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“Shorts – Stories from Beneath the
Rainbow” is a collection of LGBTQ-themed short stories. In happy or
dire circumstances, this collection offers glimpses into
contemporary LGBTQ life from many different angles and
perspectives, and from diverse cultures—

a beggar trying to survive, the mother of a
drug addict, a groom on his wedding day, a gay family running from
impending war, a refugee above the Arctic circle, a bullied kid, a
gay man witnessing a crime, a rushed middle-aged man, a banker in
love, a lesbian mom in Las Vegas, a public servant getting ready
for her intern, an Alzheimer patient in Bombay, a cop in Los
Angeles, a doctor in Atlanta, a man celebrating Christmas on his
own, a ruthless killer, a survivor of a WWII concentration camp

—all different, yet alike in their
humanity.

“Shorts – Stories from Beneath the
Rainbow” is a kaleidoscope, a colorful sample of the rainbow in its
true form: life.
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 Introduction

Dear reader!

Welcome. This book is very different from
anything I’ve written before. I have always been fascinated with
short stories—the different format, the need to be concise, the
possibilities they offer, the small
windows into people’s lives, and the momentary glances. Some of the
best literature I’ve read were short stories.

This started taking shape after I finished
with The Fallen Angels of Karnataka. I was spent, or so I
felt, and I feared I would never again be able to write a
full-length novel, not after that particularly challenging story.
So instead, I tested the waters of short stories. Some of them are
really, really short, and some are almost the length of a novella.
They are diverse, and I was able to play with many different
aspects of the LGBT community—bi, trans, gay, you name it.

I hope you’ll enjoy these stories. I
certainly have enjoyed crafting them.

Love,

Hans
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Memory

 “Good morning,
Sanjay!” Shruti said as she walked into her husband’s bedroom to
see if he was awake. Their small house in Colaba was darkened most
of these days. Not just because the heat would be unbearable this
time of year, but because Sanjay had become very sensitive to
sunlight, and as his dementia progressed, he had also become
irritable for little or no reason. He’d been like this for a long
time now, and Shruti, his wife of forty-five years, looked after
him. She’d long ago moved out of the bedroom and slept in one of
the kids’ old rooms, because Sanjay would often talk in his sleep or toss and turn, which had made
the conjugal bed a nightmare to be in.

Today might be a good day, Shruti
thought as she walked into Sanjay’s room, their bedroom. The
monsoon had finally arrived, and with the first heavy downpours of
the previous night, the temperatures had dropped a little. They had cleaned the smog away, and for the
first time in months, the air in Mumbai was pleasant to breathe.
Sanjay was still asleep. A former professor at the University of
Mumbai, teaching bridge and road engineering, Alzheimer’s had crept
up almost unnoticeably at the beginning. Eventually, he’d
forgotten test assignments, classes and
even the way to work. He was forced into early retirement at the
age of fifty-five, almost ten years ago.

Shruti knew that Sanjay was in the final
throes of the illness. Half the time, he didn’t recognize her
anymore. Sometimes, in a rare glimpse of clarity, he’d smile at
her, making her feel it was all worth it, but most of the time,
he’d just lie there and look up at the rotating ceiling fan
as it tried to circulate the stale, hot
Mumbai air.

“Sanjay?” Shruti tried again. “Are you
awake?”

He stirred and looked at her then smiled,
and for the first time in months, he spoke. “Good morning,
Nurse.”

Disheartened, Shruti had to focus on not
showing her disappointment. It hurt like hell to be called “nurse”
after sharing someone’s bed for so many years, and after raising
his children, and making sure he always
had a hot meal to come home to and a clean bed to rest in.
Alzheimer’s was a wretched disease, and it wasn’t for nothing that
their family doctor had warned her that the illness was affecting
her more than it did Sanjay.

“Remember, Shruti,” he’d say, “Sanjay is
happy as long as his physical needs are taken care of. His memory
is waning, and he’s regressing back into his youth, reliving
memories from many decades past as his more recent memories
dissolve into nothingness. It is you who will suffer the most from
the disease. It is you who will feel the effect of it, not Sanjay.
He’ll be blissfully unaware.”

That was five or six years ago, Shruti
wasn’t sure, and back then, Sanjay was still mostly himself, even
though he would often be upset and angry with himself for
forgetting things. Then came a phase where he’d been extremely
paranoid before he’d finally calmed down and entered a vegetative
state, where he’d regressed more and more every day. He had
eventually forgotten about Shruti and their two children, and would
only speak of his parents, school and people she’d never heard
of.

“Nurse?” Sanjay suddenly asked.

“Yes, Sanjay, what is it? It’s me, Shruti,
your wife.”

She tried, but she knew he wouldn’t understand. But she clung to her marriage
vows, and her right to be his wife, even if he no longer could. To
Shruti, being married to Sanjay had always been a blessing, despite
the fact that it had been arranged by their parents. He’d come from
a higher caste, a better family, and her parents had to work extra
hard to pay the dowry for her. But Sanjay had always treated her
well; he’d become her best friend and confidant, and she’d been
happy.

She was the mistress of the Singh house, the
mother of two beautiful children, a daughter, Asha, and a son,
Sanjay junior. As a professor in high standing at the university,
Sanjay often entertained guests, and Shruti and her cook would
create lavish meals that were famed far beyond the university
faculty and their guests. But this was all many, many years ago.
Their Colaba home, as posh an area as it may be, had been deserted
for years. The children were all grown up and moved out, both
having started families of their own. Asha had married an engineer
and they lived in Navi, while Sanjay
junior and his wife lived in Bangalore, where he completed his
doctorate.

She missed her kids. They barely came home
anymore. The pain of seeing their father vanish before their eyes
and not being recognized by him was too much. Besides, Sanjay couldn’t stand the noise from
small children anymore, and he would get restless and angry, and
the little ones were far too young to be quiet. Shruti didn’t want
to force her grandkids out into the streets just because Sanjay
couldn’t handle it. This was her home, too.

“Nurse, is Nazim here?” Sanjay asked.

“Nazim, dear? Who’s Nazim?” Shruti was
confused. This was a name she’d never heard before, not after
forty-six years of being married to this man. “It’s just you and me
here, dear.”

“But,” Sanjay seemed upset, “Nazim promised
he’d come and see me today. We were going to go to the Gateway and
later have tea at the Palace. Nazim is my friend, my best friend.
And he said he’d pick me up at ten today. Would you please check if
he’s here yet? He’s not usually late.” Sanjay showed signs of
irritation and excitement.

Shruti worried. “Let me go check. I’ll be
right back.”

“Please do,” Sanjay said, annoyed. “I hate
it when people are late.”

Shruti left the room and returned a few
minutes later. “I’m sorry, Sanjay. There is no one here. Are you
sure this Nazim was to come today?” Shruti didn’t know what to do
and decided to play along. She wondered if she should lie and just
tell him a story about this Nazim being late or detained or
something. Lying was never really her strong suit, particularly not
to her husband, whom she respected far too much, despite his
illness.

Sanjay wasn’t easily deterred, and he
became agitated, trying to get out of
bed. “I don’t believe you. Nazim would never do this to me. He
promised, and he keeps his promises.” Sanjay sat up and tried to
heave his legs out of bed. He had not been up for weeks, and this
really worried Shruti. He was a tall man, and heavy, and her cook
had not yet arrived.

She didn’t know what to do and became
scared. “Sanjay, please lie down. I’ll go check again. Please lie
down.” She gently pushed him back onto his pillow and tucked him in
again. “Here now, I’ll be right back, okay?”

She left Sanjay and called the doctor.
“Doctor Gupta? Could you come over and have a look at Sanjay? He’s
really agitated today and keeps talking about some man, some Nazim
I’ve never heard of before. I’m really worried about him. I’m
afraid I don’t know how to deal with this. He even tried to get up
just a moment ago.”

“I’ll be over as quickly as I can, Mrs.
Singh. Please remain calm, try to keep him company, maybe make him
some chai and tell him that Nazim will be right over.” Shruti hung
up and returned to the bedroom.

“I just talked to Nazim, Sanjay. He’s on his
way and will be here shortly. Can I get you some chai?”

When Doctor Gupta, a young man of
thirty-five years, arrived an hour later, Sanjay was still in his
bed, drinking his chai and having his morning dal. It felt strange
to Shruti, having to announce their
family doctor as someone he wasn’t, but she didn’t feel like
arguing with the doctor, either. It
wasn’t her style. It was not how she had been brought up, and
somewhere within her, it felt wrong, as if she betrayed her
husband.

“Sanjay, your friend, Nazim, is here. Would
you like to see him?” Doctor Gupta stood behind Shruti, towering
over the elderly woman by at least a head, trying to get a sense of
just how Sanjay was, and to gauge his reaction.

Sanjay looked up from his bowl of dal toward
the door. When he saw the doctor standing behind Shruti, he became
angry.

“This isn’t Nazim. Why are you lying to me,
Nurse? Nazim doesn’t have a mustache. Nazim is taller and slim. Get
out of my room and leave me alone, and take this awful food with
you. I’ve never eaten worse dal in my life.”

Shruti was scared and confused. The doctor’s
trick hadn’t worked. As demented as Sanjay was, apparently, his
memory of this Nazim was fully intact, and he wasn’t tricked into
believing anything else. The doctor approached Sanjay.

“My apologies, Sanjay. I’m Doctor Gupta. I’m
here to check in on you, to see how you are doing today. Please
don’t be upset with Shruti. She only did as she was told.”

Sanjay looked up at the doctor and was
temporarily calmed by the authority a doctor’s name carried. “Have
you seen Nazim? He promised he would be here.”

“My apologies, Sanjay, but I have not. But
you know how Bombay traffic is. He may simply be delayed.”

The doctor knew, of course, that no one
would be able to argue this point. Traffic in Bombay had always
been a nightmare, and when you had an appointment, being an hour
late was fully acceptable, as you really
never knew how long a trip from A to B might take.

“Do you mind if I have a listen to the old
ticker, Sanjay?” the doctor said. He set his bag down and removed
his stethoscope from it. Sanjay sat up in his bed. Slowly, and with
some trepidation, he opened the shirt of his pajamas to allow the
doctor access. While the doctor was listening to his heart and
breathing, Sanjay looked at the young man intently.

“You’re new, aren’t you? Where is Doctor
Bathiya?”

Calmly, the young doctor replied, guessing
that Doctor Bathiya must’ve been Sanjay’s physician at the time
when he also knew this enigmatic Nazim. “I don’t know, Sanjay. I’m
here today. Ticker sounds good, and your lungs, too. That is good
news. Tell me, how do you feel today?”

Sanjay shrugged. “I feel fine, although I’m
a bit upset about Nazim. I had so looked forward to seeing
him.”

Doctor Gupta nodded. “I understand. Mind if
I ask who this Nazim is? How do you know him? Shruti is
worried.”

Sanjay looked away, and the doctor felt
there was something he wasn’t telling him. Either that, or Sanjay
was forgetting the incident already. This was not unusual in
dementia patients. One minute they were upset about something, the
next they’d moved on to something else entirely. Doctor Gupta got
up and fetched a small container from his bag.

“Here, Sanjay, this will help you rest a
bit. Take this with a sip of chai.” He handed him a pill from the
container, which Sanjay took and swallowed without looking.

“I’ll go see Shruti for a moment. You have a
good day, Sanjay. I shall see you soon.” The doctor left the room
and Sanjay to his own thoughts.

Inside Sanjay’s mind, a struggle was taking
place. He wanted to get up and leave the room, go and look for
Nazim. He was deeply worried about his friend. What if Nazim’s
parents had gotten wind of their relationship? What if they had
sent him away? What if he’d never see him again? At the same time,
Sanjay also instinctively felt that he couldn’t, shouldn’t get up.
And even though his mind was unaware of his age, and the physical
restrictions placed upon his body by the illness ravaging him, he
knew, somehow, not to move. So he lay in his bed, thinking about
Nazim, and how they had met, just a few months earlier…

***

Bombay in the 1960s was a beautiful city,
vibrant, alive, and full of promise. India had finally become an
independent nation, the English had left, tails between their legs,
and all over the country, there was a sensation of “can do.”
It was before the war with Pakistan, the
loss of Bangladesh, and the rude awakening to corrupt politicians,
and the insight that while maharajas no longer ruled their princely
states, the country was instead ruled by a handful of ultra-rich
families. Sanjay Singh was nineteen years old and going to college.
He would be an engineer, a man to build India’s promising future.
His father had made sure of that. The Singhs were a proud Sikh
family, and despite their Punjabi ancestry, they had lived in
Bombay for generations. Sanjay was full of energy and looking
forward to his first day of university schooling.

Next to him, in orientation, sat another
young man. The entire class consisted of eager young men, in their
beige or white shirts and sand-colored, brown or gray slacks, the
uniform of the young, uprising India. The only thing setting them
apart was their hair. Many of the Hindus were sporting mustaches
and various hairstyles, some of the Muslims had beards, and Sanjay,
the only Sikh, had his beard and the traditional dastaar. The boy
sitting next to Sanjay was a Muslim boy, Nazim. They had chatted a
bit before the introduction had started. While Sanjay’s family was
based in the south of the city, in Colaba, Nazim’s family resided
farther north, in Dadar, which was relatively close to the
university, whereas Sanjay had quite a commute every day.

During their first break, the boys continued
to talk. Nazim lit a cigarette, as was the fashion those days. All
the famous Bollywood actors and all the American film stars smoked
profusely. As youngsters, they followed suit. Not Sanjay, though.
Sikhs didn’t smoke.

They talked about the latest films, the big
stars, their future, school, life, politics, and everything else
they could think of before it was time to go back to class. By the
time the school day was over, they were inseparable. It was as if
there was a secret tether bonding the two boys together, the Sikh
and the Muslim. Sanjay’s driver was waiting outside school to take
him home, and Nazim rode his bike back to Dadar.

The next morning, before school, they met up
again and continued to chat as if they had known each other for
years, not mere hours. In India, there is a much smaller personal
or private sphere around each person, and it is not unusual for
boys to stand next to each other, touching, or even holding hands.
Yet the way Nazim and Sanjay touched each other was magical, albeit
not for anyone else to see or discover. A bolt of lightning soared
through Sanjay at every touch. He shivered and relished each
fleeting moment. Looking into Nazim’s eyes, he could see that his
friend felt exactly the same.

They knew, of course, better than to give in
to those emotions on campus, just outside their classroom. They
knew of the stigma associated with what they were feeling and who
they were. They also knew that their mothers were already busy
making plans, plans for each of them to marry a nice girl, to start
a family, to bring honor and pride to their families. No doubt,
both their mothers would be consulting horoscopes and matching
potential brides, sieving through offers and making sure a perfect
match would be achieved.

Such was the tradition, and for a boy to
fall in love with a boy was unheard of. It was unimaginable, yet
here they were, leaning against a wall, enjoying the
shade, provided by the ancient university
building, from the sun. The light rub of
their shoulders against each other or the fleeting touch of the
backs of their hands made them feel safe, loved, and on top of the world, if only for a moment.

Their relationship remained as innocent as
dew on an early summer morning. For two boys from Bombay, it was
friendship and nothing more. They spent time together during
breaks, studied for exams and went out with other friends from
university. Nobody was suspicious about the nature of their
relationship, because it was perfectly
normal for two unmarried boys to spend time together. Had they
spent their time with girls, people would’ve reacted differently,
strongly. There were even times when they visited each other at
their respective homes, on weekends, when no classes were scheduled
and when they would only have to study a little before being able
to indulge in each other. Weeks passed;
so did months. Nazim and Sanjay were the best of friends, the
closest of friends.

One night, on a Saturday in late October, a
few months before their final exams, Nazim had come to Sanjay’s
house to spend the evening. They lay on Sanjay’s bed with Sanjay
propped up against the wall with a pillow and Nazim resting his
head on Sanjay’s stomach, and both had a book in hand,
studying.

“Sanjay,” Nazim suddenly said, “I’m getting
married.”

Sanjay almost flew up at the announcement.
“What? Married? Why? How? When? To whom?”

It felt so strange to Sanjay, this
announcement. He’d never even contemplated it, and luckily, his
parents had not yet mentioned anything about getting married. Quite
the contrary, his father had insisted that Sanjay first finish
university and get a master’s degree before settling down. He had
somehow, mistakenly, assumed this to be true for Nazim as well.

“My mom came home the other day with the
news. I didn’t know how to tell you. She has found a girl from our
hometown up north. They’ll be coming to Bombay next weekend for us
to meet and for all the details to be settled. I saw a picture of
her. She looks pretty. Her name is Fatima. My mom wants us to get
married as soon as university is out. It’s tradition in our
family.” Nazim looked resigned, his voice subdued.

Sanjay was in shock. He’d never even
contemplated losing Nazim. It had just not crossed his mind, not
even when he’d discussed his own betrothal with his parents.
Somehow, he’d assumed that Nazim would be there, always. But now? A
married man. Suddenly, it seemed as if a chasm had opened between
them, and Nazim was being pulled away by Fatima.

As the next weekend came, Sanjay didn’t hear
from Nazim. He was anxious about seeing him again on Monday, to
hear the news about Fatima, about the betrothal, and about the
future planned for Nazim by his and the
girl’s parents. Sanjay also wondered about his own future. He tried
to picture himself with a wife and with kids. He tried to picture a
life after university, after Nazim. Sanjay failed miserably. Life
without Nazim seemed impossible.

On Monday, Nazim was late to school, making
Sanjay worry that something had happened. But talking during a
lecture was out of the question, and Nazim barely looked at him
that morning. They had to wait until recess before they could share
the news.

“She’s all right. A bit shy, maybe, but I
guess that’s to be expected. She brings a nice dowry into the
marriage so we’ll be able to settle comfortably after I graduate
and take a position. I’m sure I’ll get to like her.”

Sanjay’s mind reeled. Is this what the
future held for him, too? A wife? A dowry?

The last months of university passed by in a
blur. Tests, more tests, and then some.
Nazim and Sanjay studied hard and both graduated with honors.
Sanjay enrolled immediately for a postgrad degree, while Nazim left
university to take up a position in a company owned by a family
friend. He’d get married within a fortnight and start a family of
his own.

After the graduation ceremony, Nazim invited
Sanjay to attend his wedding. “Please come. It may be the last time
I get to see you. Between work and having a family, there won’t be
much time to travel to Colaba to see you.”

There. It had been said, and it filled
Sanjay with more sadness than he’d ever felt before. In that very
instant, he couldn’t even respond to the question. He simply ran
off and went home. Losing Nazim, his best friend, was more than he
could bear at that moment. Yet when it was time for the wedding,
Sanjay was there, dressed in his best clothes and his most
beautiful dastaar. He stood at his best friend’s side as he married
the beautiful Fatima. It was a beautiful ceremony, and Fatima was
very kind, although terribly shy, particularly to strangers such as
Sanjay.

***

Sanjay stirred in his sleep, tossing and
turning from the dream he was having.

Outside, on the living room couch, Shruti
could hear her husband call out, “Nazim!” She got up and walked the
few steps into their bedroom to see what was going on. Sanjay was
still asleep, but he was clearly distressed. Shruti gently put her
hand on his head.

“Sanjay, what is the matter? Are you having
a bad dream?” Her touch woke Sanjay, and he looked at her, lucid
for the first time in months.

“Shruti, dear, did I wake you?”

“Don’t worry about it, Sanjay. I sleep
lightly. You were calling for Nazim in your sleep. Are you all
right?”

“Nazim? I haven’t thought of him in years.
I’m sorry if I woke you.”

“Who is he?” Shruti asked.

“Oh, he was a good friend in university, way
back. We were close, we studied together, but lost touch after he
got married. I haven’t heard from him in over forty years.”

Shruti had no reason to question her
husband’s words. Deceit had never been Sanjay’s way. Soon after, he
fell asleep again, and Shruti returned to her couch.

***

Three weeks after the marriage, Sanjay
happened to see Nazim in Dadar, where he had an errand. They hadn’t
spoken since the ceremony.

“Hey, how is married life?” Sanjay asked
with a hint of jealousy in his voice.

“Good. I have a good position, Fatima is an
amazing cook, and for the time being, she and my mother get along.
I can’t complain. I just hope to produce a son sooner rather than
later. You know how it is…”

Nazim had changed. He was mature, all grown
up, and he’d grown a mustache. He didn’t even ask how Sanjay was.
They spent a few minutes talking about this and that, the coming
monsoon, and Nazim ended the conversation by saying, “You’ll see,
Sanjay. Marriage will change you. You’ll be a different man.”

Those were the last words ever spoken
between the two. Sanjay would never see Nazim again. Four years
later, after having gotten his own PhD, Sanjay married Shruti. He
would always be faithful to her, would always love her, in his own
way. But his first love would always be Nazim.

***

The next morning, Sanjay passed away,
peacefully, in his sleep, reunited in his mind with his long-lost
love and having granted his wife one last moment of truth and lucid
communication.

 


THE END

 



Afterword

Sanjay and Nazim are fictitious characters,
so is this story.

Yet I know Nazim, and I know Sanjay, under
different names, of course. I have met both of them in India,
Pakistan, and Bangladesh, more than once. They may have different
names, different occupations, and live in different circumstances.
They are living in the shadows, never able to be truthful about who
they are, not to their friends, not to their families, not to
anyone else.

Some have left their motherlands to find
happiness and love in Europe or Asia, never speaking the truth to
their parents, or risk being forever shunned by their families.
Others do as Nazim and Sanjay and get married, fulfilling their
families’ dreams.

I also know Shruti and Fatima, and the life
they sacrifice in marriage to a man who will never truly be able to
love them. It is to them I wish to dedicate this story, in the
hopes that someday, all of Earth’s men and women will be able to be
with whom they truly love.
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 The Photograph

Written upon request by a reader who asked me to
write about a public servant.

***

She walked into the office like she always
did, at seven thirty in the morning. Sharp. There were no
exceptions. Well, not if you discounted public transport giving up
on you, but that rarely happened, since
Monica walked to the office from her studio apartment nearby.

At thirty-nine, she was the office manager
of the local borough, bossing over some forty staff members. Her
life consisted mainly of routines. Routines of how to do things at
work, from invoice acceptance to bookkeeping and payroll, routines
on how to handle staff grievances or promotions, routines in how
she’d spend her day, routines on how she’d get to the office, and
routines on how she’d get home after work. Her life was as neatly
planned and boxed in as her clothing was drab and boring. There was
no room for error, no space for excitement or surprises.

People around Monica knew that, of course.
They knew that she was somewhat set in her ways. However, since she
was a professional, and really good at
what she did, upper management let her be.

The first thing Monica would do in the
morning was go to her office in the corner of the large complex and
take off her coat. It was beige and timeless, even though it had
been manufactured in a previous century, a time long ago. But like
so many things in life, fashion and looks were not what Monica was
concerned with. After taking off her coat and meticulously hanging
it on a hanger, she’d grab her mug from a shelf in her office and
walk over to the coffee maker to fill it up.

Monica may have been all about routine, but
without at least two cups of steaming-hot black coffee in the
morning, she wouldn’t have been able to function, and the entire
office would’ve fallen apart. Her staff knew that, so they made
sure the coffee was dripping steadily into the pot, hot and steamy,
by the time she got to work. With her coffee mug filled, Monica
would return to her office, sit down at her desk, and start up her
laptop. She had certain rules in her life, and one of those was
never to take work back home, which basically meant that, more often than not, she had to work late hours.
She didn’t mind.

As with all corporate computers, hers was a
few years old, equipped with a processor even older, thus cheaper
to procure, and took forever to boot. She didn’t care. She was,
after all, a public servant, where patience was a virtue. After a
good fifteen minutes, her PC finally sprang to life, and Monica was
able to look at the overnight e-mail harvest. It wasn’t so bad.

The head of the finance department was on
her case about the invoicing system not reporting accurately, the
deputy mayor was looking for case files on something that had made
the newspaper, the labor union rep in her team was going on about
vacation planning, and there were a few messages from her staff
about various things, from requests for leave of absence to IT
systems not working and other boring
questions. She ignored them all. She’d have a team meeting today,
anyway, so people could ask about things then.

Monica was not what you might consider a
warm person. No. If you ever met her, she would remind you of a
younger version of your least favorite aunt, or the neighbor who
always complains about the fact that you’re playing music too
loudly. Monica considered her personality efficient, her management
style direct, and her life nobody else’s business.

The first e-mails Monica would look at were
the various system messages in her inbox, invoices she had to
approve, payments that needed processing, and requests that needed
to be handled. She smiled. System messages were her favorite. There
wasn’t a single superfluous word, there were no unnecessary
emotions to be dealt with, and she was able to simply click, enter
a code word or a pass code, and she was done. E-mail deleted, on to
the next. Efficient.

About a half hour later, her coffee cup was
empty, and the system messages had all been taken care of, which
would inevitably force her to deal with the human detritus in her
inbox.

Before that, she exited her office for a
much-needed refill of her mug. Today was Wednesday, and Wednesdays
were management meeting days, so Monica knew that by eight thirty,
in exactly twenty-two minutes, she would have to be upstairs in the
conference room with her boss, the deputy mayor, to go through his
endless lists of wishes, requests and tasks. She hated team
meetings—loathed them. They were so inefficient. People would talk,
gossip, and discuss, rather than shutting up and listening.

If only they could just file into the room,
receive their running orders, and leave again. She wouldn’t mind.
After all, once her manager had made up his mind, there was no way
to change it. But the HR woman and the finance manager could go on
and on about this and that, the school director would behave like a
stubborn kid who’d been forcibly removed from a favorite toy,
Susan, the director for elder care, was so slow and intellectually
sluggish that Monica couldn’t bear the thought of that woman even
opening her mouth.

Worst, though, was the director for social
services. She was quite something, with
her excuses for everything and everyone. If she was late with a
report, there was always an explanation to be found elsewhere. She
never took responsibility for anything. The department heads
reminded Susan of dog owners. Just as people say, “like owner, like
dog,” she felt that the department heads had taken on traits of the
people they had as clients. The only person she could relate to was
the finance director. He was all business, focused on numbers and
reports. No nonsense and efficient, just like she was.

She knew, of course, that she had the most
brilliant mind in the entire organization and sometimes wished
they’d finally realize it and make her deputy mayor. But alas, for
some reason, Monica had been stuck in her position for years, doing
a great job—excelling, really—but not moving ahead. Her staff
admired her tenacity, respected her subject matter competence, and
tolerated her as a manager. The image of Monica in the eye of the
organization bore no resemblance to the image she had of herself.
Deep down, she realized this, of course, but with her invoices paid
every month and her cat, Tom
Petty, fed and purring, she had
little need to please the outside world.

Walking into the conference room at 8:29,
sharp, Monica noticed that the HR manager and the finance director
were already sitting there, chatting. However, the deputy mayor
wasn’t there yet, and neither were the directors for the three
major expenditure sectors: education, elder care, and social
welfare. What else is new? Monica sat down in her usual
seat, at the end of the table, to the deputy mayor’s left side. She
was as far away as she could be without sitting at the head of the
table, opposite him. That seat was reserved for the finance
director, and opposite Monica sat the HR manager, a petite woman in
her sixties who seemed to have been in the organization since the
inception of water closets, or before. Nobody knew exactly. In any
case, she belonged to the organization’s infrastructure as bread
belongs to butter, or peanut butter on
sandwiches.

“Oh, Monica, good morning. We were just
talking about you…” She smiled at her, giving her the sort of look
that said I pity you, you’re done for.

Monica nodded but didn’t open her mouth. She
wasn’t much for small talk. Instead, she looked at both of them
with a look of curiosity mixed with disdain signaling. “Carry on.
Pretend as if I’m not here.” Not that anyone would’ve cared,
really.

“So, Monica, we were just saying, we’ve got
an intern joining your organization tomorrow. She’s fresh out of
the university, where she studied public administration. I met her
at a luncheon for successful women in the workforce and
thought she’d be a great asset to your organization. She’s doing
her thesis on work flow processes, and I know how much you like to
sink your teeth into that sort of thing.”

There it was again, that look of pity, but
mixed into it was something else, a pinch of disdain with a
tablespoon of gotcha, bitch. Monica was shell-shocked. Never
in her fifteen years in the organization had she been assigned an
intern. Hell, these people should know that no intern would be able
to keep up with her, bear her antics? What were they thinking?
Were they thinking? Was this bullying? A lot of thoughts
started to run through her mind, several of which were too
unpleasant for even Monica to acknowledge consciously, particularly
one involving a spit roast and the HR manager slowly turning over
the glow of charcoal…

“You can’t do that. Not like this. I need to
prepare if I’m to properly supervise an intern. Programs need to be
devised, curriculums developed, plans made, people need to be
informed, a work place must be prepared. You can’t seriously expect
me to be ready in less than a day.” She was upset yet still very
professional in her response.

That very moment, the deputy mayor walked
through the door and sat down. “Good morning, people. Let’s get
started.”

“Sir?” Monica actually raised her hand. “I
was just informed that I’m to take on an intern. Tomorrow. Clearly,
that goes against HR procedure. I must protest. If I’m to be of any
use to this person, I must have some time to—”

The deputy mayor raised his hands to silence
her. “Stop right there. That’s my daughter you’re talking about.
She knows this organization inside and out. Besides, Monica, you
don’t fool me. You have absolute control over every aspect of your
team. You’ll be ready. End of discussion! Let’s move on. Where are
Phil, Stacy and Carol?” He was referring to the always-late
directors.

His daughter? Monica was in shock.
She was in big trouble. She understood that she’d been assigned an
overseer, a supervisor of sorts, someone to check up on her, make
sure she stayed in line. For the first time in years, she lost her
train of thought and panicked. Beads of sweat formed on her face
and ran down her cheeks, she felt hot flashes run through her body
and didn’t dare move when she realized she must be sweating
profusely.

“Here, Monica.” The HR manager handed her a
folder. “This is Heather’s HR profile to help you get acquainted.
I’ll bring her by your office tomorrow morning at nine.”

Again, the smile, the “gotcha” in her look.
Monica could’ve slapped her, but that wouldn’t have been advisable.
Meanwhile, the other directors had joined the meeting, awfully late
as always, and the deputy mayor kicked off the agenda. Monica
barely heard what was said. She clutched the folder in her hands
and her thoughts ran amok. Luckily, she had been in the game long
enough that her subconscious was perfectly able to participate in
the meeting without her conscious mind having to listen in. And her
consciousness was absorbed by the blatant vote of non-confidence by
assigning her an intern. An intern! The audacity! Monica was
furious.

By the time the meeting was over, Monica
knew she had to leave the office to get some fresh air. Her staff
looked at her incredulously when they saw her leave with her coat.
Something must be amiss, because Monica always worked through her
lunch, a way for her to not eat and keep her waist from widening
beyond what could be considered tasteful. She’d always had problems
with her weight, particularly around her hips, and not eating lunch
was her last line of defense. She took the folder home with
her.

Once inside her apartment, that small studio
only two blocks away from the office, Monica broke down in tears.
Why would they do that to her? Why would they treat her so badly?
What had she ever done to deserve this? There was only one thing
she could do in this situation.

Later, sitting on the toilet, Monica
contemplated her life, her career, and the prospect of the young
intern joining her team in the morning. How would she deal with it?
Where would she sit? How would she keep her busy? What projects
were suitable to keep Heather occupied and out of her way? Which of
her staff members would be best suited to work as supervisors, to
keep an eye on her and keep her out of Monica’s hair? Unable to
relieve herself, Monica left the toilet to change her clothing. She
had perspired so profusely that the entire suit would have to be
dry cleaned. She hated the HR manager for her little stunt, but
alas, there was nothing she could do to change that now. Best go
with the flow.

She undressed and looked at herself in the
mirror while wearing only her underskirt. Her face was pale, and
there was a birthmark on her right cheek. It was dark, contrasting
starkly against her whitish skin. Her eyes were brown, and her
eyebrows, while carefully plucked, were
still quite bushy. Her hair was mousy and pulled back in a simple
pony tail. She looked at the lines around her eyes and wondered
when she’d gotten so old.

The skin under her chin wasn’t flabby,
really, but on the other hand, it was the neck of an overweight
woman. If she dropped her chin ever so slightly, she sported a
triple chin. I guess I’ll have to forego breakfast, too. Her
breasts were the only thing she considered well proportioned on her
body, even though she didn’t really like them, either. D-sized and
starting to sag, compliments of Earth’s gravity in an unholy
alliance with age.

Anything and everything below her breasts
was flabby, saggy, ugly, and fat. She positively hated her body,
and not even the beige underskirt could hide that. She particularly
hated her small feet and the fact that she walked like a duck in
any pair of shoes with anything that remotely resembled a heel.
Pumps, that was her ticket, but at five feet two, she wasn’t really
tall, and she would so much have liked to be taller. But alas, God
must’ve had a field day when he was screwing her over for her time
among the living. Too much here and not nearly enough there.

Suddenly, a cramp and a pain shot through
her abdomen, reminding her that it was that particular time of the
month again. Oh, no, has it really been a month already? I need
to buy new pads. She hated her period almost as much as she
hated her body, a constant reminder that Monica was female and thus
never destined for any greatness, thanks to the current world
order. If she had the looks, she would’ve just married and gotten
things over with, but no, God was cruel indeed, making her a
lesbian. Butch, yeah, and not one that was suitable for any
relationship. She’d never even tried.

Unkissed, unfucked, unfingered.

A true virgin of the third kind. The worst
kind. A spinster! If only she’d been prettier, Monica had
often contemplated, she would have married, laid on her back and
would’ve let him have his way with her. Nobody would ever know. She
would have given birth to a couple of litters, she’d have raised
them with a firm hand while her husband would’ve provided for the
family. She could’ve lived a life of domestic bliss and run a
perfect household, but she was so ugly that no one ever even looked
at her. Not in school, not in college, and not at work. She was the
invisible girl, the invisible auntie. Monica had never loved. She’d
never even fallen for anyone.

Appalled by what she saw in her reflection,
Monica decided she needed a diversion. On the kitchen table, she
found a bag of cookies from the night before and the folder. The
folder! She hadn’t even dared to open it yet, afraid the
profile of the intern would be bursting with the girl’s talents,
her academic accomplishments, and her family background.
Yikes! She already imagined what the profile would look
like. She’d seen it so many times before. These girls with their
beautiful blonde hair, pouty red lips and perfect skin. Let’s not
forget about their fake smiles and near perfect academic scores.
And all of them sport gigantic diamonds on their hands, compliments
of their even more successful society boyfriends. She was
disgusted.

Opening the folder with absolutely no
expectations, the first thing Monica noticed was the picture of the
girl, pinned inside the left half of the folder. The girl was
wearing a black turtleneck and a delicate pearl necklace. She had
dark-brown, shoulder-length straight hair with bangs, and small
freckles across her nose. Her brown eyes looked shy but kind, and
she had a cute smile. The most distinguishing feature, though, was
her teeth. While they seemed white enough, one of her upper
incisors was chipped, and it gave her face something special.
Monica didn’t know what exactly that something was, but it was
absolutely impossible for her to not look at the picture. She sat
down on one of the two chairs next to her small table and continued
to stare at the photo while absentmindedly chewing away at the
cookies.
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