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​Dedication
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For the ones who keep showing up—

even when life keeps moving the finish line.

And for the friends who’ve ever said,

“Just come. It’ll be simple.”

(They owe us all lunch.)
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​Epigraph


“A quiet door is never just a door.”
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Old saying—

​
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​Author’s Note
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This novella is a side-story that takes place before Book 1. It’s designed to be fun, fast, and spoiler-free—so you can enjoy the chaos here, then walk into Book 1 with fresh eyes and full surprise.

Synopsis

Lena Mokoena needed rent money, not romance.

So when a “small gig” sends her into the Grand Orchid Hotel wearing a fake badge and shoes that squeak like a church confession, she plans one thing: grab a few fancy olives, write a snarky article, and escape before the rich people smell poverty.

But luxury events are built on chaos—caterers disappear, influencers multiply, Auntie Rose shows up with a livestream, and Lena realizes the hotel has more secrets than all the guests combined.
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​CHAPTER 1 — RENT IS A PREDATOR 
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[Narrator's Voice]

My darlings, let us be honest: poverty has a sound.

It is not the dramatic sound they use in movies. Not violins. Not rain hitting windows like a sad poem.

No.

Poverty sounds like a notification.

It sounds like “Reminder.”

It sounds like your phone vibrating so hard it almost scoots off the table, like even the device is trying to escape your miserable life.

And that is where we begin—with Lena Mokoena, a woman with a good heart, sharp humor, and a bank account that behaved like it was allergic to her entire existence.

Three days before her life turned into the kind of story people whisper about—three days before a hotel, a badge, and a corridor decided to rearrange her destiny—Lena was dealing with the oldest villain of them all:

Rent.

Not just rent.

Rent that had learned her name.

[Auntie’s Introduction]

My dears, if you want to understand a person, do not ask them what they believe in. Ask them what they owe.

Debt will tell you the truth. Debt will show you your character. It will show you if you are humble, if you are proud, if you are strong, if you are a liar, and if you have ever considered moving into your friend’s spare room “just for two weeks” but meant forever.

Lena, oh my sweet child, was not lazy. No. She worked very hard.

But life has a special habit: it charges interest on efforts and pays you in delays.

So when rent came calling, Lena did what any respectable woman would do.

She panicked politely.

[Grandma]

Rent is not a bill. Rent is a threat written in numbers.

[Lena’s POV]

My phone buzzed at 7:12 AM like it was angry at me personally.

I frowned at it with the hatred of a woman who had been betrayed by her own calendar. Then I reached for it with my eyes still half closed, because if you ignore rent long enough, sometimes the universe feels guilty and pays it for you.

Sadly that has never happened to me, but hope is a stubborn thing.

The screen lit up my room—the one-bedroom flat in Gaborone where everything was beige, including my confidence. A small place with big dreams and a kitchen that had recently declared war on groceries.

The message was short. Cruel. Efficient.

LANDLORD: Reminder. Rent overdue. Kindly settle by 5PM today.

By 5PM.

As if money was going to clock in from lunch and say, “Sorry I’m late, boss. Traffic.”

I stared at the words until my brain tried to convert them into something less violent.

Overdue.

Settle.

5PM.

The three holy trinity of stress.

On my pillow, Pixel—my cat, my dependent, my furry roommate who contributed nothing financially but judged everything morally—sat like a tiny king. His tail was wrapped around his paws. His eyes were half-lidded. The expression on his face said, I have been watching your decisions and I would like to speak to management.

I sighed.

“Don’t look at me like that,” I told him. “I’m a victim too.”

Pixel blinked slowly.

If cats could talk, mine would be a landlord.

I rolled out of bed and immediately stepped on something sharp. Of course. Life always adds an extra slap, just to test your commitment.

I hopped on one foot, grabbed the item, and held it up.

A receipt.

From last month.

As if my floor was also doing reminders.

“Okay,” I said to the air, as if negotiating. “I hear you. I am broke. Thank you for the notification. Please stop.”

Pixel yawned with the disrespect of someone who had never paid rent in his life.

I dragged myself to the kitchen, opened the fridge, and introduced myself to the familiar silence of empty shelves. There was a tomato that looked like it had given up on being food, a small tub of margarine and a bottle of water.

There was also a smell in that fridge that I can only describe as “yesterday’s regrets.”

I closed it gently, like you close a coffin and went on to the next thing—preparing breakfast.

Breakfast to me had already turned into a spiritual activity.

I poured water into a cup and drank it with the seriousness of a woman pretending that it was intentional. Then I opened my laptop, because maybe—just maybe—some client had remembered I existed and decided to pay me.

My inbox loaded.

It was a cemetery of promises.

“Payment scheduled.”

“Finance is processing.”

“We’ll clear it next week.”

“Apologies for the delay.”

I had become the unofficial girlfriend of the word delay. We were committed. We were exclusive. We were toxic.

I clicked the most recent email thread because I enjoy pain.

Client: Hi Lena, payment should reflect within 5–7 business days. Thank you for your patience.

Five to seven business days!

Rent didn’t accept business days. Rent accepted blood.

I typed a reply with the polite tone of someone who was imagining a small crime.

Hi! Kindly note I’m unable to proceed with any further work until the outstanding payment reflects. Thank you.

Translation: Pay me or I’ll haunt your Wi-Fi.

I sent it and exhaled.

A tiny burst of bravery.

Then my phone buzzed again.

I flinched like it had slapped me.

This time it wasn’t rent.

It was worse in a different way.

AUNTIE ROSE CALLING

People always guessed wrong about me on sight—until I spoke.

My mother was African and terrifying in the way only love could be. My dad was white and painfully polite—the kind of man who apologized to furniture. I got both: brown skin, a sharp mouth, and the inability to mind my own business.

And tonight, apparently, I’d also gotten a fake job.

Auntie Rose was not the type to call to check on you. Auntie Rose called to inspect your life like a housekeeper—then rearrange things without your consent.

I answered because in my family, you do not ignore Auntie. Not if you want peace in this life, or the next.

“Auntie.”

“My baby!” she shouted, already in full volume like the phone owed her money. “How are you? Have you eaten? Are you okay? Are you married? Are you pregnant? Because I had a dream—”

“Auntie,” I said, cutting in quickly, “I’m alive.”

Silence.

Then a dramatic breath.

“Alive is not a plan,” she said. “What is happening with your work? What is happening with your life? Why are you still suffering like a character in a soap opera with no sponsor?”

Pixel chose that exact moment to hop off the bed and smack his empty bowl with his paw.

The sound echoed through my entire kitchen like a complaint.

“My life is fine,” I lied.

Auntie Rose made that sound—the one Aunties make when they can smell your nonsense through the phone.

“Your voice sounds like unpaid rent,” she said. “What happened?”

I didn’t answer fast enough.

Auntie Rose pounced.

“Listen,” she said, switching to the tone that meant she had already decided something. “You are coming with me this weekend.”

“Auntie—”

“You are coming,” she repeated. “There is an event at the Grand Orchid Hotel.”

My stomach immediately tightened, because I knew that hotel. Everybody knew it. That’s where rich people went to drink sparkling water and pretend they didn’t fart.

“I don’t have clothes for that,” I said automatically.

“You have a body,” Auntie snapped. “Wrap it in something. You are not going naked.”

“Auntie.”

“There are influencers. There is free food. There is a fancy atmosphere. And,” she lowered her voice like she was sharing a prophecy, “there is money.”

That last word sat up in my spirit.

“Money how?” I asked, trying to sound casual, like I wasn’t a starving person hearing a plate being set down.

Auntie Rose continued, triumphant. “A friend of mine knows someone who needs coverage. Online magazine. A small write-up. A little social-media recap. They will pay you.”

“Pay,” I echoed, because my brain enjoys repeating miracles.

“Yes. Not exposure,” she said with disgust. “Not ‘we will tag you.’ Pay.”

Pixel meowed, sharp.

Even he understood.

“How much?” I asked, already guilty for hoping.

Auntie gave the figure. It wasn’t luxury money. It wasn’t “I’m moving to a better apartment” money.

But it was “rent stops pointing a knife at my throat” money.

I sat very still.

Auntie Rose was still talking, but my mind was already doing calculations like a desperate accountant:

Rent minus food minus data minus cat litter equals... survival.

“What do I have to do?” I asked.

“Just go,” Auntie said. “Dress decently. Smile. Write something interesting. Network a little. And do not embarrass me.”

“I don’t embarrass people,” I said.

Auntie laughed.

The kind of laugh that comes from long experience.

“My baby,” she said sweetly, “you once tried to negotiate a taxi price by offering a poem.”

“That was a misunderstanding,” I said quickly. “He asked if I had change.”

“And you wrote him a stanza,” Auntie replied.

“I was stressed.”

“You are always stressed,” Auntie snapped. “That’s why I am calling. You need structure. You need ambition. You need to stop living like your destiny is sleeping.”

My destiny was not sleeping. My destiny was probably hiding from rent.

I swallowed. “Okay.”

“Aha!” Auntie exclaimed like she had won a battle. “Good. I will send you the details. You will meet me near the entrance. And Lena—”

“Yes?”

“Do not go there with your poor mindset,” she warned. “Poor mindset is what keeps blood pressure high and opportunities low. You must go there like you belong.”

My eyes flicked down to my pajama top, which had a small stain shaped like Botswana.

“Auntie,” I said honestly, “I don’t belong anywhere right now except debt.”

“You belong to God,” Auntie replied instantly, as if that settled it. “And God’s children do not fear hotels. We fear only shame and bad men.”

“Auntie—”

“I’m serious!” she insisted. “These rich places have rules. They have security. They have classism. But you will go there with confidence. And if anyone looks at you like you don’t belong, you will look back like you own the carpet.”

I laughed once, despite myself.

Auntie Rose had a gift: she could say the most ridiculous thing in the most convincing tone.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll go.”

“Good. And Lena?”

“Yes?”

“Eat something,” she said, suddenly softer. “Your brain cannot build a future on water alone.”

Then she hung up.

I stared at my phone like it had just offered me a lifeline and an insult at the same time.

Pixel moved closer, stood at my feet, then rubbed against my ankle like he was forgiving me for being poor.

Or maybe he was reminding me that his breakfast was also overdue.

“You heard that,” I told him. “We might get money.”

Pixel meowed again.

I chose to interpret it as hope.

I opened my laptop and tried to focus on work, but my mind kept drifting to the Grand Orchid Hotel.

Luxury.

Free food.

Influencers.

Security.

Money.

Auntie Rose.

And me.

Me, a woman who had once been asked to “dress smart casual” and had nearly fainted from the pressure of the word smart.

♦ ♦ ♦
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At 9:03 AM, I decided to do the sensible thing: panic in an organized way.

I wrote a list.

Not because lists help. Lists are just panic wearing a tie.

TO DO BEFORE I BECOME A HOTEL PERSON:

Find an outfit that doesn’t scream “I’m here to clean the chandelier.”

Find shoes that don’t squeak like confession.

Practice walking like I own the air.

Figure out what “coverage” means besides “covering my shame.”

Feed Pixel.

Pay rent. (LOL.)

Pixel stared at the list with the smugness of someone who had never written anything but still felt superior.

I fed him the last remaining scoops of his food—measured like medicine—then watched him eat like a man who owned property.

“Savor it,” I muttered. “That’s inheritance you’re chewing.”

Pixel didn’t even look up.

Because cats don’t believe in gratitude. They believe in entitlement. And honestly? Sometimes I think they’re right.

I opened my wardrobe and was immediately assaulted by the truth.

My clothing choices were either:

Funeral respectable

Job interview hopeful

Errands invisible

This was cute in 2017

I cannot explain why I bought this

I pulled out my best black dress—the one I called “Professional Woman With Dreams”—and tried it on.

It fit. Mostly.

It hugged my waist like it was doing me a favor. It sat on my shoulders like a tired friend. It did not scream luxury.

It whispered, I am trying my best.

Then I tried on heels I hadn’t worn since I still pretended my knees were immortal.

The minute I stood up, my ankle made a small complaint.

Not pain. Not yet.

Just a warning.

Like: If you embarrass me today, we will both suffer.

I walked three steps, turned, and caught my reflection.

I looked like someone who was about to attend a hotel event...

...as a cautionary tale.

Pixel meowed from the bed as if giving feedback.

“What?” I asked him. “I look fine.”

Pixel blinked.

That was not agreement.

I looked closer and noticed the real problem.

The dress was fine.

I wasn’t.

My face had that “woman who checks her bank account for entertainment” tiredness. My hair was doing its own independent project. And my eyes—my eyes looked like they had been arguing with reality and losing.

I leaned closer to the mirror.

“Okay,” I told myself. “We upgrade.”

By upgrade, I meant:

Wash my face like a civilized person

Moisturize like someone with hope

Do my hair like I’m not running from a storm

I didn’t have fancy products. I had Vaseline and prayer.

I did my hair into a neat style that looked intentional. Then I practiced smiling.

Not the desperate smile.

Not the “please hire me” smile.

The “I belong here and you can’t prove otherwise” smile.

It came out slightly feral.

I tried again.

Better.

Then, because Auntie Rose had told me to “walk like I own the air,” I practiced walking across my room like I was rich.

Pixel watched the entire performance like a disappointed coach.

“Stop looking at me,” I snapped.

Pixel yawned.

I wanted to throw a pillow at him but I couldn’t afford pillow drama.
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