister as a potential ally.  Maybe she should tell Rebecca, Vanessa wondered.  She wasn’t sure 
how to phrase her desire so she kept quiet. 
 “Hey what are you thinking?”  Rebecca asked, truly wondering about the internal 
mechanisms of her daughter’s mind. 
 “I wonder if Gabriella even likes me.” 

Rebecca had to think about this for a moment.  She didn’t know how to respond.  It 
seemed really that Gabriella was indifferent to Vanessa.  When Vanessa arrived Gabriella was so 
curious; poking and prodding, fingering her curly black hair, rubbing her brown skin to see if it 
would turn peach like hers.  This curiosity was more about her new sister’s physical attributes 
then her inner qualities, Rebecca reflected.  What else would you expect from a ten year old?  
After the sheer exoticism of Vanessa wore off, Gabriella shut herself off from her.  She was 



polite at mealtimes but other than that, Gabriella refused to interact with Vanessa beyond trite 
pleasantries.   That there was little bickering or sibling rivalry upset Rebecca.  She did what she 
could, arranging trips and adventures that put the girls at close distances.  David wanted to give 
the situation time; “Let them come together on their own, it will happen”  “It’s weird isn’t it?” 
Rebecca asked, “It’s weird that they don’t talk to each other isn’t it”   Rebecca agreed to give her 
daughters some time to get to know each other, but she carried the names of twelve family 
therapists in her wallet.   

“I think it’s an adjustment for her like it is for you” Rebecca replied, choosing her words 
gingerly.  “Try reaching out; show an interest in her interests.”   

“That’s what I was trying to do” Vanessa responded. 
She felt inordinately frustrated.  Why couldn’t Rebecca understand why she invited 

Gabriella to the island?  Why couldn’t Gabriella comprehend that she meant the two of them 
alone?  

“I know” Rebecca responded, laughing a little as she said it, “I know, just keep trying, 
you’ll get there eventually” 

“Why doesn’t she try?” Vanessa asked. 
“Because she is at an age where effort does not appeal to her” Rebecca replied, with a 

chuckle.  She hugged Vanessa, and for the first time in memory Vanessa hugged her back.   
“Come inside, its bedtime”. 
David went for a walk when Vanessa and Rebecca were talking on the hammock.  

Gabriella and Michelle were playing soccer on the yard.  Absorbed by their activities, nobody 
noticed David slip out the front door.  David felt ludicrous waiting for Rebecca and Vanessa to 
emerge from the hammock.  He wanted to help but he had to admit he would not know how to.  
David only used his firm voice on Vanessa a few times, but when he did she ran away terrified, 
crying.   Then Vanessa seemed so different from the tough scrappy kid they met in Calcutta.  He 
wondered how she could be so resilient and so delicate at the same time.  “Shit” he thought; 
David loved his daughters fiercely but he was distant from them.  Their heartbeats frightened 
him, the proof of their aliveness left him stunned.  His daughter’s unpredictability always caught 
David by surprise.   

He preferred the company of books and maps.  Ideas were much more dependable than 
people, and facts even more so.  That’s why he chose his profession; David got to spend most of 
his time in libraries.  He knew what to expect in classes and lectures.  David could count on the 
respect of his students and colleagues. He relied on the lecture-discussion format of his classes.  
His students rarely asked questions he did not anticipate.  When they did he knew how to turn 
them into conversations.   

However his daughter’s continued to surprise him; sometimes in ways he had no idea 
how to respond to. Their surprises were never bad but sometimes they were mischievous.  David 
didn’t get angry easily.  Once he lost control when Gabriella lied about something silly and when 
Vanessa made a mess in the living room.   However, normally he would go out for a walk and let 
Rebecca handle it as she was a much more skilled parent than he was.  Even though frustration 
and anxiety flowed through her body, she knew how to turn chores into games, how to turn 
homework into an adventure.  Rebecca really enjoyed the girls, David thought, except on those 
occasions when chaos swept through their family, scattering toys and ephemera everywhere.   

When David returned home the table was clear, the girls were asleep, and the dishes were 
clean.  Rebecca was reading a book and enjoying a glass of merlot in the starlight.  A blanket 
covered her legs and she looked comfortable. 



“How is she?” 
As he inquired this, David betrayed a hint of guilt in his voice.   
“She’s recovering” Rebecca replied. 
“She was really upset, more than I have ever seen.” 
“More then you’ve ever seen” replied Rebecca, the shadows of resentment gathering like 

dark clouds at the edges of her voice.  
“Maybe you should take our girls out to the island.  I can stay here with Michelle”   
“And just what would that teach her?” Rebecca asked cynically, “that she can get 

anything she wants by screaming?’   
“So what do you suggest Rebecca?  She wants to know us; don’t you think that’s 

progress?” 
“Well of course I do, but Michelle is essentially family too, she has to know that.” 
“Maybe Michelle needs a different arrangement.” 
“Michelle is not the problem” 
“So Vanessa is the problem?” 
“No, it wasn’t really her fault; I’m inclined to be lenient.” 
“Then who?” 
“You. Damn it.  You’re totally passive aggressive.”  Rebecca yelled in frustration. 
“You withdraw from everything, you run at the first sign of conflict.” 
“That’s who I am, I’m not you” 
“But it isn’t fair” Rebecca said.  “It isn’t fair that I have to do everything.  I’m the 

diplomat, and the firm parent, and the psychologist and you either get totally out of control or 
you disappear.  I really could have used your help tonight.”   

“I had other things I had to do” 
“Oh I am positive that your meandering stroll down suburbia was just filled to brim with 

activities too profound to tell me about” 
No, it’s just frustrating” 
“What is?” 
“Vanessa, she’s so many things, she’s so imaginative, and so tough, and so vulnerable, 

and so smart, and yet really stupid socially” David said. 
“I just have trouble understanding why a girl with a mind like that would choose to keep 

it to herself.” 
“Well there’s still a lot we don’t know about her.” Rebecca answered.   
“Maybe creativity was punished in her old life.”   
Rebecca and David would never find out how true that speculation was.  There was never 

enough food or supplies, or caretakers in the Calcutta orphanage.  The games that Vanikha and 
Rakha played were deemed ill afforded luxuries.  So the staff and Matron of that orphanage kept 
Vanikha and Rakha apart as often as possible.  Still they snuck off together whenever they could; 
stealing hours by the riverside and in the jungle, where they could imagine in each other’s 
company.   A few womyn washing their clothes in the river kept an eye on them, making sure 
they did not get into too much trouble.  As orphans they were unclaimed; behavior that would 
have been intolerable in their own children was accepted in them.  Still, these womyn had their 
own families to think about, and the two girls who danced and dreamt were not embraced in the 
orphanage or in the city.   

Of course Rebecca never knew how right she was about Vanessa. Her intuitions were 
neither rejected nor confirmed by the orphanage when she went to observe her at the orphanage.  



This was a provincial place, Rebecca thought; the lack of records was disturbing to her. These 
were forgotten children, she thought as she saw the lines of girls in their gray pinafores.  She and 
David could not leave empty handed, her conscious would not allow it.  The daughter of 
Holocaust survivors could not escape that dismal place unaffected by its tragedy. 

 
Chapter 3 
 
 It wasn’t until the next Tuesday that they swam to the island.  The previous couple of 
days were spent indoors, an unexpected rainfall dampening their spirits as well as their plans.  
The rain seemed to reflect a change in the mood of the Goldstein family.  Shabbat was spent in 
dour silence, lifting only at mealtimes.  Gabriella and Michelle secluded themselves in their 
room, gossiping wildly like the barely adolescent girls they were.   Vanessa eavesdropped at the 
door; gathering the courage to drop in unannounced.  She collected bits and pieces of 
information about her sister’s private life.  Vanessa formed those fragments into a collage of 
information her sister would never confide in her directly.  Vanessa craved a mental picture of 
her sister’s life. It was a life she imagined to be full of glamour and ease.   In the joint 
elementary-middle school they shared Gabriella was at the height of popularity, or so it seemed.  
Everybody adored her.  Vanessa desired the simplicity of Gabriella’s life, not understanding it’s 
challenges.   
 Vanessa assumed it would take some time to ingratiate herself into her sister’s world.  
Once trust was established Vanessa could enjoy a privileged position as Gabriella’s friend.  
Gabriella would protect her from bullies, in return Vanessa would open the door to her 
imagination; letting Gabriella inhabit the world that she did.  The adventures the two of them 
would embark on would soon be the stuff of legends.   
 However, Vanessa thought with a panic, Gabriella would be starting high school in a few 
weeks.  Her mind would suddenly be encompassed with the dizzying allure of boys and school 
dances.  Gabriella’s ambitions would change.  Vanessa wasn’t sure what new obsessions would 
engulf her sister, but she knew she had a limited window of opportunity in which to work.  The 
August air was perfumed with the aroma of change.  Suddenly Vanessa she chose to spend 
swimming and dancing, painting and playing alone.  It wasn’t that Vanessa rued her witches and 
mermaids, just that she now desperately desired somebody to share them with. 
 The memory of Rakha’s ebullient smile and mischievous twinkle in her eyes flashed 
before Vanessa.  She was truly a full moon, mysterious and poetic.  Everybody loved Rakha.  
Her charismatic personality won friends wherever she went.  Rakha could have chosen anybody 
in their orphanage as her friend, but she chose Vanikha.   She was never sure why but Vanikha 
was grateful for the attention.  It was practically the only attention given to her.  Vanikha 
suspected it had something to do with their names. Rakha in Bengali meant full moon.  The 
name was appropriate Rakha was beloved by all.  She charmed whomever she met.  Vanikha 
knew that beneath the façade of charisma was a little girl who had never known real love or 
stability in her life.  Despite their differences in personality Vanikha recognized a part of herself 
in Rakha.   
 Vanikha brought a daring imagination to the friendship.  Rakha brought a willingness to 
try anything.  Though their unceasing curiosity sometimes landed them in hot water, they were 
not deterred.   One day in the jungle Rakha explained to Vanikha that her name was an alter ego 
of the goddess Sita.  Rakha’s name was appropriate; Rakha was beloved by all.  She charmed 
whomever she met. However Vanikha knew that beneath the façade of charisma was a little girl 



who had never known stability.  Despite the differences in personality Vanikha recognized a part 
of herself in her.  In contrast Vanikha did not see herself in her name.  Vanikha was another 
name for the goddess Sita.  Sita was passive and a damsel in distress, waiting for Krishna to save 
her from whatever predicament that befell her. 
   Rakha explained that her name meant the full moon.   Immediately Vanikha climbed a tree, 
Rakha following suit.   Vanikha picked two juicy mangoes for her and Rakha.  She bit into its 
orange flesh and felt the juice run down her mouth and onto her chest.  The tart sweetness sent 
her into a state of euphoria. 
 “We should stay here” Vanikha said “until you become the full moon, and I become a 
goddess.  But I want to become Durga; active, passionate, creative.  The light inside Vanikha and 
Rakha began to change.  Rakha evinced a golden orange, Vanikha became a magenta and violet 
swirl of light.  They were iridescent, ethereal.   Vanikha saw herself in that tree and her aura 
floated above her for a few moments.  When she returned to her body Vanikha began to dance 
wildly.  Vanikha slid off the branches and down to the ground.  She brought Rakha into the 
dance, leaping and twirling like the monkeys who lived in the trees above. At the end of the 
dance Vanikha kissed Rakha on the lips.  Her passionate embrace was as surprising to her as it 
was to Rakha.  Vanikha backed away, frightened of the intense emotion that now consumed her.  
Rakha ran back to the orphanage silently, It was the last time Vanessa ever saw her. 
 The next day Rakha was gone, her bed empty and her few possessions missing.  Vanikha 
was devastated.  Her ravaged emotional state prevented her from noticing the two Americans 
who seemed interested in her.  She saw the young womon and man approach her.  They were on 
the cusp of middle age.  There was a kind of wisdom borne of loneliness in the womon’s eyes.  
Vanikha looked at her and recognized the warmth permeating throughout her body; a desire to 
give her love.  The couple smiled their kindly smiles; there was something she didn’t quite trust 
about them.  This mistrust resonated particularly with the man; the womyn seemed like 
somebody she could trust in the future.  However a hint of cold wind gathered within the man’s 
body.  Unlike the womon’s open arms, the man stood aloof, his posture and eyes appraising and 
analytic.  Vanikha sensed he didn’t quite trust her; there was some test she knew she had to pass.  
What that test was remained a mystery.  Vanikha was not sure why she felt dubious about these 
people.  Perhaps it was their light skinned faces and blue and green eyes.  Perhaps it was the 
thousands of rupees in their pockets; it was more money than she had ever seen.  Vanikha 
escaped to the jungle near the orphanage often in the fortnight after Rakha left.  Soon enough she 
found herself a new friend.  Naag was a street vendor of dosas and samosas in Calcutta. He came 
to the jungle to collect paradisiacal mangoes for his mango lassis.    Vanikha guessed he was 
approximately fourteen or fifteen.  He had enchanting smile and laughed like a gleeful Ganesha. 
Vanikha liked him immediately.   
“So where’s your friend?” 
“She’s gone, adopted.” 
“You don’t need her anymore; I’m your friend now.” 
“You are?” 
“Yeah, I’m your friend and you’re my friend.” 
“Okay” Vanikha responded, “So what do you want to do?” 
Suddenly Vanikha found him moving closer to her.  She could feel his warm gingery breath on 
her prickly skin.   
“It’s part of the game; lay down.” 
“I don’t want to, I don’t like this game” Vanikha cried out, shock creasing the lines of her face. 



Her heartbeat was thumping in her chest.  He was a blur, a tiger bounding to chase his prey.  
Soon she found herself in the grass, pinned down by enormous brown hands tinged with the 
verdant emerald of the jungle.  Her blood dripped into the grass and flowers around her; its 
vibrant color contrasting the green around her.  The glossy crimson blood turned brown and 
sticky on her skin.  She could feel his phallus towering inside her tainted body.  Vanikha felt her 
rivers, her forests inside her being poisoned.  Her eyes glazed over and Vanikha became still.  
Suddenly Vanikha felt her agony rise through her diaphragm and travel through her intestines 
past her rapidly beating heart and up through her throat, emerging in a blood curdling scream.   
 Suddenly Vanikha felt a thud.  Blood poured from the wound in his chest.  Vanikha 
found the matron of the orphanage, Mrs. Gupta towering over her, pistol in hand.  Shoving the 
nearly dead boy off of her, the matron picked up Vanikha’s clothes lying a few meters away.  
They walked to a stream nearby and Mrs. Gupta sang a mournful Bengali lullaby to comfort her 
as she washed the dried blood off of Vanikha.  Vanikha had never seen this side of Mrs. Gupta 
before.  She always seemed like a strict disciplinarian, in charge of but removed from the inner 
workings of the orphanage.  As she dressed Vanikha Mrs. Gupta said  

“Vanikha, you must not tell anybody what I did today.” 
“Yes madam, of course, I will never tell a soul.”   

The matron returned her pistol to her inside coat pocket.  They walked together; hand in hand 
back to the orphanage. 
 
 Vanessa returned back to her current situation.  Her life changed so drastically in a few 
short years. The change was dizzying and disorienting.  Vanessa could barely comprehend that 
she now had parents, a home, and a sister, 6000 miles from where she lived the first six years of 
her life.   
 What to do about Gabriella? It was a conundrum Vanessa did not know how to handle.  
“Well, no time like the present” she thought.  Vanessa knocked on the door.  “What do you 
want” Gabriella asked, her voice infused with venomous envy.  “I want to hang out.”  The words 
felt strange on her lips.  Vanessa picked up English extraordinarily fast, but the colloquialisms 
still felt foreign to her.  Vanessa heard laughing on the other side the door, she backed away 
slowly, dismayed but not surprised. 
 “All right, come in” Gabriella replied.  Vanessa bounded into the room like an 
enthusiastic dog and leaped on the bed.”   
 “So I see you’ve grown tired of being a loser.” 
 “Alone, not a loser”   
 “Still, your imaginary friends weren’t enough for you?’   
 “No, they aren’t enough for me,” Vanessa replied, “I need a real friend, I need my sister.”   
 “Well first you have to apologize to Michelle.” 
 “I’m sorry Michelle, really I like you, I just wanted to be alone with Gabriella; she is 
amazing”   
 “Good, now get us some lemonade,”   
 Vanessa went downstairs and filled three glasses with lemonade and put them on a tray. 
 “Hey what are you doing?” David guessed.   
 “I’m getting lemonade for the three of us?’ 
 “You’re helping your sister?” 
 “Yes”, Vanessa replied, “why?’ 
 “Just curious, but you should let me help you, this tray is heavy” 



Once they got upstairs David hugged his daughter and said “I think it’s great that you are helping 
your sister.”   
Vanessa smiled back at him.   
David went downstairs and slumped into a chair.   
 “What’s wrong?” Rebecca asked 


