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Chapter 1: The Weigh of Debts
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The shrill ring of her phone startled Anna, pulling her from the numb stupor that had become her constant companion. She glanced at the screen, and had a flicker of surprise when she saw Priya's name. Priya, an old friend from her first teaching job, someone she hadn't spoken to in years. “Hello,” Anna answered, her voice a little hoarse.

"Anna? Is that really you? It's Priya!" Her voice was bright, energetic, a stark contrast to the gloom that enveloped Anna. "Listen, I know this is a bit out of the blue, but I was just thinking about you. How have you been?”

“Going on...” the pleasantries lasted for a few moments before Priya got to the point.

“Listen, are you looking for a job? My company, Golden Globus, is expanding rapidly, and we're hiring online content hostesses that I thought might actually suit you.”

“Content hostess, what the hell is it?” Anna was perplexed.

It is a mix of online teaching and modeling. What do you say? Interested in an initial chat?"

Anna's heart gave a sudden, unexpected leap. After weeks of soul-crushing rejections, the very idea felt like a mirage. 

"Priya! Oh my goodness, yes! Yes, I'm absolutely looking for a job. Tell me everything" Anna didn’t hide her desperation. 

She listened intently as Priya explained what the job entailed. It wasn't teaching children, but it was online, and it was content. It was a chance. She felt a surge of adrenaline she hadn't experienced in weeks. Priya was explaining the finer details but Anna could not register. Her mind was already racing with possibilities. A job. A chance to earn. A way out. 

The conversation ended with a promise of an online interview. A fragile, desperate hope began to bloom in Anna's chest.

The last three months had been extremely nerve-wrecking.  

After her marriage to David almost two years ago, Anna had willingly stepped away from her teaching career. Her days had settled into a quiet, predictable rhythm – managing the household, cooking, and the occasional visit to her parents. It wasn't exciting, but it was comfortable, a dull, safe existence. 

The turbulence had begun around three months ago. Her brother’s business, which had seemed so promising, had collapsed, leaving behind a mountain of debt. Then the brutal attack on her father and brother by the creditors, leaving them hospitalized. 

Suddenly, her quiet life felt like a trap, and lack of an income, a heavy burden. Her desperate search for a job, any job, had led nowhere, leaving her feeling increasingly useless and trapped.

The key in the lock turned with a familiar click. David was home.

David stepped into the small living room, briefcase thudding softly beside the door. 

"Anna? How was your day?

"David, you won't believe who called me today! Priya! From my old school. She's working at this company, Golden Globus, and she thinks my teaching background might be a fit for an online role. Can you believe it? After all these months..." 

David's initial smile of curiosity softened into concern as he watched her change. He moved closer, his hand resting lightly on her shoulder. "That's... that's wonderful news, Anna. Really. But you still don’t look happy. What's wrong?"

She lifted her head, her eyes burning. "Damn it Michael. I can’t take it anymore. Papa and Michael are still in the hospital. Papa’s broken ribs haven’t healed yet. And Michel, as you know has a fracture in two places and cannot even move. And worse, Silas, the moneylender has started calling again and threatening.”

Michael had started a small electronics trading business, importing components from abroad and assembling custom devices for local clients. For a while, it seemed promising. 

But then COVID hit. 

The double whammy or supply chain disruptions and lockdowns strangled his already thin profit margins. He couldn't fulfill orders, couldn't sell his existing stock, and the business had spiraled into bankruptcy, leaving behind a mountain of debt.

David pulled her into a tight hug, stroking her hair. "Oh, Anna. I'm so sorry.” He held her for a long moment, then pulled back, his face etched with a familiar helplessness. 

"But what can we do? You know our situation. We barely make ends meet as it is."

She knew. She knew all too well. The house they lived in, their only significant asset, was already mortgaged to the hilt. Every month, a substantial chunk of David's modest salary vanished into the EMI for Michael's failed business loan – a loan they had taken out of desperation, believing in Michael's grand plans, hoping it would lift them all out of their quiet struggle. Now, that dream was a nightmare, and the house was collateral. After the EMI, after groceries and utilities, there was nothing left. Sometimes, less than nothing.

Three months ago the bankers had been about to move in and foreclosure the home for another loan that Michael had taken on the sly using the same mortgage. It was a fraud that involved the bankers, but there was no time for legal hair splitting. In desperation, Michael had arranged a private loan from Mr. Silas, the loan shark, to feed the bankers and ward off the foreclosure. After three months and no payments, Mr. Silas had started threatening, and now things had gone out of hand.

Anna had dusted off her old resume and had begun scouring the newspapers and online job boards ever since the crisis stuck. There were openings, certainly. Many of them. But as she started applying, the reality had begun to sink in.

Her first interview was at a small, private school on the outskirts of the city. The principal, a stern-faced woman, had looked at Anna's resume with a critical eye.

"So, Mrs. Anna," she began, her voice crisp, "you've been out of the teaching profession for... how long?"

Anna swallowed. "Two years ma'am. Since my marriage."

The principal nodded slowly, a faint, disapproving line appearing between her brows. "And you're looking to return now? Why now?"

Anna hesitated. "My family... we're facing some unexpected financial difficulties. I need to contribute."

The principal pursed her lips. "I see. While your experience is noted, Mrs. Anna, we generally prefer candidates who have been actively engaged in teaching, or at least in continuous professional development. The curriculum, and in fact, the world around us, has changed significantly over the last two years. And our school, being a private institution, demands a very high level of commitment and up-to-date pedagogical and classroom management skills." 

"I'm a quick learner, ma'am," Anna tried, her voice a little too eager. "And my passion for teaching children is unwavering. I'm willing to undergo any training necessary."

She received a thin smile that didn't reach her eyes. "We appreciate your enthusiasm, Mrs. Anna. We'll be in touch."

Days turned into weeks. Anna went for interview after interview, most of which had ended more-or-less in a similar manner. 

She had even expanded her search beyond teaching. Everything from a receptionist position at a doctor's clinic to a data entry job at a small firm, and from a sales assistant role at a boutique to a logistics coordinator at a warehouse. For each, she was either overqualified or lacked specific industry experience. Her graduate degree and teaching experience, once sources of pride, now felt like irrelevant baggage.

A few offers did come, but the salaries were shockingly low – barely enough to cover her own expenses, certainly not enough to make any meaningful impact on the crushing debt. 

Each rejection, each inadequate offer had chipped away at her resolve, leaving her feeling increasingly hollow. Now, at her darkest hour, Priya’s call seemed like a lifeline.
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Chapter 2: A Glimmer of Hope, Shrouded in Shadow
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Sarah, the HR coordinator of Golden Globus, conducted the online interview two days later. 

"So, Anna," she had begun, her face filling the screen, "Your resume shows extensive experience in primary education. But our focus is primarily on adult audiences, and goes much beyond teaching. We do offer one-to-one tutoring and mentorship, but also completely unrelated services such as personalized news and stock briefings, role-plays, and much more. How do you see your skills translating?” 

Anna took a deep breath, processing the breadth of services Sarah had just listed. ""While the audience differs, the core principles remain the same. I understand how to break down complex information into digestible parts, how to engage learners, and how to assess understanding. I can easily translate my communication and presentation skills to this new job."

Sarah nodded slowly, a thoughtful expression on her face. "That's an interesting perspective. But the more important question is how comfortable would you be. Our one-to-one engagements often require a personalized approach and creating a rapport with the client. And the engagement will not just be verbal. It will be visual as well."

Anna had thought about this over the last couple of days, and had her answer ready. “I'm a professional. I'm confident in my ability to present myself visually to my clients.” 

The interview lasted close to an hour, and Anna felt a cautious optimism. Apparently Priya had shared Anna’s social media feeds to Sarah, and the discussion covered the trips she had gone with David, the few seminars she had attended, and more. At the end, Sarah smiled. "Thank you, Anna. We'll be shortlisting candidates for a final face-to-face interview. You'll hear from us soon. 

The email arrived after a week. Anna was shortlisted for the final round. 

But then came the details that both thrilled and unsettled her. 

If selected, she would have to start immediately. 

That was not unsettling. She was ready to join immediately if she could.

The unsettling part was the bond. The role would be a trainee position for the first year, after which she could not quit for the next four years. 

The pay, even as a trainee, was handsome. And once confirmed, the pay rise would be double of what David earned – it would be enough to comfortably take care of the loan installments, with money left over.

David read the email, his brow furrowing deeper with each line.

"A bond for one plus four, meaning five years?" David mumbled, looking up at her, his eyes clouded with suspicion. "And the pay... it's almost too good to be true, Anna. What kind of online content are they making? This company... Golden Globus... I've never heard of them. And when we searched online yesterday, we couldn’t really get anything on them other than their website. It sounds... shady."

Anna's excitement deflated, replaced by a familiar defensiveness. "Shady? David, it's a digital content start up. It’s actually being set up as we speak, so how do you expect online reviews or an internet presence? They are launching a new business model that could change how people consume digital content. It could be groundbreaking and I could be one of the pioneers.”

After an afterthought, she added “And Priya works there! She's my friend. She wouldn't recommend me to anything 'shady'."

"But what if it is, Anna?" David pressed, his voice rising slightly. "What if it's something like OnlyFans, and they force you into sleazy videos? In that interview, they did mention things like one—to-one engagements, personalized roles, role-play, and a focus on visual content. You have to be doubly careful before accepting this, Anna. Our situation is bad, but not that bad."

The accusation stung. "Not that bad?" Anna retorted, her voice sharp, the desperation finally boiling over. 

"Michael and Papa are still in the hospital and can no longer pay his bills or rent, and we're about to lose our house! We have no other options, David! This is a lifeline! I trust Priya. She's a good person. And I'm not going to be 'forced' into anything!"

The argument hung in the air, thick with their shared anxieties. David sighed, running a hand over his face. "Just... be careful, Anna. Please.”

***
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The day of the final interview arrived. It was at a plush hotel, a world away from the dusty schools and cramped clinics Anna had been visiting over the last three months. Golden Globus didn’t have an office in their city. “We are expanding aggressively, and hope to hire atleast a dozen girls from your city. Our efforts to start an office here progressing side by side with the recruitment,” Priya had told her. 

The interview was with Chris, the CEO himself. He was charismatic, with an easy smile, but his eyes held an unnerving intensity.

The conversation started normally, discussing her teaching experience and how she envisioned applying it. Then, the questions began to shift.

"Anna, tell me about your personal life," Chris asked, leaning forward slightly. "Are you married? Do you have children?"

Anna felt a prickle of unease. "Yes, I'm married. No children. We planned on not having children for the first few years of our marriage. That would give us sufficient time to settle down."

"Good... and your husband, what does he do?"

"He works in finance," Anna replied, trying to keep her voice even. This felt intrusive.

"I see. And how supportive is he of your career aspirations, especially in a dynamic, demanding environment like ours? We often require long and odd hours, and travel." His smile widened. "Are there any... personal commitments that might hinder your dedication to Globus?"

Anna hesitated. The debt, Michael's condition, David's apprehension – these were her personal commitments. But she couldn't say that. She had tried the open, honest approach at a few interviews and immediately got lowballed with laughable offers or outright rejections. 

"My husband is very supportive," she lied smoothly. "And I am fully committed to any role I undertake. My family understands the importance of this opportunity."

Chris nodded, his gaze unwavering. "Good. We want our employees happy and stable, both professionally and personally. Tell me, Anna, what are your personal aspirations? Beyond just a job, what truly drives you? What are your dreams? What makes you feel truly alive, truly fulfilled?"

No sooner did Anna answer one question, he was ready with the next. His questions were becoming more and more intimate, probing at her emotional core. 

"How do you handle pressure? Not just professional pressure, but personal stress? Are you emotionally resilient?"

“How do you unwind? What are your hobbies? Do you hang out? Do you have a vibrant social life?"

Anna felt increasingly uncomfortable, a knot tightening in her stomach. It felt less like a job interview and more like an interrogation into her very being. Nevertheless, she carried on. 

Finally Chris smiled, a glint in his eye. "Very well. Now, Anna, as we come to the closing part of our interview, this is an important one for our culture here. What are your views on 'personal expression' and 'comfort zones'? Are you someone who thrives on pushing boundaries, on exploring new facets of yourself, perhaps even in ways you hadn't considered before?"

Anna felt a fresh wave of unease. This was clearly a leading question, she realised. 

She nevertheless forced a confident tone. "I believe in continuous growth, Chris. I believe that to excel, one must be willing to step outside the comfort zone and embrace new experiences. I am open to exploring new things."

"Fascinating. And how important is public perception to you, Anna? Are you comfortable with being a public face, potentially attracting a significant online following?” Chris continued.

"I understand that in today's digital world, a public presence is often part of the job," Anna said, trying to sound enthusiastic. "If it serves the company's goals and allows me to connect with an audience, I am comfortable with that."

Chris leaned back in his chair, his expression serious. "Great. Now let me ask you some direct, straight-to-the-point questions, Anna. How do you feel about modeling in lingerie or swimwear?"

Anna took a deep breath. She had anticipated it, but when it came, it hit her like a bullet. She took a deep breath and answered. "I'll be OK with that if I am made comfortable."

“And what about posing in the nude, with or without other models of either sex?” the question came suddenly.

But Anna had anticipated this as well, and had the answer ready. “The same, Chris. I don’t have an issue as long as I am comfortable, and everything is professional.”
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