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True Vision

Though it was only 10:30 P.M., Gabriella
decided to call it a night. Tiredness made her eyes burn: when she
squeezed them shut they felt hot and gritty. She'd been working
since 6:30 A.M., with an early morning call to Hyderabad, followed
by a virtual breakfast meeting with their technical consultants in
Kiev.

Gabriella pushed back from her cool glass
desk, stretching against her Aeron chair. She shut down her
computer, then after a moment's hesitation, turned off her
Blackberry. If someone really needed the head of acquisitions and
mergers during the next eight hours, they could call her security
team and have someone knock on her door.

With the help of her favorite titanium cane,
Gabriella pushed herself upright. All the floors in the house were
beautiful, dark-oak hardwood, easy for her to walk across, no rugs
she could trip on. She made her way down the long corridor to her
bedroom, black and white photographs of old amusement parks—wooden
Ferris wheels, exuberant freak show signs—lining the way. At the
end of the corridor she entered the code to shut the house down,
alerting the security team that she was locked in her room for the
evening. No one would disturb her unless it was a dire
emergency.

And no one dared enter Gabriella's room
without her explicit approval.

Now, finally, Gabriella could relax. She knew
she was alone, completely unmonitored in here. She paid a lot for
her guaranteed privacy but it was worth it.

The master bedroom suite reflected the rest
of the house, a mixture of modern and old: a maple, queen-sized
sleigh bed filled the bedroom, while modern, smoked-glass cabinets
stood opposite; an old mahogany sideboard had been repurposed as
her sink, with a beautiful, green-glazed bowl sitting in the center
of it; the bath held luxury shower heads in a 180 degree arc,
standing underneath a small, antique chandelier.

Gabriella changed into a long-sleeved,
burgundy silk pajama top. Carrying the bottoms, she sat heavily on
her bed, sinking into the foam mattress. She unzipped first one,
then the other of her one-piece boot-socks, pulling them off her
cloven feet. She signed heavily as she slipped in her pajama
bottoms, then under the sheets, careful not to snag her hooves on
the soft cotton.

Gabriella found her eyes opening again as
soon as she turned off the light. She lay on her side, facing the
empty half of the bed.

The pristine pillow mocked her.

No one had ever slept there. Gabriella
couldn't take the chance—not given her deformity, as well as her
demanding job. It wasn't in her future, no matter what Papa had
told her about love and forgiveness, or had tried to convince her
that her condition was a birth defect, her feet merely bifurcated,
not hooved.

Yet, sometimes, Gabriella wished things were
different. She tried to imagine a face to put with this desire, but
none ever came. Gabriella remained alone in the dark.

* * *

Gabriella interrupted the developer giving
the presentation. "Could you go over that last point again?" How
they ordered their data intrigued her. Either they were
exaggerating, or they'd come up with a unique solution to a large
dataset problem. Why hadn't this part of their business been listed
in the initial assessment of the organization's assets?
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