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SHORT STORIES
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Beneath the City Lights
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Maria was born in a small, dusty village called Mmashoro in the heart of Botswana. Life was a constant struggle for her family, who barely made ends meet through subsistence farming. Despite the hardships, Maria was determined to change her fate. With dreams of a better life, she decided to move to Gaborone, the bustling capital city, in search of a job. However, the city was not as welcoming as she had hoped. Days turned into weeks, and weeks into months, but Maria found herself unable to secure any employment. Her savings dwindled, and desperation began to set in.

As the days in Gaborone grew longer and more challenging, Maria found herself at a crossroads. She often sat by her small window, gazing at the city lights, torn between returning to her village and continuing her struggle in the city. The thought of going back to her family empty-handed filled her with shame, but the harsh reality of city life was wearing her down. Desperate for help, Maria reached out to acquaintances and distant relatives in Gaborone, hoping for a lifeline. However, her pleas were met with indifference and rejection. The people she thought she could rely on turned their backs on her, leaving Maria feeling more isolated and hopeless than ever.

Maria was a strikingly beautiful woman, though she never seemed to realize it. Her skin was a rich, deep ebony that glowed under the sun, and her eyes were large and expressive, framed by long, thick lashes. Her high cheekbones and full lips gave her an air of regal elegance, while her tall, slender frame moved with a natural grace. Despite her beauty, Maria’s hardships had left her feeling invisible and unworthy. One evening, as hunger gnawed at her stomach, she ventured out to a nearby kiosk to buy a loaf of bread and a can of fish, her last few coins clutched tightly in her hand.

As Maria stood in line at the kiosk, a woman named Rosina approached her. Rosina was a confident and well-dressed woman, her eyes sharp and observant. She noticed Maria’s purchase and struck up a conversation. “Why are you buying just bread and fish?” she asked, her tone curious. Maria hesitated, then shared her story of struggle and rejection. Rosina listened intently, her expression shifting from curiosity to shock. “A beautiful woman like you shouldn’t be suffering like this,” she said, her voice filled with disbelief. “With your strong features and natural beauty, you could have a much better life.” Maria was taken aback by Rosina’s words, feeling a flicker of hope for the first time in months.

Maria, intrigued by Rosina’s words, quietly engaged her in conversation. “What do you mean?” she asked, her curiosity piqued. Rosina gently took Maria’s arm and led her away from the queue, finding a quiet spot where they could talk. “My name is Rosina,” she began, her voice soft but confident. 

“I came here from Zimbabwe a few years ago. Like you, I faced many struggles and hardships. I couldn’t find a job, and I was on the brink of giving up.”

Rosina continued, her eyes reflecting the memories of her past. “One day, I met a woman who changed my life. She taught me that there is power in embracing our natural beauty and using it to survive. At first, I was hesitant, just like you might be. But I realized that there was nothing to be ashamed of. Our bodies are our own, and we can choose how to use them. I started working in the business of sex work, and it allowed me to turn my life around. I now live comfortably and can support my family back home.” Maria listened intently, her mind racing with thoughts and emotions. Could this be the solution to her problems?

Maria listened carefully to Rosina’s story, absorbing every word. Despite the allure of a potential solution to her problems, her conscience wouldn’t allow her to accept the offer. She remembered her upbringing in a devout church family, where such a path was considered sinful and shameful. The thought of what her parents and the people she knew would think weighed heavily on her mind. What if some of her customers were people she knew? The idea filled her with dread. “I appreciate your offer, Rosina, but I can’t do it,” Maria said, her voice firm yet gentle. “I was raised to believe in different values, and I can’t go against them.”

Rosina sighed, a look of disappointment crossing her face. 

“I understand,” she said, handing Maria a small card. “If you ever change your mind, you can call me. Sometimes, we have to make difficult choices to survive.” Maria took the card and nodded, grateful for the kindness but resolute in her decision. She would continue to hunt for a job, hoping that luck would soon be on her side. As she walked back to her small room, Maria felt a renewed sense of determination. She would find a way to make it in Gaborone without compromising her beliefs.

That night, Maria felt a sense of pride for standing by her morals. She imagined her parents and the folks back home would be proud of her decision. However, the next two weeks were nothing short of hell on earth. Her small room became a prison of hunger and despair. With no food to eat, she felt her strength waning, and her once vibrant appearance began to fade. The rent was due, and she had no money to pay it. Her clothes hung loosely on her rapidly thinning frame, and even basic hygiene became a luxury she couldn’t afford. Without money for toiletries, she found it increasingly difficult to mix with people, isolating herself further.

As the days dragged on, Maria’s situation grew more dire. The suffering was etched into her body, and she knew she couldn’t continue like this. She began to think practically about her circumstances, realizing that her moral high ground was a luxury she could no longer afford. With a heavy heart, Maria reached for the card Rosina had given her. It was a tough decision, but survival was paramount. She dialed the number, her hands trembling, and waited for Rosina to answer. She needed to survive, and this seemed like the only way.

As soon as their call ended, Rosina arrived at Maria’s place without delay. She was sweet and understanding, her demeanor warm and non-judgmental. Rosina paid Maria’s overdue rent, relieving a huge burden from her shoulders. They then left together in Rosina’s sleek Toyota Cross, heading towards Phakalane, an opulent location north of Gaborone. The drive was filled with Rosina’s reassuring words, promising Maria that she could stay with her until she was back on her feet.

Upon arriving at Rosina’s luxurious home, Maria was in awe of the comfort and beauty surrounding her. Rosina explained that the first step was for Maria to regain her health by eating nutritious food and exercising regularly. All the expenses would be covered by Rosina. Maria, still wary, asked what was in it for her. Rosina smiled kindly and said, “I’m just paying it forward. A good Samaritan once helped me when I was in your shoes. Now, it’s my turn to help someone else.” Maria felt a mix of gratitude and relief, hoping that this new chapter would lead her to a better life.

Rosina wasted no time in teaching Maria the intricacies of the business. She explained that there were different ways to operate: Maria could either wait along the streets to get picked up or tap into Rosina’s established network and meet clients at home. Maria, valuing her privacy and integrity, chose the latter. This approach would keep her away from the public eye and the scrutiny that came with it. Rosina assured her that this was a wise decision, as her clients were discreet and preferred the comfort and confidentiality of private meetings.

After a month of preparation and learning, Maria’s work began in earnest. It wasn’t something she enjoyed at first, but the money was undeniably good. Rosina’s clients were wealthy men who valued their privacy and were willing to pay handsomely for it. They were mostly older men who liked to have fun but didn’t want anyone to know about their escapades. Maria found herself earning far more money than she had ever imagined. Despite the initial discomfort, the financial stability allowed her to regain her health and confidence, and she began to see a glimmer of hope for her future.

Everything seemed perfect until Maria met Motebele, the director of the intelligence organ in the country. He was one of Rosina’s high-profile contacts and initially appeared to be a good man. Motebele was generous, often giving Maria extra money and even taking her along on some of his missions outside the country. He constantly complimented her beauty and expressed his desire to have her exclusively for himself. Despite his flattering words, Maria was hesitant to accept his overtures. She valued her network and the independence it provided, and she didn’t want to lose that.

While Motebele claimed to understand Maria’s reluctance, things began to unravel quickly. His demeanor changed, and he soon became abusive. He would hit Maria, leaving her with physical scars, and his emotional abuse was equally damaging. He warned her never to see another man, making her feel trapped and isolated. Although Motebele’s money was good, the abuse was too much for Maria to bear. She found herself in a dangerous situation, torn between the financial stability he provided and the escalating violence that threatened her well-being.

Desperate and terrified, Maria confided in Rosina about the abuse she was enduring. Rosina was shocked and deeply concerned for Maria’s safety. She promised to speak to Motebele about his actions, hoping to put an end to the violence. However, despite her efforts, nothing changed. In fact, things seemed to get worse. Motebele confronted Maria, warning her never to share her situation with anyone again. He threatened that if she did, she risked being eliminated. Maria believed him, knowing the power he wielded and the stories he had told her about people who had mysteriously died, supposedly from natural causes, but in truth, were exterminated by his organization.

Maria’s difficult situation continued unabated. She lived in constant fear for her life, never knowing what might happen next. The once vibrant and hopeful young woman had become a shadow of her former self, trapped in a nightmare she couldn’t escape. Motebele’s control over her was absolute, and she felt like his slave in every sense of the word. The financial stability he provided was overshadowed by the relentless abuse and the ever-present threat to her life. Maria knew she had to find a way out, but the path to freedom seemed impossibly dangerous.

One evening, as Maria relaxed in her room, she came across a message on the police page requesting assistance in locating a prominent businessman who had recently gone missing. The police were offering a reward of five hundred thousand pula for information leading to the arrest of the perpetrators and the location of the man. Maria noted the information out of pity, not expecting to be able to help. However, that evening took an unexpected turn. Motebele arrived home quite drunk, in an unusually jovial mood. He talked endlessly, sharing details about his work. Maria’s interest piqued when he began to speak excitedly about how he personally shot Moiteelasilo, the missing business mogul. Motebele revealed his long-standing jealousy of the man, who he felt acted as if he owned the world. He boasted about his power of life and death, claiming that his position allowed him to do as he pleased without anyone ever knowing.

As Motebele continued to ramble, he disclosed the specific location where he had buried Moiteelasilo’s body. Maria listened intently, her heart pounding. She discreetly recorded the entire confession on her smartphone, realizing the gravity of the information she now possessed. This was her chance to escape Motebele’s control and possibly secure a future for herself. The reward money could change her life, but more importantly, it could bring justice for Moiteelasilo. Maria knew she had to act carefully and strategically to ensure her safety while exposing Motebele’s crimes.

Early the next morning, Maria was startled by the sound of police sirens outside Rosina’s house. A large contingent of officers arrived, and Maria watched in shock as they swiftly arrested Motebele and whisked him away. She had no idea what was happening and felt a mix of fear and confusion. Shortly after, another police sedan pulled up, and two very senior officers stepped out. They met with Rosina, who handed them a package. After a brief exchange, the officers left, leaving Maria even more bewildered.

Rosina called Maria into the living room and began to explain what had happened. She started with a confession, revealing that she wasn’t entirely innocent in engaging Maria. Rosina admitted that she had suffered terribly at the hands of Motebele and had always harbored a desire for revenge. While she regretted that Maria had to endure similar suffering, their relationship with Motebele presented a crucial opportunity. Unbeknownst to both Maria and Motebele, Rosina had planted hidden video cameras that captured everything Motebele did to Maria. The abuse was well documented, and she had turned the evidence over to the police. Motebele would now face justice and be put away for a long time. Rosina apologized to Maria for seemingly using her, explaining that she had no other choice. She asked for Maria’s forgiveness, hoping that she would understand.

Just as they were talking, a private car pulled up outside the yard. Two men stepped out and approached Rosina with a menacing air. “We have a message from our boss,” one of them said coldly. “Either you disappear, or you’ll regret ever handing him to the police.” They got back into their car as quickly as they had arrived, leaving a chilling silence in their wake. The message was clear, and Maria could see the fear in Rosina’s eyes. It was evident that she understood the full extent of Motebele’s reach and danger.

Maria, sensing the gravity of the situation, tried to calm Rosina. “We need to stay calm and think this through,” she said, her voice steady despite the fear gnawing at her own heart. “We can’t let them intimidate us. We need to find a way to protect ourselves and ensure that Motebele faces justice.” Rosina nodded, though her hands trembled. Together, they began to formulate a plan, knowing that their safety depended on outsmarting a very dangerous man. Maria’s resolve hardened; she was determined to see this through, not just for herself, but for Rosina and all the others who had suffered at Motebele’s hands.

Maria knew exactly what to do. She sent Rosina the recording of Motebele’s confession. Rosina, understanding the gravity of the evidence, immediately called the senior officers who had visited earlier. When they arrived, they reviewed the recording and assured both women that the evidence was more than enough to put Motebele away for the rest of his life, or even have him face capital punishment. They reassured Maria and Rosina that they had nothing to worry about anymore.

The officers also collected Maria’s bank account details to process the reward for her crucial information. With the promise of safety and financial stability, Maria felt a weight lift off her shoulders. She and Rosina could finally breathe a sigh of relief, knowing that justice would be served and that they could start rebuilding their lives without the shadow of fear looming over them.
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