












[bookmark: _nl9lrxdfpwc0]The Man In The Cellar 

There was blood and mucus on my shoe and I didn’t like it.  A few drops peppered the tip of my previously all-white sneakers, and it made me want to cancel the day and go home. 
It wasn’t my blood of course. It belonged to the malnourished man whimpering in the corner across the room from me. I could see his ribs poking through his skin from where I was standing, as he lay sprawled out on the floor.
“Please” he begged, glaring up at me and again coughing up red-dyed phlegm. He was foolishly expecting me to be merciful.
We weren’t alone in the small, dark room. Two men stood on either side of the chair he quite recently occupied. There was a small, dim lightbulb in the ceiling doing a poor job of illuminating the scene. We were like shadows. 
Gus and Tenand knew how much of a bad mood I was in. If they did their jobs like I expected them to, I wouldn’t’ve had to come down to this dirty place myself.
“Arthur. I want to help you. I really do.” I said. After four days, he should’ve wanted to help himself.
“I promise, I don't know anything. I swear… Please… My mom… She’ll be looking for me. Please,” he blurted out, finally tired of being kicked in the face.
“Arthur, it’s very easy,” I said to him, now keeping my distance, lest he spit on my other shoe. “Tell us what we want to hear, and you can see your mother. Okay?” It was an olive branch. I was being generous.
“I don’t fucking know what you’re talking about!” he shouted at me, gritting his teeth and trying hard to free himself from the grasp of two of my strongest men. The thick padding on the walls absorbed his voice.
“You must not care about her very much, my boy. Or you’d be free, don’t you think? Wouldn’t it be a shame if she never saw you again?” I asked. 
We maintained eye contact and I could see how much agony he was in. This was not my plan. It shouldn’t have gotten to this point.
With an exasperated sigh, and a non stop heaving of his chest, the young boy dropped his head as if to surrender, and whispered something.
Gus shook him, and yelled. “Say that again, jou dom naai. What the fuck did you say?” 
“I can’t tell you his name. He’ll kill my whole family.” he sobbed. 
“Give me the name Arthur. If you don't. I will end up killing them all.” I was still speaking in a measured and reassuring tone. I wanted him to know, despite everything, I was on his side.
“You’re not a bad person!” he cried, and for a second I held my breath. Of course I wasn't a bad person. Why did he feel the need to remind me of that? 
We stared at each other for a few moments. The only sound in the room was his heaving. I could hear the liquid in his lungs.
“It’s a shame. I thought you wanted to get out of here. Maybe I was wrong. We’ll try again tomorrow.” I turned away from him and headed for the door. As I put my hand onto the handle, I hesitated and spoke again. “T, wrap it up.” 
I exited and could hear the shuffling of feet behind me as Arthur received a few jabs in his kidneys. He screamed and the sound was haunting, but as I closed the door behind me, silence took its place.
No one knew what happened in this cellar, and that was by design. Arthur no doubt spent his days and nights screaming into the void, hoping a passerby would come to his rescue, but unfortunately for him, the chances of that happening were zero.
I made my way down the basement corridor, past other cellars and storage rooms and to the door at the end.  Arthur’s voice filled the space once again briefly, as Gus and Tenand joined me.
We left the basement and entered a large room filled with old furniture and sound equipment. We were standing in the backstage area of the restaurant I owned called Vibrant. The junk was not from years of hoarding; it was to deter any of my other staff from wading too far into the crevices of this building.
“He finds a new way to fuck with us every single time,” Tenand said as we dusted ourselves off. I looked down at the shoe that I was sure Arthur purposely soiled.
“That’s why we need to be on our A game.” I barked. “Next time he pulls something like that either you kill him on the spot or I kill all three of you with my bare hands.” I said, as I led the three of us towards the exit. The men did not respond to me with anything more than an obedient nod. 













[bookmark: _h6trkn2xjctg]The Story

Inside Vibrant, jazz music and chatter filled the air. It was a warm Summer day and a few people were spread around the courtyard eating and drinking. It was the last Thursday of October and I could see that this would be another busy night.
A few faces looked up and waved at me as they noticed my presence. I tried hard not to engage anybody for too long. An hour in the cellar meant I desperately needed a shower and a drink.
“Mr Belo! Mr Belo!!” Someone called my name but I walked briskly through the garden tables with Gus and Tenand diligently trotting behind me. A woman who had been sitting at the bar came up to me quickly and grabbed my arm before I could swat her away.
“Mr Belo!” she said, again. “My name is Violet with Namibia Today, I was wondering if you could answer a few questions I have about Tony’s Barbies,” I ripped my hand from her grasp quickly and Gus stepped between us, attempting to restrain her while she kept speaking, “we are trying to find out some information on some girls that used to work for you!” people were staring at her and at me. I said nothing as she was dragged away from me. Her eyes never left mine.
More security surrounded her as Tenand guided me towards the bar. The woman was still yelling something at me in the distance.
“Who the hell is that?” Tenand asked me softly, while signalling to the bartender that I needed a drink. I had the feeling that every eye in the room was on me.
“Do I pay you to ask me questions?” I spat.
“No sir.”
“Have Molly offer complimentary desserts to everyone and a free cocktail for all the ladies.” I said calmly, as my drink was placed in front of me. I lifted the glass and took a long, deliberate sip of the whiskey. “Tell her to get the hostess to speak to each table and apologise for the commotion. I’m headed to Iniquity, stay here and make sure you update every single staff member; no talking to the press about anything under any circumstances.” Tenand nodded and walked to the far end of the bar that led to the kitchen.
I emptied my glass and walked towards the entrance where Gus was filling the bouncer and a few servers in on vetting people before they entered the restaurant.
“What happened?” I asked, interrupting their stupid gossip session. The three ladies; Melanie, Ndahafa and Sandra, turned to me and all did a slight curtsy when they saw me. Shady, Vibrant’s head of security, stood up straight.
“We took her photo and escorted her out, she is banned from here and the other clubs for life and we threatened her with the cops. She kept saying she had a right to ask questions. But we told her she can’t come back here,” Ndahafa, the tall thin one with the overbite, blurted this out excitedly. Witnessing this was, no doubt, the highlight of her dull life.
“You threatened her with the police? Meaning you didn’t call them?” I asked. The five of them tensed up even more. Gus looked at Shady whose gaze turned to Sandra. Her eyes were wide.
“Uh, no sir.” Gus stuttered.
“A crazy woman walked into this restaurant and instead of having her arrested, you sent her home? Why? So that she can try and shoot me at Iniquity later tonight?” I was practically shouting. Melanie looked at the others, confused. 
“Sir-” Shady spoke to me and a wave of anger rose up from my chest, through my neck and up behind my ears.
“YOU are in charge of security here,” I said, pointing at him. “And YOU,” I turned to Gus, “watch my fucking flank! Is that hard to understand?” the entire group glared at me.
“No sir.” They said in unison.
“Fuck off, both of you.” I said, after taking a deep breath “Melanie, get Molly. Have her get the roster from Lauritta and get a bouncer down here, tell Tenand to come watch the door till someone relieves him.” I spoke through gritted teeth. There was a faint throbbing in my temple.
Gus and Shady were still staring at me. I sighed.
“Both of you go home and await instructions.” The two men nodded as I turned away from them and headed to my white sports car.
As I sat in my driver’s seat, I felt a chill go down my spine. Who was that woman and what did she know about Tony’s Barbies? I looked over my shoulder quickly to see if she was still around and laughed at myself for being afraid of someone so insignificant.
I backed out of the parking lot and I picked up my phone, before dialling my publicist Daniel’s cell phone number. It rang a few times before he picked up. I was driving faster than I normally would.
“Beloooo! Yo, what’s good?” he practically sang into my ear. It did not make sense how someone could be this happy and enthusiastic about everything all the time.
“Call Namibia Today and kill whatever story they’re working on.” I said, while looking at my reflection in the mirror. There was the tiniest red dot on my cheek.
“Did someone reach out to you?” he asked me.
“Yeah, someone came to the club and practically assaulted me!” I yelled.
“What did she want to know?” Daniel February enjoyed listening to all my problems as though I were a character in one of the trashy reality shows he polluted his mind with, and not a client of his whose image he was paid to protect.
“Does it matter?” I responded sarcastically.
“Of course it does.” he said slyly.
“I don’t think that’s important. Kill whatever they’re working on and put out some feelers for which other publications might be snooping around. And have a statement on hand, in case anything slips through the cracks.” I instructed. 
“You want me to write a statement preemptively denying an accusation you will not divulge to me?” Daniel asked. I could almost hear him salivating.
“Write a statement reiterating our commitment to revolutionising the Namibian entertainment industry. We have many crazy ideas and love to try new things, even if they don’t always work out. Express that we will continue to bring art and culture to Windhoek, with an emphasis on good vibes, good music and good food.” I said in one breath. 
“Mmm, impressive.” Daniel chortled.
“Get that done and update me Monday.” I said.
“I gotchu.” he responded and I hung up.
I arrived at Iniquity and felt a sense of relief wash over me. The parking lot was still empty and none of the bouncers were at the entrance yet. I walked in slowly, and I could hear music playing. 
Though I would always have an appreciation for Vibrant, since it was the first club I ever owned, my love for my newest baby was unmatched. It took me an entire year to strip the walls, paint them, pick out the furniture, design the bar area and have the grass and koi pond installed. Two years into being open, she was a marvel.
As I walked through the courtyard towards the dancefloor, the ladies of Iniquity craned their necks to look at me. They were wearing white dresses that matched the furniture and barely covered their private parts. Lauritta, my floor manager, was with them. I waved her down so she could follow.
“Mr Belo,” the forty year old coloured woman called after me as she tried to keep up with my quick strides. I made my way behind the bar and past the kitchen. She was a short woman with a stocky build and a belly that hung over her waist band, so she was practically jogging.
“Laurie, did you send someone over to Vibrant?” I asked her when she caught up to me.
“I did, sir.” she responded.
“And we have enough men on this side?” I asked her as we reached the door to my office. It was in the furthest corner of the club. 
“We do.” she said. The room we entered was small, rectangular and grey. On the far end was a large desk with two computers on it. One of them had a screen split 16 ways, each showing a live camera feed of different parts of the club. I sat down and switched the other one on. 
“Drink?” she asked me, while I sifted through some documents on my desk. 
“Have Pierre bring me a cognac,” I said. 
“Sure.” she said, nodding. Lauritta was one of the few people I knew and worked with whom I could actually trust to do her job properly. Well most times. Sometimes she was lazy and other times she was stupid.
“And tell Mathias the speaker next to the cocktail bar is still making that weird noise,” I said, still fixated on the computer screen. Folders with names like  ‘Invoices’, ‘Salaries’, ‘Tapes’ flashed before my eyes.
I searched for a purchase order I downloaded the day before and we briefly discussed whether or not we would have enough mixers to last us for the rest of the week. It was month end and the next three evenings were sure to be  busy.
Iniquity was the most popular club in Windhoek. Every single weekend, people filed through our doors so that they could feel what real class and luxury was. My ability to give them a good time was partially what contributed to my millionaire status.
When Lauritta and I were done making sure that all was in order, she scurried out of my office, while I tended to a few emails on my computer. Five minutes later she was back with what I ordered. It was unlike her to deliver my drinks to me personally.
“Thanks,” I said as she placed it down in front of me. I did not look up, though something told me she  wanted me to. “Do you need anything else?” I asked her.
“Well,” she said, bouncing on the heels of her feet. She seemed almost excited. “I wanna know what happened. Who was the girl? One of your enemies?”
“Now why would that be your first guess?” I asked her, leaning back in my chair. 
“Oh, you know how you are, Mr Belo. A lot of people hate you.” she said, as though she were joking. I did not find it funny. 
“Do they?” I retorted with a smile before picking my drink up and taking a sip. Lauritta was dancing dangerously close to the limits of my rage. “She was a journalist. Nothing personal.”
“Ohhh, has she been speaking with the waitresses?” she said. Her eyebrows were raised as she leaned forward. Her large breast swung back and forth and her chubby arms shook the desk.
“Have the waitresses been speaking with anyone?” I asked and her whole body tensed up. 
“Nah, nah. I’m just wondering what she could have wanted, is all,” she laughed. Was there something she wanted to tell me?
“I’m a public figure, Lauritta. It happens. And worrying about nonsense is not what I pay you to do, is it?” I snapped. 
“It isn’t.” she said sheepishly.
“I pay you to make sure that the toilets are clean. Are they?” I asked and she should have known that I didn’t want an answer.
“I think they-”
“Do I pay you to think?” I watched her carefully. 
“No sir.” 
“Are all the waitresses at their stations? Is the chalkboard done?” I asked her, speaking more quickly with each word.
“That is currently in progr-” 
“We have a fucking club to run. This isn’t an afterschool club where you twiddle your thumbs and gossip with the popular girls. Do you understand me?!” I yelled.
“I do, sir.”
“What do I say to you all the time?” I asked.
“Mr Belo-”
“Tell me what I fucking say.” I could see in her eyes that she was fighting what was inexorable.
“If I act like I’m an idiot, you’ll treat me like an idiot,” she muttered, as she dropped her shoulders. It took a lot out of me to not laugh in her pudgy face.
“Get out. By opening, I want things perfect, no mistakes, no fuck ups.” I said, my attention fully on my computer screen again. 
She nodded and curtsied at the same time and rushed out of the room like a rodent.
Lauritta had some nerve coming in here and telling me I had enemies. She had absolutely no idea what she was talking about. 
I was one of the most respected people in Namibian entertainment. Could she have known about what happened to the two girls who once worked for me? Was she implying that someone here could have approached a reporter about Tony’s Barbies? 
A feeling came over me, as though someone were watching me, but I pushed it to the back of my mind quickly and focused on working. 
Once the doors were open, I greeted guests, made sure drinks moved out of the bar efficiently, eyed as many of the dishes leaving the kitchen and every now and then stopped to take a picture with someone. 
How was I going to get Arthur to speak? Would I have to kill him? I groaned while standing by the bar. Murder was messy, time consuming and expensive.
It was 1 am, and the club was quite full. I knew it would be this way till at least 3 am. I was also drunk, and I knew there would be no point in trying to get any more work done, so I locked up my office, said my goodbyes to the staff and walked through the courtyard to the exit. A few people who knew me smiled and waved in my direction, and I prayed that none of them tried to have a conversation with me. 















[bookmark: _896kp1bj95kv]The Quiet House

As I pulled into my driveway, I got a call. I looked at the screen and saw that it was the last person on earth that I wanted to be speaking to at that moment. I answered anyway. 
“The aviculturist has purchased two new lovely birds and he’s been feeding them feijoada.” Charles Uusiku said, speaking to me in code. He was talking about his boss Bendo, the multimillionaire charismatic pastor. The birds were women he wanted smuggled into Namibia and the feijoada meant they were from Angola. “They only live till month end.” he continued, delivering my deadline. “Could you help them fly?” he concluded.
“I can,” I said softly, and as usual, the call cut. 
I walked into my quiet home through the kitchen. I lived in a 4 bedroom, 2 storey house in a gated community in the hills of Windhoek called Weberstein Estate. 
My neighbours were rich, elderly white people, Europeans who were only around in Summer and black doctors, lawyers, politicians and business people with two or three children.
I dragged myself up the stairs and walked along the corridor to its furthest end. Once in my bedroom I flung my wallet, keys and watch onto my bed and began removing each item of clothing one by one.
As I entered the bathroom to wash off the day, I thought about the first time I got a call like that.
Four years previously, I did not know Charles Uusiku; son of a diamond smuggler and former Forex scammer, and I only ever knew his boss as the leader of the Christ Saviour Apostle Congregation. Pastor Benjamin Mukoroli was what he formally went by; with fans, associates, close friends, congregants and, no doubt, the many women he cheated on his wife with, affectionately calling him Bendo.
A chance encounter brought me face to face with this man of God, at a time when I needed a sign from heaven. He had the resources to clean up my mess and erase my mistakes. 
He did not want anything in return until six months later, when Charles called me from an unregistered cellphone number at 4am and introduced himself to me.
I was also getting ready for bed that night when he explained that Bendo had taken an interest in my ties to the Immigration Minister and had a favour to ask. It was clear I was not allowed to say no.
Soon I found myself exporting 8 pangolins out of the country. After that he wanted to fly to the Bahamas without a trace. The last time I spoke to Charles, the preacher needed 4kgs of cocaine from Johannesburg.
As I lay my head on my pillow, I stared at the empty spot next to me and thought of the long day I had. It started off quite pleasantly, and then got completely derailed by the afternoon. 
If I wasn’t able to make Arthur talk, the Minister of Home Affairs and Immigration - I hated saying his name - would have a conniption. See, it was important to him to know who Arthur worked for. This was a powerful man with his hands in many pots; one of them being the drug smuggling trade, and someone was encroaching on his territory.
Nights like these, when my mind was so populated with thoughts that I couldn’t sleep, I was tempted to fill the space next to me. I thought about Bridget and I forced my eyes shut and tried to compel myself to become unconscious. 
Where would I even begin to explain what was keeping me up at night? How much could I divulge before it became risky? Could I mention my search for the minister’s mystery competitor led me to a young street dealer named Vegas, who told me about Arthur without hesitation? 
My head started pounding again, thinking about what might happen if he didn’t tell me who he worked for. Eventually the room stopped spinning, and I fell asleep.
I woke up the next morning shortly before the sun rose. It was just after 5am, so I started my day with 45 minutes on the elliptical, 30 minutes lifting weights and a few laps in the pool.
By the time I was done taking a shower, moisturising and getting dressed, it was almost 8am and Miriam, my housekeeper, worked on the laundry.
I then sat down at the desk in my office and made a call to my contact at the Ondjiva border. Lauritta and Molly would be keeping me updated on what was happening at either location. 
I stared at the books on the shelf across from me. Making Money Easy. How To Dominate In Your Professional Life. The Young Millionaire’s Bible. Cashing In - How John Wetu Built His Empire. I had really good taste. 
“George,” I said cheerfully.
“Tony,” he responded. He was an immigration officer whose job involved inspecting vehicles coming into the country.
“I have a package coming in next week. Is there any space?” I asked.
“Size?” 
“Two big boxes, each of them about my height and weight.” I said.
“I can check and let you know.”
“Sure,”
“Same payment method.”
“Of course,” I said, and hung up. Conversations like these never lasted long.  
The next thing I thought about was Arthur. If he remained uncooperative, I would have to kill him. Perhaps a few more days alone in there would be enough to convince him.
At 10am I had a conference call with one of my biggest clients, Ceever Liquor, about the massive outdoor festival I was hosting before the year ended.
After that, I called Spider to confirm a shipment of Magic Mushrooms which we’d be receiving on Tuesday. I interrupted him while he was out with his wife and remembered that I too was once in love. Her name was Tulela.
I was lost in thought when Miriam knocked on the door. She poked her head inside, holding a tray with a coffee mug and sandwich on it.
“Thanks,” I said and she curtsied ever so slightly. A sparkly silver chain became visible around her slim neck. It stood out because the jewellery she normally wore was cheap and tacky. 
She came by my office again a few hours later to say bye and let me know my dinner was in the oven. Then the whole house fell into silence again.














[bookmark: _da3whg2zkkj7]The Dress 

On Saturday I stayed in bed till noon, before playing squash in my gym and then taking the longest, hottest shower that I could tolerate.
By 4pm I was out the door and on my way to my best friend Mathias’ stupid party.
The Day In The Cut was his first major event in three years, after a fire at his cafe practically ruined him.
A few years of saving money, taking time away from the industry and doing charity led him to this and everyone in Windhoek was excited to dance, mingle, drink cocktails and see South African rapper Hood Silence perform.
When I arrived at Splendour, a restaurant in the affluent neighbourhood Eros. I was promptly escorted to my seat in the VIP section.

I could sense that many eyes were on the tailored beige suit that clung effortlessly to my athletic frame and contrasted my deep brown skin. People in Windhoek loved to talk about me and my life, and they always wanted to know where I hung out or who I was dating.
Most had the decency not to stare for too long, though every now and then I accidentally locked eyes with a random stranger who would abruptly avert their gaze.
When my drink arrived, I was already talking to Mauricio Ndeunyama, the owner of a nightclub in Swakopmund. He was trying to negotiate a better deal for himself on cocaine, but I would not yield.
I sat alone for another twenty minutes before Bridget arrived. This was the first time I allowed her to be out with me in public and she had the audacity to keep me waiting.
“Hi,” she said, leaning over to kiss me on the cheek. 
“Hi,” I said, waving at a waitress.
“Sorry I’m late, traffic.” Bridget said.
“It’s alright.” I responded.
“Did you miss me?” She asked, joking obviously.
“Nope,” I shot back. She smiled at me and I eyed what she was wearing. This was not what we agreed on.
“Oh please Antonio, I know I’m melting that cold heart of yours. Before you know it, you’ll be calling me baby,” she said and I pictured us riding off into the sunset.
“I thought I told you to wear the red dress.” I said.
“Geez, you don’t even let me enjoy a drink first? Can you calm down?”

“You think I won’t fucking send you back to Katutura right this second?” I hissed. Her eyes became wide.
“I like this dress, I think I look good.”
“I think you look like a dirty elephant,” I retorted and I could see her trying to figure out what that meant.
We didn’t interact for the next fifteen minutes while I spoke to the other people who joined our table.
Then I saw Mathias in the distance. He was walking towards the DJ booth with a box of wine in his hands, so I stood up quickly and exited the VIP area.
Bodies in front of me were gyrating and swaying like water in a glass and I could not believe this many people had come for this.
When we first met, he was a bartender and I was a club promoter and we had a similar vision for parties. But I was always better than him, and my career took off first. 
I lost him for a second in the crowd and strained my eyes trying to find his bald head and white shirt again. I spotted him briefly and took only two steps forward when my left arm collided with a person, causing their drink to spill down the front of my blazer. 
I yelled “fuck!” and they quickly began dabbing a napkin against my torso vigorously. The cold liquid made the hair on the back of my neck stand straight.
“What the hell is wrong with you?” I barked angrily, grabbing them by the wrist and realising it was a woman. She flinched and looked up at me with big, round eyes. They were dark brown like Bronzite gemstones. I felt like I knew her from somewhere.
“Shit, I’m so sorry.” she said, and I loosened my grip.

Her heart shaped face was screwed tight in an apologetic and fearful expression. She was electrifying. Her hair was braided, her lips were red and she wore little makeup.
I noticed her own dress was wet too, her dark brown skin visible through the sheer material, and smiled.
“It’s alright,” I said, and she smiled too. “It’s so crowded hey.” I continued and she pressed the damp napkin against her own body. 
“I hate it when it gets like this. I was trying to get over there where it’s not so bad.” She pointed a manicured finger at the VIP section.
“Oh, that’s where I’m coming from. I was stretching my legs.”
She laughed a little, then tugged at her dress. This gave me an idea.
“Come with me!” I said, grabbing her by the hand and she obliged, so I pushed people out of my way and headed for the exit.
When we got there, the bouncer sent one of his boys to bring me my car and I was still holding the mystery woman’s hand.
“I can get you something else to wear,” I said.
“You have a closet in your car?” she asked and I laughed a little.
“Something like that,” I said, as a silver sports car slowly pulled up in front of us. 
“Get in,” I said, but she still looked apprehensive. “It’s not a trap and I’m not going to kidnap you.” 
I opened her door, and she got in slowly. I could feel the electricity between us and the blood rushing from my brain. As I got into my seat and slammed the door, the noise from the party became a muffled blur. She looked around to the backseat and I could see a puzzled expression growing on her face.
“I can get you another dress at my place. Something in the same colour if you like, or a similar design.” 
“Sure.” she said after a moment of contemplation. It was obvious she knew what my intentions were. 
“It’ll only take ten minutes. I live around the corner.” I said.
“Okay.” She said, so I turned on the engine and put my seatbelt on. There was something about her that felt familiar. “Your friends won’t mind you leaving?” 
Then I remembered Bridget. Oops. 
“I have to go back for a second.” I blurted out, unbuckling myself quickly. “I have to get my bartender. We came together. She’s been wanting to go home all night, so I might as well make it one trip.” I explained.
“Okay,” she said softly and yelled, “I’m Lola, by the way,” as I closed the door.
I smiled as I waded through the crowd back to my seat. Lola. What a name.
When I spotted Bridget, she was fawning over the actress Naufiku Mwenyo like an idiot. 
“We’re leaving.” I said, picking up her handbag and shoving it into her hands. She was confused, but she gathered herself nonetheless, and gaped at the now dry patch of alcohol on my shirt.
“What the hell happened??” She asked as I forcefully made her wear her shoes. At any other time her being barefoot in public would have pissed me off, but all I wanted was to be alone with Lola.
“Nothing. Night’s over.” I said sharply, as she waved goodbye to the people she had been speaking to. I grabbed her again and led her out. Though I was almost mirroring my earlier actions, my attitude was different. 
I was in a hurry, so I tugged at Bridget’s arm with all the strength I could, while pushing people out of my way again. Every few steps she would stumble, but I would not let her go.
When we were finally outside, I put two hands on her shoulders. 
“My friend is in the car. She’s not feeling well. I’m gonna drop you home, and then her. Okay?” I said.
Bridget nodded but did not seem convinced. 
“Friend from where?” She asked, accusatorily, before I dragged her to the car. She chose the seat behind mine so she could get a good look at Lola.
The drive, I imagine, was awkward for Bridget. She did not say anything for the entire journey to her house and I suspect that she did not buy the “friend” story. That was the least of my worries.
Lola, on the other hand, was relaxed. She offered an enthusiastic “hello” and resumed listening to the music that played. At Bridget’s house my car barely came to a complete stop before I  sped off again. 
“You didn’t even check if she got in,” Lola said, peering over her shoulder with a concerned look.
“She’s from Wambolokasie. She’ll be fine.” I responded.
Lola looked at me with an irritated expression. What was her problem? Was she not aware of how many women would kill to be in her position?
“She’ll be fine. I promise.” I assured her.
Lola moved to say something but her response just lay in the back of her throat for a few moments before she closed her mouth again. We pulled up to my house and parked next to a red BMW. I thought that if she behaved, and I liked her enough, she might get a chance to sit in it. 
There was a tingling sensation flowing through my body. The tips of my fingers were burning with desire and the stirring in my crotch had intensified as we entered my living room.
“So Lola. Cute name.” I said, dropping my keys.
“Thank you. It’s Laudika Theophilus. You didn’t tell me yours,” she said as I walked to my fridge. I was not sure if she was joking or not.
“I’m Anthony Belo. Most people call me Tony or Antonio.”
“Anthony,” she said. The name seemed unfamiliar to her.
I switched the tv on, connected my phone’s bluetooth to it and music started playing. She smiled a little as I handed her a drink.  
“Would you like to take a shower before changing?” I asked. This was usually where women dropped their whole pious schtick.
“I’d love one.” She responded and I directed her up the stairs and into the bathroom in my bedroom.
I could see her looking around at my curtains, my nightstand and my dresser, trying to determine what type of man I was.
“Through there,” I said, pointing at the door and she hurried inside, while I disrobed.
When she emerged from my steamy bathroom, I was nude. 
She had a large white towel wrapped around her body and her braids were piled high on top of her head. Her eyes became engorged when she saw all 180cm of my naked form. I was certain that she would drop to her knees and take me into her mouth.
“Are you for real?” She asked, now avoiding looking at my body. She walked over to my bed and dumped the dress she had been wearing.
“I’m very comfortable in my skin. I want you to feel the same.”
“I’m quite alright,” she started to laugh as if this were the most ridiculous situation she had ever found herself in. “Can I have some lotion?”
Still naked, I opened my cupboard which had an assortment of products she could choose from. I leaned in close to her and our skin touched, but I wasn’t sure if she noticed.
The silence between us was unbearable so I retreated to the bathroom and took a warm shower. 
I was used to women falling at my feet. At my club, at parties or festivals women would do whatever they could to be near me or in my section. This was different.
After my shower, I put a towel around my waist and led her off to another bedroom where I had a closet full of clothes. She gawked in amazement and picked out a baby blue silk mini dress.
“I was sponsoring a fashion show last year and Gero Shapopi left these with me. He won’t mind if you have one.” I said. She pressed it against her own body and smiled.
“Thank you,” she said softly, stepped into the dress and then pulled it up onto her body. When it was mostly on, she discarded her towel and turned around so that I could close the clasps on the back.
When she turned to face me, she was smiling. “Does this normally work?”
“Does what?” I asked.
“Bringing girls back here and getting naked in front of them. Does it work?” she said and walked back to my bedroom.
“I’m not sure what you mean.” I responded, following her.
“Look, I appreciate the dress and I’ll return it if you want, but I’m not gonna fuck you.” she was holding her handbag and rummaging through it nonchalantly.
I was stunned. “Umm, no you can keep the dress. That’s- that’s not at all why I gave it to you.”
“Great. My car is outside.” she smiled, her lips now glossy.
“Excuse me?” I thought I heard her incorrectly.
“I called a cab. It’s outside.” she said, putting her shoes on.
“Umm, yeah, sure. Let me speak to the security guys.” I wondered if this would be the last time we saw each other, as I retrieved my phone from my dresser. It was like she could read my mind.
“Hey, I’m gonna leave my number okay?” I unlocked my phone and she tapped on the screen a few times. “I think you’re actually a good guy, so if you want to get to know me, or take me on a date, I’d like that.” Oh brother.
“You think I’m a good guy, when you know nothing about me?” I asked her. What could have brought her to this conclusion?
“Something tells me you’ve been through some shit, that people have hurt you. A part of me has a strong suspicion you don’t like sleeping around as much as you act like you do.” she said. I laughed.
“You’re wrong.” I managed.
“Okay, then don’t call me.” she said, smiling.
After her departure, I did not feel like going back to the party or to Iniquity. I texted Lauritta and let her know I would not be there, and then climbed into bed. At 3am, a text on my phone woke me up. It was from Mathias.
· You missed the party. Not cool.
I did not respond. 
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On Monday I woke up around 7am and left the house soon after, without working out. I dreamt about Lola during the night. We spent a long time gazing at the stars while she stroked my back. But how much of her was just an illusion?
I tried searching for her all over social media but nothing came up.      
While I waited in the lobby for Mr Swartz to usher me to his office at Bank Windhoek, I couldn’t help but think of her. Every time I closed my eyes, I thought of how good she looked in nothing but a towel. She was shorter than I was, but not by much, and she had a small frame. Her skin was like mahogany, and her doe eyes … wow. The way she gazed at me. How did she find it so easy to resist my charms? I wondered what kind of men she had been with before.
 Truthfully, the thought of someone else touching her soft skin irked me, and the fact that she didn’t seem interested in me sent my blood pressure through the roof.
The door left of the reception swung open and a young couple walked in and took the couch opposite me. They held hands the entire time. I stared at their interlaced fingers for a brief moment and wondered what Lola’s hands felt like, how her lips tasted.
Could I trust her? As someone who grew up with a mother who said she loved me but regularly whipped me with an iron rod, I wondered how long it would be before Lola became cruel. How much of me could she handle knowing before it became too much?
The couple shared a plum while we waited and it was nauseating to witness. Thankfully, the security guard called my name and I hopped onto my feet while the woman showed the man a funny video on her phone. I eyed the couple as I walked through the security gate all the way towards the elevator. In its mirror, I adjusted my blazer and took a deep breath.
By 11am I was back at Iniquity with Spider. He was the muscle of my operations and kept an extremely low profile. He was short and stocky, with arms that could punch through a brick wall and he always wore a black leather jacket.  The venue had a few people running up and down, cleaning, organising and preparing to welcome guests in the evening.
He asked me about the journalist at Vibrant while we sat under one of the palm trees in the courtyard. There were two drinks in front of us.
“I’m meeting Daniel later and he’ll update me. I sent out a kill order.” I spoke while I scrolled through Mathias’ Instagram page. He had posted tons of photos from his event, and it looked like people enjoyed themselves.
“What did she ask you about?” Spider asked. A part of me had the feeling he already knew.
“The Barbies. She said she had some questions about the girls.” I said, taking a sip of my drink and not meeting his eyes. Spider clenched his fist. He too knew how important it was that no one ever brought that story to the public domain. 
“What’s her name? Maybe a few of us could pay her a visit, ask her what she knows?” he asked me, always ready to break someone’s jaw if push came to shove.
“Not yet. I’ll see what Daniel has to say, then we can move from there. I’m sure we won’t have to do more than offer her a few thousands. You know journalists are broke and always hungry.”
“For sure,” he said, and my phone rang. It was my contact at the northern border.
“Thursday night. Two large boxes. 9 OD, 11 OA,” he said and hung up. I turned to Spider.
“Organise a flight. Two girls. Ondangwa to Windhoek. After 11:30 pm.” I said. He nodded and made a note of this while I dialled Charles’ number. The phone rang a few times before he answered.
“I’m setting the canaries free on Thursday night,” I said and hung up.
Spider asked me a question.
“How was the party?”
“Not bad,” I responded. “I didn’t stay long.”
“Why not?” he asked.
“I met a girl.” I said sheepishly. Picturing Lola’s skin made my stomach do a summersault.
“I thought you went with Bridget?” Spider asked me, almost offended on her behalf.
“Bridget doesn’t listen to me,” I said, thinking of that hideous dress she had on.
“You found another broad?” he pried.
“Something like that.” I said, regretting bringing it up.
“And you smashed?” he asked, smiling. Spider was certain that he knew me inside out.
“Nah nah, nothing like that.”
“Oh you left the party early so the two of you could talk all night long?”
“I did her a favour, that’s all.” I said, speaking quickly.
“Oh, Belo can be a gentleman?” he laughed.
“Yeah why not?” I asked him. Was the idea that absurd?
“Does this mean you’re taking her on a date?” he joked.
“Pssshhh, yeah right. I’ve never met a woman worth that much time and energy.” I responded, trying to remember the last time I took a woman out to dinner with the sole intention of getting to know her.
“Not even this one that got you outta Mathias’ party that quick?”
“Spider, women don’t want to be fucking wined and dined. Look at these two coming to see Bendo,” I spoke more softly. “You think they ain’t got men at home, thinking they’re going on some girl’s trip when they’re just coming here to be get fucked by some old dude who’ll buy them lobster?”
“And you think this girl is like that?” he asked me. The truth was I didn’t.
“I think women are women. And they’ll do whatever the fuck they want, so I should too.” I said. It was pointless to think I would meet a woman and she happened to be the only one in the world who wasn’t like the rest of them. Even Tulela appeared sweet when I first met her. 
“Belo, I’m just saying-” Spider began, but I reached my limit on this topic and I was ready to resume working.
“Just drop it, okay? Listen, I think you might need to pay Bonny a visit. Find out who she’s been talking to, tell her she would hate it if I had to come and see her myself.” I said, and Spider nodded. 
I already had three drinks by the time I was in my car, headed to NBC for my interview. I was going to share our festive entertainment calendar and discuss some of the highs and lows of being a local entrepreneur.
It brought me joy when I walked into a room and every last person fawned over me. I expected this time to be no different. I found Daniel waiting for me and going over the final touches with one of the producers.
He smiled when he saw me and handed me a sheet of paper which broke down how everything would go. I needed to head into make up first and at 2pm on the dot, my face would be broadcast across the country.
Daniel pulled me to the side first however, to speak about Violet.
“She was working on a story about a girl who died at Vibrant a few years back,” he said . I could see in his eyes he was doing his best to read my reaction. I refused to give him even the slightest indication this was something to be concerned about, so I first laughed a little before I spoke.
“Oh, is that it?” I asked. Daniel raised his eyebrows. “A woman died, yes. She worked for Vibrant and killed herself at her home.” I said. It was a sentence I rehearsed many times. I could see Daniel softening up.
“Oh.”
“Will they still go ahead with it?” I asked cautiously.
“They can’t possibly. The ads we’re taking out for the next year will pay all their bonuses.” he said with a smile.
“That’s what I like to hear.”
“Well, sorry, but I have to ask. What was the statement about? You said, even if they don’t always work out, what did that mean?” Was he accusing me of something?
“Well, Tony’s Barbies were an earlier version of our promo girls, but after that, we binned the idea. Apparently the girl was super unstable, on lots of drugs. So being in the club environment took its toll.” I said, as the makeup artist ushered me to my seat in front of the mirror. Daniel followed us and stood beside me.
“Alright, so today they want to get a little personal.” he said , knowing very well I tried to keep certain things private.
“How personal?” I asked calmly. I wanted to yell at him, but there were at least five other people in the room with us.
“They’ll ask about favourite travel destinations, books you’ve been reading, possibly some relationship stuff but try to stay away from the playboy thing,” he said with a laugh.
“What if I’m in a relationship?” I asked him. The words felt like sand in my throat. 
“Yeah, right. Let’s also steer clear of lying. Keep it PG, okay? No one wants to hear how many women you’ve conquered, it's a family friendly platform,” he said quickly, chuckling hard again, causing everyone in the room to join in like a chorus.
“Daniel, if you were truly an expert on what people wanted to hear,” I said, cutting through the chatter in the room, “they wouldn’t be interviewing me. They’d have a camera pointed at your fat ass so that you influence the next generation of chubs to eat themselves to death.” 
I said this in one breath, while admiring my slim frame in the mirror. The room fell into silence. Daniel’s eyes bulged. His face was a mix of shock and horror and for the rest of the time I did my make up, everyone avoided making eye contact with me. 
When they led me to the studio, I was handed a water bottle. There was a man already in front of the camera whose segment was coming to an end. As the host thanked him and he was escorted off, he walked over to a woman taking a video of him on her phone. He planted a quick kiss on her lips and she smiled.
My attention was fully on them as I was introduced to the woman who was interviewing me. She wore a brown pantsuit with a white shirt and looked a tiny bit like a man with her bald head.
Once the cameras rolled, Londi !Xaxas told me I was an inspiration for many young children growing up in the ghetto like I did and asked me about my journey to success.
“Honestly, if people knew the lengths I had to go to, to climb out of the gutter, their jaws would touch the floor. It hasn’t been easy, but I promise it’s doable,” I said, smiling, though a part of me knew none of the people watching this broadcast would ever achieve what I had. They did not have the grit or the balls to do half things I did. I spoke anyway, and did my best to show I was a friendly and harmless dude who wanted everyone to have a good time.
When I got off air, Daniel told me many people online were sharing opinions about my interview, though I could tell he was upset with me. I found this funny.
By 5pm I was at Vibrant. Tenand was unlocking the door to the cellar, and Colin was holding a small wooden box that contained rope, chloroform and a pair of pliers. Light filled the small room and we saw Arthur lying in the foetal position. He was in the furthest corner, most likely asleep. 
Tenand tapped him with his foot and he stirred. Within minutes of them binding Arthur’s hands together in front of him, placing a cloth over his face and pouring water over his nostrils to simulate drawing, he divulged his superior’s name and address. 
Colin stood by with a gun pointed at him.
The fastest I ever got someone to give me what I wanted was three seconds eight years prior, during a time when I had someone new locked down here every few weeks. Since then a visit from my goons was more than enough to get anyone to squeal.
Finally, I had what I needed and I wondered if it was best to kill him and deal with disposing of his body, or send him home too afraid to ever speak of this again. 
As Colin tapped Arthur’s temple with his gun, instructing him to lay down, I thought about what Lola might be doing. Arthur saw this as an opportunity to pry the pistol from Tenand with his bound hands. Before any of us could react, a shot was fired and Colin took the impact as Arthur bolted for the door. 
I stood still and watched him stumble along the corridor and without thinking twice about it, pulled my own firearm from inside my jacket and fired four shots into his back. He dropped to the ground with a thud. The fearful look in his eyes that haunted my dreams was gone and replaced with a cold and lifeless gaze. There was a loud ringing in my ear; and as it began to fade, it was replaced by panicked shouting. I returned to the cellar to see Colin had been shot in the chest, and Tenand was applying pressure to the wound. 
I sighed and picked up my phone.
“Doc, you home? Man down!” I asked the only person who would be able to assist us discreetly.
“We need to get him to a hospital, he’s going to need blood.” Tenand yelled after I hung up.
“The doc has blood,” I said, lifting Colin onto my shoulder. “We’ll get him into one of the broken fridges and we can use the service hatch to get him to the car. Tenand hesitated for a second and then obliged.
Moving a body from my cellar to the parking lot used to be a lot more difficult, but after a few years I perfected the strategy. All we needed to do was clear the storage rooms behind the kitchen of any people and carry our injured man out through the back of the restaurant.
One minute we were loading Colin into Tenand’s car, the next I was in the back with blood all over my hands and torso.
“Keep talking to me Colin,” I said, holding onto him while Tenand drove erratically.
“Tell me…” Colin said, trying hard to finish his thought “boss please.”
As we drove past Central Hospital, I could see Tenand eyeing me in the rear view mirror.
“Don’t you fucking dare, T!” I screamed, “Drive properly and we’ll make it to fucking Ludwigsdorf in time to save him!” The car swayed. The journey seemed never ending, but this was the only way. 
When we got to Dr Xoagub’s house, his men carried Colin inside. This was not the first time a thug with a bullet hole was rushed through the quaint street.
We waited at least an hour before we were told that Colin died. The doctor explained he lost too much blood by the time we arrived and fell into a coma soon after they started attending to him.
Tenand did not speak on the ride back to Vibrant. He wanted so badly to express his anger towards me, but couldn’t risk me shooting him in the head for doing so. 
Why wasn’t he grateful that Doctor Xoagub’s services included the car wash, the showers and the change of clothes?
When we returned to the now dark parking lot, I sat with him silently for a few moments before I spoke.
“This job is fucked up. If you would rather be working somewhere else, you should say so now.” I said. He remained silent, and I got out into a sea of other cars. I could hear the music from the restaurant, but I was in no shape to go inside.
“Get someone to clean up the basement!” I yelled and sat down behind my own steering wheel, where I inhaled and exhaled a few times deeply while gripping my steering wheel tightly. How could I have been silly enough to think I could invite someone as precious as Lola into the chaos of my life?
What would I tell her if I ended my days in her arms but there was still blood under my fingernails? I was right not to call her. There was no way that this would not end in tragedy for the both of us. Before I drove off, I lifted my phone and constructed a brief text for the Minister.
· Kaledon Hashali.
Nothing brought me greater joy than getting a job done. Even though a few mistakes were made along the way, and we lost Colin, I could genuinely count this day as a good one. I knew that by noon the next day N$25 000 would be in my bank account, and all would be right in my life again. 
And Lola? Well, I figured it was for the best if I forgot about her, but every now and then I tried finding her again online with no success. She was like a phantom and it made me wonder what she was concealing. Could I really trust someone in this rotten world?
I decided the best thing to do would be calling Bridget. It was nearing midnight and I knew she wasn’t scheduled to work, so she would be free. 
She allowed me to pick her up from her place and she brought an overnight bag with her. When we arrived at mine, she was already familiar with our routine. She headed up the stairs to take a shower while I poured two drinks.
When I got to my bedroom, she was already underneath a stream of hot water, so I placed the tumblers on either bedside table, removed my clothes and joined her.
Few words passed between us, but it felt comforting to hold her..
“You still mad at me?” I whispered after a few cold shoulders at the club over the weekend, and she shook her head. 
“No,” she muttered softly. I stroked her hair. Bridget had an idea of who I was, but would never be able to grasp it fully. 
“Come on baby, you know I don’t want you to be sad. Turn around,” I said, and she obliged. 
We were now facing each other as water trickled down our naked bodies. I held her chin and pulled her closer , bringing our lips within millimetres of each other.
“Tell me you forgive me,” I asked her softly, before planting my lips on hers. She did not resist, and her body melted into mine.
We fucked in the shower, and when we were dry and in our nightwear, we kissed in my bed.
There was a lot on my mind, and I think she could tell because she embraced me for a long time and kissed me on the cheek. I looked at her but my mind was on someone else.
This made me kiss her more passionately. And when I tugged at her shorts, and caressed the space between her thighs, I closed my eyes and told myself she was Lola.
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Over the next few days, I buried myself in work and exercise while trying to push Lola to the back of my mind. On Friday morning I was in my home office preparing for another busy weekend. At 9am Charles called me to confirm my payment, and just after 10am, the bank emailed me to let me know I would be getting the loan.
I needed something that would lift my spirits, and this might have been it. I yawned and stretched my arms high above my head. I felt tired. Despite getting into my bed just before 11pm the night before, I didn’t pass out till at least two hours later.
This became regular and it translated into me having less patience than normal with my employees. I tried hard to hide the shift in my mood, but every little thing irritated me.

At 11am, I yelled at Lauritta for leaving one of the girls off the Iniquity schedule for the second time that month. After that, Molly called to let me know she accidentally signed for an incorrect shipment for the restaurant, causing me to throw the small, plastic Buddha statue that sat on my desk, across the room.
I looked at my phone and wondered what Lola was doing. I wanted to call her and tell her about my shitty week and have her tell me that everything would be alright. I wanted to ask her what she would do in my situation, where each time I spoke to one of my men, I got the feeling they blamed me for Colin’s death, despite the fact that I took the entire staff to his memorial service on Wednesday. The police were conveniently fumbling their investigation into the matter.
They assumed I was not bothered by what happened, but these were not the people with whom I could discuss how I felt. Obviously I cared, but this was part of the job. It was a normal, every day occurrence for someone who does what we do. I repeated it several times and soon found myself staring at my computer screen for extended periods, thinking about how wrong Lola was to think of me as good.
Even worse, every time I closed my eyes, I pictured Arthur’s gaunt face and desperate gaze. If he waited a little longer, he would have been free. I had the information I wanted, I was going to let him go. Why couldn’t he wait?
I wanted to tell Spider that something strange was happening, that maybe I wasn’t the person I thought I was all these years, but decided against it. How would he trust me with his life, if I lost my mind?
I thought perhaps Mathias could come in handy and picked up my phone. My response to him was overdue.
· Bro. I had to leave early. Things got a bit crazy and my outfit got fucked up.
It took everything out of me not to hurl my phone across the room when he didn’t respond. Who did he think he was?
I stared at my screen for five minutes before a notification from the social media site Sowlite disturbed me. It was a virtual world where all the cool kids hung out, talked trash and shared photos. I used it from time to time to advertise events at Iniquity and Vibrant.
A second notification came through with a sharp ping, and I ignored it. It was probably just another person talking about my interview from the week before.
Around noon while I was reviewing the week’s purchase orders, Daniel called me. There was urgency in his voice.
“My guy, are you seeing what’s happening?” he blurted.
“Well morning to you too, February.” I said, still eyeing my computer.
“This is serious Belo, the conversation has turned. Check all the posts on Sowlite,” he said. His voice was more high pitched than normal. “They’re saying your club isn’t safe for women. What happened this week?” Daniel asked, but I was too engrossed in my timeline to offer a response. An account going by the name Tila’s Ghost shared a damning accusation against me just an hour before. I read the words multiple times trying to make sense of them.
· If I could, I’d have that Antonio Belo guy arrested and his nasty club shut down! Terrible place if you are a woman. Where rapists and abusers congregate and flourish. Where the owner himself is a rapey pig. Cancelled in my books.
My chest felt tight and there was a ringing in my ear. Though I was holding my phone right in front of me, I could no longer make out what was on the screen because I could not focus on the text.  Daniel was saying something that I could not bring himself to concentrate on.
“What the fuck,” I muttered. Unable to string any other words together.
“We’re trying to trace the owner of that account, but as you can see, it’s already got nearly a thousand hits. Do you want to put out that statement?” he asked, as if it were not an absurd question.
“No way in hell. Find out whoever is behind this. See if you can get the account taken down.” I said, wondering if we could hack into it.
“Sure.”
“And don’t say anything else just yet. There’s no point in making myself look guilty when I’m not. We’ll talk later.” I said and hung up.
Thoughts were racing through my mind. This was just a silly tweet by a faceless account created three days prior. They were harmless. Nothing bad was going to happen.
My throat was dry. I needed water so I got up and poured some from the jug on the coffee table. Afterwards I took a few deep breaths and sat down.
I tried to return to my work, but the air in my office grew thick and hot, and I could hear my heart pounding in my chest. It was nearly impossible not to give in to the temptation of reading every single thing people were saying about me, but picking up my phone only made things worse.
I wanted to speak to my close friend Namutenya on the phone, but she was not picking up. On the other hand, Bridget’s mouth was too big for me to ever let her know even the most mundane piece of information about me.
By 2pm I was at the golf course with a strong whiskey in my hand, my cell phone switched off and stuffed in the bottom of my duffel bag, and Gus steering the cart from hole to hole. He was the only one of my men who didn’t regularly shoot me nasty looks. 
It was a sunny day with a few clouds in the sky, there were people lounging by the pool or bar and I was completely off my game. There was something in the air that I could not place my finger on. 
Was Tila’s Ghost related to the Namibia Today investigation? Who could possibly know about what happened other than Bonny? Would she open her mouth after all this time? Was someone else trying to hurt me? 
I stood over the ball at my fourth hole for a good five minutes, lost in thought, when a commotion not far from where I was interrupted my train of thought.
There was a man and a woman, both carrying clubs and talking to Gus. The woman had her back turned towards me, while the man and Gus exchanged words. Something told me they were tired of waiting for me to play. I already lost the will to continue, so I walked over to let them know I would be moving along.
As I approached the group, the woman turned around to face me. It was Lola in a white dress.
For a moment I forgot where I was and time stood still. The way she looked at me made me feel something strange. My heart rate slowed down, the sky seemed bluer than normal and my stomach lay in my pelvis.
“Hi,” I said, grinning widely. Gus furrowed his brows and looked away. 
“Hi,” she was smiling too, but the man she was with quickly stepped forward and held his palm out. Gus advanced towards him, to prevent him from coming too close.
“Yeah hello, Martin here, as I was telling your guy, you can’t park at each hole if you aren’t playing. Give the rest of us a chance.” he said. 
I glared at him for a few seconds and laughed. He wore round reading glasses pushed high up on his nose and 90s style afro. Was this what she was into? Nerdy dudes?
“Of course.” I said, shaking his hand and looking Lola in the eyes. “My apologies. I’ve just been enjoying the sunshine so much. It’s a beautiful Friday.”
“It is,” she said and I might have been mistaken, but she looked pleased to see me. Gus was watching me carefully.
“Great, thanks,” Martin said and he placed a guiding hand on Lola’s waist.
“Well, we’ll be on our way,” I said and turned my back on her. I picked up my glass while Gus gathered the rest of my belongings. As I reached my cart, I gripped the steering wheel tightly. I wanted, more than anything, to scream. Who was that man she was with? Was that a date? My temple was throbbing.
Gus got into the kart and wanted to know where we were headed next. He was concerned with the next hole I could play, while I was trying to figure out how I could get myself to spontaneously combust.
“Find out who that man is. Grab a photo, speak to the club, I don’t care. Let me know as soon as possible,” I said. Gus was puzzled by this request but obliged and hopped out. As I sped off I yelled, “Call me when you get it!” and waited 30 minutes for him while nursing a glass of Cognac. 
When I got home I took a long shower and thought about Tulela. She was the last person I ever opened up to. Someone I thought I could trust, but I turned out to be wrong. What if I was wrong about Lola too? 
In a way the two women reminded me of each other. The shape of their eyes and their smiles were quite similar, though Lola had a piercing gaze I couldn’t scrub from my memory. 
I wanted desperately to have her, to touch her, to hold her and before I knew it I pleasured myself as the water dripped down my body. I pictured her with her hands all over me, with her mouth kissing and sucking every inch of my skin. 
When I came out of the shower, I carefully selected what I would wear. I usually stuck to neutral and muted colours, so I pulled out a pair of light grey chinos and a white polo shirt.
My phone rang. It was Spider.
“We couldn’t find Bonny for a few days but she was at her zali’s house in Golgota.” he said on loud speaker.
“What did she say?” I asked, fastening a silver cuban link chain around my wrist.
“She asked us to leave her alone. Says she knows nothing about the journalist.”
“And Tila’s Ghost?” 
“Tila’s what??”
“Some fucking dumb shit on Sowlite. Some bitch saying rapist’s thrive at my club. You know some dumb feminist bullshit.” I started to feel my heart rate increasing again.
“Who’s Tila?”
“No fucking clue.”
“We could go back and ask her, but I think she was telling the truth. She was genuinely surprised to see us.” Spider said.
“And you told her to continue keeping her mouth shut?” I asked.
“Yeah,” he said.
“Alright. Maybe we speak to Violet again, make that a priority. Tonight.”
“How about we pay her a visit first thing in the morning? Me and the lady have a dinner to attend with her father.” he pleaded.
“Oh so you think these people are gonna take a break too??” I yelled. Did he think this was a game?
“Sir, a couple hours won’t make a dif-” he started, but I was not in the mood for his bullshit.
“I don’t fucking care. If I ask you to do something, you do it. THAT’s the arrangement. Do you understand that??” I asked.
“Yes sir.”
“Go fucking see Violet and tell me everything she knows.” I said and hung up. 
At 8pm I was scrolling through Martin Vaino’s instagram feed while I ate. I was an hour away from heading into the club for the evening and I was learning as much as I could about the church loving estate lawyer who was running around with Lola on his arm.
From his pictures, it was clear that he was well off. That did not concern me since there were few men in Namibia who could actually compete with me.
When I clicked on his story, I saw that he posted a few videos from his day with her, without showing her face. They started off with a hike in Ludwigsdorf, a stint on the golf course and lunch at Taupin. I could hear a ringing sound in the distance and there was a sharp, stinging pain in my temple.
It was torture and I wondered if this was how the inhabitants of my cellar ever felt.  
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The commotion online soon turned to hundreds of people flooding the clubs’ accounts with comments and debates over the authenticity of the claims made against me.
The topic was teetering dangerously close to the drug addicted promo girl who worked for me and killed herself four years ago. As I sat in the middle of Iniquity, with music playing all around, girls dancing, champagne being popped; I thought maybe I could reach out to Simeon at the National Cybersecurity Board to see what they could unearth, since he did owe me a favour.
Or was it better to wait for this to die down and let the next gossip cycle take its place? This was Windhoek after all, a city where the unemployed had nothing better to do with their time than talk about those who were richer, smarter and more successful than them.
I was almost completely consumed by the music at the club that evening, when I spotted our sous chef Blanche waving her arms frantically to get my attention. I was standing by the bar, wondering what could possibly be going wrong, and I received my answer after following her back to the kitchen. There I found our head chef Maison brandishing a cleaver in one hand and a pot in another, while the cleaner Mee Selma cowered on the floor.
At first I assumed the burly man lost his mind and attacked his colleagues, but the truth was far worse. 
“Come here you bastards!” he was shouting, keeping his attention on the corner next to the large burner which was unattended and emitting grey smoke. 
“Wha-,” I said, and Blanche directed my attention to a spot just behind me. I whipped my body around and caught the glimpse of three brown rats scurrying out of sight, squeezing themselves between the shelves.
My stomach did a backflip. Rats? In MY kitchen? Where did they come from? Maison kept screaming and I could not hear myself think, so I put two fingers between my lips and whistled loudly. 
Everyone in the room stood still, and I grabbed the instruments from Maison’s hands.
“Sir. Rats!” He yelled, as if he just noticed my presence. “Many rats!!”
“Where the fuck did they come from?” I asked. The middle aged man shrugged.
“There’s at least five of them. I think two left the kitchen.” Blanche piped in, while Maison reached for another pot.
“Fuck,” I said. 
This wasn’t something I would be able to fix at that moment. One rat would have been bad enough to deal with, but an entire family would have the Food Health Board shutting my doors down for good. “I think we have to close.” I held the bridge of my nose which began twitching. “We have to get someone to lay some traps in the morning or fumigate the place, I don’t know.”
Maison was still agitated as his eyes scanned the floors. I switched off the burners and sent a text to Lauritta requesting her presence urgently.
She joined us in minutes and gazed curiously at the strange scene she found.
“We need to have an emergency shutdown. Tell the DJs to cut the music and ask everyone to file out of the club calmly due to a small fire related safety concern,” I said. She looked around the room for the fire.
“I’ll explain later. Close all tabs and tell guests that all food that has been paid for will be reimbursed to them by Tuesday, and they each get a complimentary meal voucher for the next time they join us. Please, I beg of you, get everyone out as quickly as possible.” Lauritta nodded and left the room. I needed people to leave before any of them saw what I did.
After some time I stumbled out to the main floor of Iniquity. There was no longer any music playing and the dancefloor was emptying. A few disgruntled people gathered by the bar counter begging for one last tumbler. The bouncers were ushering people through the large metal gates at the exit. I could not believe what was happening around me. All kinds of drunk people were angrily collecting their jackets and taking a few last bites of their meals, while waitresses urged them to move swiftly. None of them understood why the night ended so early.
When I was alone with the staff, who were clearing tables, mopping and picking up trash, none of them spoke. 
Even Bridget, who’d been trying to get my attention all week, was steering clear of me.
How did that many rats get into my kitchen? Was that done deliberately by someone? Who on earth would think of something this deranged? Was I being paranoid?
For the first time since it opened, Iniquity’s doors were shut before midnight. My heart raced as I drove my car out of the parking lot, unsure where to go. I circled the Windhoek streets for twenty minutes with my windows rolled down because I felt like I couldn’t breathe. The city’s lights were intoxicating.
It wasn’t part of the plan to end up at Namutenya’s house, but this was the only place I knew I would feel safe. My bodyguards followed me all the way there and waited outside for me.
When my best friend opened the door to her mansion she did not look surprised to see me. My shaking hands told her all that she needed to know, so she led me up the stairs to her guest bedroom, tucked me in, and brought me a strong drink.
She did not ask me what was wrong, though a part of me hoped she would. I knew that even if I started unloading onto her, she would not hear me out. Namutenya explained a long time ago that she would stop being my friend if I ever told her anything that could get either of us in trouble, so she never allowed me to share the finer details of my life. 
This was a woman who loved me more than anyone, and only because she didn’t truly know me.
While I slept, I dreamt I was a schoolboy again, afraid to go home and show my mother my grades. There was an F+ in bright red paint drawn across a massive sign I was holding. Then a dragon wearing my mother’s hair as a wig rampaged through the building we were all in and gobbled me up and swallowed me whole.
I woke up with a start and found that my shirt was drenched in sweat. I breathed heavily multiple times while I stared off into the pitch black of the night. I got the eerie sensation that someone was watching me and rubbed my eyes vigorously so I could see more clearly. I was alone.
I reached down to the trousers I discarded at the foot of the bed and removed a small white pill, which I swallowed with the leftover whiskey. Sleep found me again within the hour.
I woke up the next morning in a large bed with a canopy. Namutenya lived alone in a six bedroom, two-storey house, paid for by her French ex-husband. They once shared it when she was young and in love, but these days she used it to film Youtube videos and host clandestine house parties with her other rich friends.
There was a text on my phone from Spider.
· Violet no longer at Namibia Today. Trying to locate her. 
I stared at the ceiling and listened to the various sounds of the neighbourhood. There were children playing outside, dogs barking and an ice cream truck a few streets away.
In the kitchen, I found Namutenya frying eggs. Next to the pan, was a tray with pieces of bacon piled high and a stack of perfectly browned toast. She was humming to herself and didn’t notice me coming in. I admired her body for a few seconds. She was wearing a pink oversized shirt and pink shorts.
“Hi,” I said, approaching the small table by the window.
“Oh,” she exclaimed, “you’re awake.”
“Yeah,” I said and pouring myself a glass of orange juice from the jug in front of me. 
“Feeling better?” she asked. I wasn’t.
“Much.” I said. She smiled.
There was no way for me to say I thought someone was trying to unravel my hard work, without also telling her why anyone would have a reason to do so. 
“You okay?” she asked, turning back to the stove. She had a natural motherly instinct that didn’t match her ass length, blonde hair and long manicured nails.
“We had to close the club early.” I said.
“I heard. Everyone’s talking about it online.” she said.
“I figured.”
“What happened?” she asked, still focused on cooking. I laughed.
“You wouldn’t believe me.” I said, still wrapping my head around everything myself.
At 8 on the dot Spider called me while we ate breakfast. He let me know the exterminator would meet Lauritta at Iniquity in two hours. 
In another life, Namutenya and I ended up together and spent the rest of our days like this, making each other happy. We could have been eating breakfast as a family, but life didn’t work that way and the two of us constantly missed each other.
I took her on a date when we were both 20 and we spent 10 months in a relationship before an exchange programme took her to France. We dated long distance for a short while but it ended when she told me she was in love with someone else.
We didn’t talk for the next seven years till she moved back to Windhoek with her husband and she reached out to me. When they divorced two years after that, she wanted a relationship with me but I was entangled with Tulela.
These days we were thirty four and we didn’t talk about the past much, choosing not to dwell on what could have been. We accepted it was never meant to be anything deeper, but because we grew up in the same shitty neighbourhood and both worked our asses off to be where
we were, it was hard to let each other go.
“Can I ask you a question?” I asked some time later while we lounged by the pool. There were two drinks on the table next to a mountain of cocaine and a rolled up ten dollar note. My nose was numb and I was avoiding work. She was wearing sunglasses and her dark caramel skin was glistening,
“Sure,” she said. Her backyard was a large field of bright green grass with an adult sized swing set, a bar next to the braai area, a hot tub in the corner and deck chairs. Sometimes when we were here at 3am, drunk and high, we would skinny dip or play croquet with a few other people.
“After your divorce, when you came to my house…” I said, she narrowed her eyes at me. “...were you not afraid of getting hurt again?” she looked at me for a few seconds, formulating a response.
“Well, yeah, I was. I was afraid you’d say no, afraid you’d say yes and we’d fall in love again and you’d hurt me, afraid I was wrong about my feelings.”
“But that didn’t stop you?” I asked.
“No ways. I always do what I want. Why?” she asked. I cleared my throat.
“Well, you know, everything with Tulela...”
“None of that was your fault, Tony.” she said.
“I know. But I loved her. I wanted to spend my life with her.” I said. Truthfully, I got tired of her towards the end.
“Well maybe that future you pictured was just not something she wanted as much as you did.”
“I know.” I said.
“Is there someone you have your eye on?” she asked. I smiled.
“There might be.” I said.
“But you’re afraid?” Namutenya’s stare was hard to avoid. Something about it was beckoning me to be honest. 
“You’d find this funny, but she kinda reminds me of Tulela.” I said, thinking of their eyes.
“That is not funny dude,” she said with a laugh. “Is she crazy too?” 
“Not even. She’s calm and confident. She trusted me when she first met me and she wasn’t interested in my house or my money. She reminds me of Tulela because I remember I liked it when she looked at me.” I blurted. 
“Mmm. She sounds nice.”
“Do you ever want to fall in love again?” I asked after a few moments of silence.
“I am in love. Didn't I tell you about Jean, my new crush?” She pulled out her phone and showed me the image of a man with light brown skin, green eyes and a man bun.
“Interesting. Another model?” I asked. 
“You know I can’t help myself,” she said devilishly. Namutenya rarely gave me any concrete details of her shenanigans. Sometimes she felt more like a stranger than anything else. “So this girl you like, are you gonna tell her?”
“I think I might.” I said. A part of me meant it.
“Worst case scenario, she doesn’t like you back. Best case scenario?” she asked me. I thought about it for a second.
“Can I be honest?” I asked.
“Sure.” she leaned forward. I could smell her flowery perfume.
“I think she sees me. Really sees me.” again, I thought of Lola’s eyes. It was almost as if we knew each other in another life.
“Then stop being a coward.” Namutenya said. I looked at her. She was right. 
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When I got home I went up to my office and switched on my computer. On it I kept track of all the people who owed me favours.
I spoke to a man named Jimmy Chikwaga for the first time six months before this. He was a regular client at my restaurant; and he loved to spend all the money he earned as a Computer Networks Specialist for the Namibian Government, on his young girlfriends.
There was a folder named after him. I never told him about its contents when I introduced myself to him and what he didn’t know was that I knew about his wife. The waitresses gossipped about this all the time, and Mirabel, a hostess, gave me all the sordid details while we were still sleeping together.
Inside was a video of Jimmy. A compilation I put together of all the indiscretions my cameras caught. I copied it to a usb flash and closed the folder.
When Jimmy and I interacted, he seemed honoured to be meeting the owner of his favourite hideaway, but reluctant to speak about his work or how we could collaborate. It was time we changed the dynamic, so that I could unmask the cowardly Tila’s Ghost.
I called Mathias in the evening because I wanted to talk to him about Lola. I wanted to know if it was sane of me to want to ask her to dinner or if I was losing my mind. He did not pick up, so I sent him a text.
· Let’s talk. 
Half an hour later I finally heard back from him.
· Wassup
· Tonight? My place?
- Tomorrow.
- Ait. Hosting the Hamutumwa’s at the club.
- Cool.
Later, Spider informed me six rodents were retrieved from Iniquity after a gruelling thirteen hour expedition by the exterminator and his team. 
According to his report, these were well groomed mice, not rats, and most likely from someone’s home or a pet store. What the fuck?
On Sunday I got to the club around 3pm. The staff were carrying chairs and spreading tinsel around for a party we were hosting. The theme was Pink Glamour, which fit elegantly with the white walls and gold finishings of the club.
I knew Mathias would be arriving soon, so I hardly paid attention to the chaos around me. What would he say when he got here? Would he apologise for blowing things out of proportion?
When the sky went from blue to orange, he walked through the entrance. The servers flocked around him to say hi, and he took his time greeting them.
He eventually made eye contact with me like he didn’t know I was there the entire time and sauntered over. We shook hands like strangers.
“Comrade,” Mathias said, almost generically, and I gritted my teeth while I smiled. He was wearing a blazer and formal pants for the first time in a long time. I liked the stitching. 
“Let’s talk upstairs,” I said, and we walked off while Lauritta instinctually followed us.
We sat in the lounge and she took our order of a bottle of whiskey, a bucket of ice and two tumblers. 
“You good?” I asked. “You’re dressed kinda weird.” 
He smiled. “All good fam. Just a bit busy. I’m doing 4 shows this month. You?” he said dryly.
“No complaints.” I said.
“So what do you want to say?” Mathias asked. 
“I wanna talk about the party. You know I was there, right? Why would I lie about that?” I responded, when I actually meant to ask how to approach Lola for a date.
“Why would you come for only ten minutes?” He asked.
“I told you what happened.” I said. He should have been grateful I showed up in the first place.
“Yes, I think you said you fucked up your outfit or something like that?” Mathias responded snidely.
“Yes,” I said, as two glasses were placed down in front of us. “I messed up my whole fit dude. I drove home, and that ended up taking so long… Then I had to come to the club.” 
“You had to come to the club?” Mathias asked, as I poured his drink.
“Yes. I had to come to the club I run.” I said.
“You’ve missed a night here for less.” Mathias said, taking a sip of his drink.
“I told you it wasn’t my intention.” 
“Except I know it most likely was.” Mathias said, his tone measured. I stared at my glass and swirled the drink inside. There was an eerie silence between us.
“So you think I didn’t want to be at your party? Something we spoke about at great lengths?” I asked.
“Did you?” He narrowed his eyes.
“Of course.”
“And somehow you still missed it.” Mathias muttered.
“Oh come on.”
“My first event in two years.” he said.
“I told you I had an accident, man.” I tried.
“And you had to come to the club.” Mathias chuckled and drank without looking at me.
“Are you saying that’s not important enough to miss part of your event?” I sat up straight.
“I’m saying,” he took a long pause and sighed. “I should have known it was going to be difficult for you to see me win.” He spoke softly. I tilted my head to the side, nostrils flared and brows furrowed. Did we step into a parallel universe where Mathias lost his mind?
“One small party and that’s you winning so much that I should be jealous?” I chuckled. Mathias’ face twitched.
“You wish it was small. The whole city is still talking about my event.” Mathias said, knowing fully well everyone was talking about me.
“If that’s true, why invite me?” I asked.
“I thought you could support your boy for once!” his voice became loud.
“I fucking did! I fucking support everything you do!” I was also raising my voice. Was he delusional? Did he forget I basically carried him for the last two years?
“You support me when you can get something out of it.” Mathias said, speaking calmly again. 
“What the fuck are you talking about?” I asked. 
“Forget it.”
“Seriously, you think I’ve fucking rented sound from only you the last two years because you’re the best person for the job? All the contracts I’ve passed on to you?” I laughed again. He stared at me, both eyes betraying his attempt at stoicism, his hand balled into a fist. 
“The thing is Anthony, you’ve done so much to me, I don’t even think you realise how fucked up you are.” he said, “Just know that your karma is coming.” 
“Why you acting like a bitch bro? What the fuck does that even mean?” I roared. He scoffed.
“You know what. I see you have a party here tonight. Let me not disturb you,” he said and got to his feet quickly. In a few seconds, he walked away and disappeared down the stairs.
“Whatever dude!” I called after him. He did not turn back.
After a few minutes I calmed down and headed back to work. The setup was mostly complete and our guests were due to arrive shortly. Over the next twenty minutes, I double checked that everything would be ready for the night.
A woman in a long green gown sauntered in through the entrance. The staff directed her to me and we shook hands. Mee Loide Hamutumwa was the Permanent Secretary to the Minister of Defense. Her husband, who would arrive shortly, was Taapopi Hamutumwa, an arms dealer with businesses in Abu Dhabi.
Tonight was their daughter's twenty-first birthday dinner. Though we’d never met in person, we exchanged many emails regarding Namibia’s socio-political and economic landscape. When I saw through social media her daughter’s birthday would be coming up, I offered them a deal they could not say no to.
“Mee Hamutumwa, welcome, welcome. How are you this evening?” I asked cheerfully. My argument with Mathias still lingered in my mind. 
Loide was portly and nearing 50. She was not the typical guest who came through our doors, but the depth of her pockets made up for her shortcomings.
“Good good Antonio. Nice to finally put a face to the name,” she shook my hand. I’d rather have been talking to her husband.
“It is. You know in this era, we spend so much time doing business virtually, we never get to have personal relationships.” I said.
“Indeed.” she responded as though she were not interested in the conversation. She had no idea how many people tried to clamour their way into my presence.
“So yes, this is what we came up with for your daughter.” I directed her to the transformed dance floor. 
“Gorgeous. Exactly how I wanted it.” she said as we approached the table. There were fourteen chairs around it and a large arrangement of multicoloured flowers.
Her eyes darted across the room and landed on the “HAPPY BIRTHDAY LAIMI” poster, which made her smile. 
“So we put these chairs here but, as I said on the phone, more can be added if necessary.” I said. 
“This will be fine for now,” she pulled her phone out and brushed me off. Clenching my jaw, I waved at the group of servers who were huddled by the bar, asking any one of them to come over. Bridget walked towards me.
“Ma’am, this lovely lady will take care of you through the night. We’ll get the music going and start opening the champagne from seven.” I said kindly. She nodded. As I walked away, I noticed Bridget roll her eyes at me. I couldn't care less what her problem was and headed for my office.
It did not take long for Laimi Hamutumwa and her guests to arrive. I spent most of the evening moving between the kitchen and the bar, barking out orders and periodically asking the birthday girl if everything was alright.
When the speeches were made and the food eaten, the music became louder and everyone started dancing. I stood and stared at the group of people who looked happy. Maybe that was what surrendering to life could provide for me. 
I was thinking of what I might say to Lola if I called her and asked her out, when a voice broke my concentration. Bridget was standing beside me.
“Hello??” she said, irritated. 
“What?” I asked, coming back to reality.
“The key for the storeroom, hello?” she said sharply. Her hand was held out in front of her.
“Hey hey, don’t give me a fucking attitude!” I shot back as I fumbled around in my pockets. She grabbed the keys from me.
“Yeah fuck you Antonio. Seriously. You’re so shit.” She said, walking away. I grabbed her by the wrist. 
“You’ve been in a real bad mood lately, you know that?” I said, gripping her tightly.
“Trust me, I’m fine,” she said, jerking her arm away from me.
“What do you want in the storerooms, huh? Is that where you meet up with your boyfriends?” I asked. She sneered at me as if I wasn’t her superior in all aspects of her pathetic life.
“You are so nasty! You are seriously gross! And so many of us know it. I hope God continues to give you what you deserve!”she was almost yelling, but the pounding music buried her voice. I looked down at her.
“Fuck you. Get out of my fucking face with that. So because I don't want you, you need to pray to God I fail?” I asked with a laugh.
“I don’t need to pray for anything! People like you ALWAYS get their karma.” she responded coolly. 
“What the fuck are you saying?” I snarked. 
“You reap what you sow, boss.” she said, and spun on her heels, the keys to the storeroom dangling from her back pocket.
“Hey don’t walk around with that mean face any more. Smile!” I taunted, but inside I was thinking of her words. Both of them mentioned karma. Were they cheering on Tila’s Ghost? 
The rest of the night went off without a hitch and Mr Hamtumwa shook my hand vigorously after everyone sang “Happy Birthday” for the second time.
When the venue was almost completely empty by 2am, and the waitresses were clearing out, Spider arrived.
I was in my office, scrolling through my contacts, wondering which of the women I could pick up on my way home. Where I once spent my weeks rotating through at least four women at a time, I was now bored with all my choices.
Spider came into the office and told me he was still reviewing the security footage from Friday. After some silence, he cleared his throat.
“Uhh, I thought I’d give you a heads up.”
“What about?” I asked, unsure if I could handle any more bad news.
“Looks like some of the girls have been approached by journalists who want insider information. Anything that might paint you as a woman hater.”
“And the girls know speaking to the media is a fireable offence right?” I barked.
“They do. So far we haven’t detected any weak spots, but some of them did raise some concerns.” he said. I looked up at him.
“What kind of concerns?” I asked.
“They want more reasonable hours, bonuses, and pay rises. The usual.”
“Are they threatening me?” I asked. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other.
“Well, it seems like it.” he said. “I think sooner or later they’ll be making some demands. What do you want to do?” he asked. I considered my options and pulled the usb flash from my pocket and handed it to him.
“Watch this video. Get Jimmy to track that ghost account down.” I said. This was the first step in bringing balance back into my life. The second involved me opening up in a way that was unfamiliar.
“I have to ask you something.” I said, eyeing the man I’d worked with for years.
“Sure thing.” he said.
“How much do you tell your wife about what we do?” 
“Of course nothing at all boss,” he said and I knew he was lying through his teeth. I smiled.
“Good.” 
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A few days later the most disgusting smell emanated from the cellar, as Gus cracked the door open. The remnants of Arthur’s short stay here were hard to eliminate when this entire place was airtight, and the wave of toxic fumes nearly brought us to our knees. Volmor, another of my men, was carrying a barely conscious woman in his arms. I wasn’t going to let them make any mistakes this time. 
The three of us stepped inside the small space and a loud thud on the ground signalled the arrival of a new gagged guest.
I kneeled down in front of her as Gus poured water on her face. She blinked several times then took in a long breath that turned into a coughing spell. I did not flinch. She looked up at me and I could tell she knew she was where she deserved to be.
“Sandra,” I said, calmly. “Just tell me where my money is and I’ll let you free.” I said. There was panic in her eyes, but I was not going to let that distract me. Arthur drew some sympathy out of me, and look how that turned out.
Sandra shifted, trying to free herself. I pulled the gag out of her mouth and she began whispering.
“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” she said, sobbing. The men beside me stood at attention, waiting for her to make a move, knowing her well enough to assume she was willing to take risks.
Where was all her remorse when she clocked out of work last month with the entire contents of two cash registers and never returned to duty? Where was her remorse when she was buying the designer shirt she was wearing?
This was not the right time for anybody to be messing with me. Things would be changing soon. Security was going to get tighter, I was going to be more strict and all those who opposed me would perish.
“Sandra.” I sighed deeply. Irritated that I was back here for the second time this month. “That’s a lot of money you took from me.”
“I don’t have it anymore,” she sobbed, “I’m sorry please.”
I looked at Volmor and he lifted her off the ground. I thought of Arthur who didn’t have to die, Mathias going completely radio silent on me, the rats in my kitchen and the empty spot in my bed; and I wondered if any of this was worth my time. I lifted my gun and pressed it to her forehead. Sometimes when I dreamt, I would see a hooded figure, lurking in the shadows, doing its best to corner me. The world was full of darkness, but I wasn’t going to lose to it.
My captive’s eyes made contact with mine for a split second before I pulled the trigger and sent a bullet through her skull. Her blood splattered against my plastic body suit and I could see it dripping down my goggles. I saw Volmor flinch and heard Gus take a deep breath, as Sandra’s limp body hit the floor again. 
I treated Gus and Volmor to lunch at Vibrant. We chose the table that afforded us the most privacy while speaking in hushed tones. If any of my staff or patrons were to look at us, they’d have no idea we just murdered a woman. 
“Gus, organise a cleaning of the cellar. Vol, get James and go to her new flat. Spider can send you the address. Rip up the couches if you have to. She didn’t deposit the money, so it’s somewhere around there. Make sure you are in and out tonight before her friends notice she’s missing. We’ll listen out for any police reports, though I doubt anyone will miss a lowlife druggie,” I said, as a waitress approached us. I ordered the steak, while both the others asked for the chicken stew. “From now on,” I continued, “no more bullshit. I believe something is happening, and till I find out what, there will be swift and harsh punishments for anyone who crosses me.” The boys nodded. I looked around the restaurant at the few patrons. Anyone of them could have been Tila’s Ghost. 
There was no way I could know how big this operation was. The tweets, the mice, the journalist, they had to be connected. Someone with a grudge against me was working to harm me, and I could not let that happen.
I could tell Volmor had something on his mind. Was it possible that even one of my men could be involved in something like this?
“If either of you would like to quit, now would be the best time,” I said softly. Neither of them stirred. My men knew exactly what happened to people who broke their arrangements with me. “Colin is gone now because he wasn’t focused.” I could tell they did not agree with this assessment. “If I can’t trust that you are ready for anything, then I don’t really need you.” I spoke softly, but they both understood me. 
I took a few phone calls and ate slowly, while they rushed through their meals, eager to get back to work. Every so often, a grateful patron would introduce themselves to me or Molly would update me about the maintenance man who was fixing the fridge’s coolant in the back of the kitchen.
By the afternoon I was inside my Vibrant office, editing the proposal for my new business. Charm Day Clinic was a beauty spa and luxury relaxation facility where the rich and famous of Namibia and Southern Africa would soon flock to. My loan approval brought me one step closer to securing its location in Eros, and with a bit more manoeuvring, I would be opening the doors by the beginning of the next year.
I tried calling Bridget to officially end things with her, but found that my number was blocked. I didn’t want her and Lola crossing paths again before I could make sure my secrets were safe.
I managed to get through to Kathryn Kloppers. She was the wife of the largest private beef farmer in the country, whom I slept with every few months. I told her I would be laying low for a while and that she should avoid calling my phone. This amused her.
In the evening, Spider came by with a brown folder in his hands. Inside it were still photos taken from our security cameras on the night the mice were galavanting in the kitchen and pantry.
“The only person we can’t identify is this person in the hoodie,” he said, pointing to a person dressed in all black, walking around the club with a backpack. In every frame they kept their face hidden from view.  I stared at them for long, unable to make out if they were a man or woman.
“What time did they arrive?”
“We think they changed inside the club. We combed through every video, but no one came through the door dressed like this.” 
“But how would they have gotten an entire backpack inside?” I was still clutching the photo and staring at it intently.
“That’s what we are trying to figure out.” he grunted.
“What about the staff? The waitresses? Did you go through that footage too? They come in with bags all the time, don’t they?” 
“They do sir, that would bring the list of possible suspects up from zero to fifteen,” he said as he pulled more photos from the folders. They showed girls in Iniquity uniforms walking into the club while the sun was still up. Each of them carried one or two bags, multiple pairs of shoes or oversized jackets in their arms.
There was no way to be certain which of them was the culprit. When I got to Bridget’s photo, she was clutching a large duffel bag tightly. Was she capable of something so deranged?
“I’ll look into it,” I said, when I realised Spider was watching me closely. “We’ll be enacting a stop and search at both clubs for now. No one enters or leaves without showing the contents of their bags.” Spider raised his eyebrows before nodding.
I stood in front of my car a while later, about to step in. I pulled my phone from my pocket and searched for Lola’s name and called her. After a few rings, she answered.
“Hi beautiful, Anthony here.” I said in my most charming voice.
“Anthony. Hi,” she said. I could tell she was smiling.
“I’d like to take you to dinner. Are you free tonight?” I asked. 
“Oh. This is a surprise.”
“Well, I thought maybe you’d want to grab a bite with me.” I said, wondering if she liked salmon.
“Tonight won’t work. I have plans.” she said and I had the urge to tell her to cancel them.
“Tomorrow?” I asked.
“Sounds good.”
“Lovely. I’ll send a car to pick you up, say 7?” I said. The thought of having a chauffeur always made women excited.
“Oh, you don’t have to do that,” she said quickly. “I can meet you at the restaurant.”
“Really? Do you want me to pick you up myself?”
“Oh, no, not at all. I just don’t mind, I swear. Where would you like us to have dinner?”
“Let’s do Bermuda.”
“Great, I’ll be there,” she said happily.
“Alright, see you then,” I said, and she hung up. As I opened my car door, something in my periphery caught my eye. I could have sworn I saw someone quickly ducking behind a car a few metres away from me. I stared at that spot and crouched down to see if they were laying low. There was nobody. I looked over both my shoulders and listened carefully for footsteps. Was I losing my mind? 
I sat down in my car, reached over for a water bottle in the back seat, took three gulps and put on my seatbelt. Facing forward, I put my hands together, closed my eyes and bowed my head.
“Lord, bring my enemies to me on their knees. May they bleed and weep and beg me for mercy. Amen.”
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I was already waiting for Lola at Bermuda Bar when she walked through the door the following evening in a dark green silk dress that hugged her figure. Her braids were piled on top of her head messily and her only jewellery was a pair of small pearl earrings.
We hugged like old friends and I kissed her on the cheek. The tension was palpable.
“Hi,” she said, smiling, and I imagined all the ways in which I could devour her. We sat down in the dimly lit restaurant. I ordered a Merlot for both of us, and insisted that she try the roasted quail.
I noticed that she was slightly more reserved than the night we met. Perhaps a few glasses of the finest wine she could ever dream of having, would loosen her up.
“This time, please don’t spill any drinks on me,” I said, as the waiter filled our glasses for the second time. She laughed, and I tried to imitate her. “Also, if you don’t mind, just tag Gero in any photos you took in the dress. He’d be excited to see someone take it for a spin,” I said.
“I don’t use social media. I didn’t even take any pictures in it.” she said. I looked at her curiously. A woman without social media was uncommon in this attention starved city.
“Why is that?” I asked. She was like a delicate flower I wanted to pluck from the ground and hide in my private garden.
“I guess,” she said, taking a bite of her food. “I’m not really on my phone very much. I don’t care what’s happening in the world. I have enough to worry about.”
“You are a rare breed. Not many like you in this city. I try to keep a low profile, but my work forces me to be online,” I said.
“Yeah, you said you run a club right? What is it called?” she asked.
“You really don’t know who I am?” I narrowed my eyes on her.
“Are you gonna be super offended if I say I don’t?” 
“Wow, I must really be insignificant. Have you been living under a rock?” I joked.
“No. Just outside the country. I’ve had a crazy few years.” she said, her voice cracking as if she were to burst into tears at any moment.
“Oh, you weren’t in Namibia?” I asked. 
“I was in the UK. I got back 6 weeks ago. Is there something about you I should know?” she smirked. Someone new to the city who didn’t know who I was? I wanted to do a backflip on the spot.
“I own a popular nightclub. As you can imagine, a lot of people know me.” I said. 
She seemed impressed by this. Getting her into bed was turning out to be a lot more simple than I imagined.
“Ohhh, I’m with a celebrity.” she said and laughed again. How was she filled with so much joy?
“People talk about me,” I said, nodding.
“And what do they say?” she asked with her wine glass in her hands.
“Well, these days they’re claiming I’m a misogynist,” I said. The word came out of my mouth reluctantly.
“Are you?” she asked. My neck became warm and I shifted in my seat. I wanted to smack her across the table.
“I come from a poor background. I worked my ass off to be where I am. A lot of people still don’t think I deserve what I have.” I smiled. She eyed me like she didn’t believe me.
The rest of our evening was surprisingly unlike any I’d had in a long time. We spoke about Namibian politics, the war in Syria, our favourite dog breeds and places we traveled to. I mentioned Nice, Abu Dhabi and Rome. She spoke of her time in London, Peru and Monte Carlo. She was fascinating and unpredictable, and so similar to me in many ways.
Just like me, she had no family left. She was an only child and her father had been dead 6 years, which was why she left the country. While finding herself abroad, working as a waitress and a dancer and a nanny, she got news that her mother perished as well.
I wanted to tell her I never knew my dad, but I didn’t. I let her do most of the talking and sharing. I just nodded my head and gave a sympathetic look when I thought she might expect one. I did not let her know I had two brothers who lived in the north of the country who did not speak to me. I did not tell her how relieved I was when my mother died.
“They never found her killer,” I shared.
“I’m really sorry,” she responded, placing her hand over mine and looking at me deep in my eyes. Throughout the conversation, she asked me specifically how I felt about particular things. Did she see me as someone capable of being this candid?
I avoided observing her for too long, and instead looked at her peach nails or her rosy lips.
With enthusiasm, I spoke about how hard I worked, how philanthropic I was and how long I’d dreamt of giving back to the community I grew up in. I was grateful when she didn’t ask what I’d done so far.
When the dessert arrived, she rubbed her stomach to show she was full, but then quickly picked up her spoon with glee.
“I love chocolate mousse,” she whispered.
“Careful now, too much of this stuff I won’t be able to give you any more cute dresses,” I said as I tasted the confectionery. She paused and stared at me. I wondered if she would get angry or start sobbing. Instead she smiled. 
“Funny. So how was the rest of the party?” She changed the subject quickly.
“At Splendour?”
“Yeah. I'm guessing you had fun without me,” she said.
“I didn’t go back. I thought it would be weird if I returned in a second outfit.” I said.
“Well, I’m sure you didn’t miss out on much.”
“I guess. But now the organiser thinks I skipped out on it entirely,” I said, clenching my jaw.
“Why?”
“He’s my best friend. But we didn’t get to speak, and then I bumped into you. Then I went home.”
“I ruined your night,” she said after a moment of silence.
“He’s grown. He should understand that shit happens.”
“He’s that pissed?” she asked.
“He’s more sensitive and emotional than I am. He ran a cafe that burnt down two years ago, and this party was his chance to build everything up again.”
“Well, if he can’t accept that you had an accident, then is he really a friend?”
“Other people aren’t like you and I. They don’t get what it's like to have no one but yourself. He grew up rich, with two parents, and he thinks my world should revolve around supporting him.” I said. She nodded slowly.
“Well, I am sorry.” she said and held my hand again. I felt a jolt of electricity shoot down my spine and my pants felt tight.
“We should get out of here. Would you like a drink at mine?” I asked, flagging the waiter down and motioning the ‘bill’ signal with my hands.
“That would be nice. But I think it’s a bad idea.” she said. I could feel my heart rate increasing. Was she going to string me along forever?
“Of course,” I said as the bill was placed down in front of me. We had the last of our drinks and then walked into the parking lot. I offered to drive her home, but she politely declined. While we waited for a cab to arrive, she stared up at the sky.
I held her hand and pulled her towards me. Neither of us broke eye contact as we inched closer to each other till our faces were almost touching.
I could smell Lola’s sweet perfume. I pressed my lips softly against hers and she closed her eyes. I traced my tongue across her mouth and nibbled softly on her flesh. I could feel my spine relaxing and my fingers going numb as we kissed slowly. Just a few seconds went by before we separated, but it was as if a lifetime passed between us. She smiled at me.
“Does this mean you’d be open to getting to know me?” I asked. A woman like her on my arm would be sure to turn heads my way.
“I would be.” 
“If you’re good, maybe I’ll show you a few nice things, make you my girl.” I said. She smiled but I couldn’t tell if she was excited or not.
“And if you’re good,” she said as her taxi pulled up in front of us, “I might give you a chance.”
The cab drove off, and I watched it till I couldn’t see it any more. Lola was sweet, but she was naive. If romance was what she wanted, then that is what she would get, but it wouldn’t be long before I had her eating out of the palm of my hands.
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Balancing my many professional responsibilities was not easy, but I made it work. By 10 the next morning I met with my business partners at a sports field in Olympia. In six weeks there would be our annual all white party called Devil’s Playground and we were standing in the parking lot mapping out the logistics.
The four people were Zuki Fraser, a tall, pale woman with blonde hair and a hooked nose; Tasha Erastus a caramel skinned woman with narrow eyes and wide smile; Max Shapwa, a short, skinny and bespectacled man and John Mungunda, who was basically the size of a fridge. This was our third time pooling resources to execute a massive event that drew in Namibians from all walks of life.
Once we were satisfied, Max pulled me to the side. I could see the top of his balding head as he escorted me away. When we were alone, he asked if the rumours about me on social media would affect our advertising.
It took everything in me not to punch his thin face. I smiled and reassured him that all would soon be cleared up.
Not long after that, I had to take a call with Arcane Vodka, the second largest alcohol distributor in Namibia. Although I had a close relationship with their main rival, I thought it was time for us to become better acquainted.
“Tony, hi, thanks for taking the time.” Suzette Fosterman, their Sales Executive said on the other end of the line. I was sitting in my car and eyeing my reflection in the mirror. I looked tired. 
“Of course, Suze. You know I’ve been wanting to work with you guys for a long time,” I said.
“Well, we do know you have had several deals with Ceev-” she said before I cut her off.
“It’s been a fruitful partnership, but I’m definitely looking to expand. We ran a few successful campaigns and I think something similar can transfer over to your brand.” I said quickly.
“Sounds lovely. When will you be ready to talk figures?”
“I can have my accountant summarise everything and send it over. But let me tell you this, we pulled in just over a million for Ceever each year of our deal and from next year I am looking to double that.” I said. I could hear Suzette salivating.
“That’s gorgeous!” she squealed.
“It is. Now, you know this will only be possible with a 5% drop in cost price and a 5 year minimum contract. Does that seem fair?”
“Well, five years sure is long. Obviously we’d want to have a probationary period.” her tone changed slightly.
“The figures speak for themselves. If I stick with Ceever, I’ll be giving them the same deal, maybe something even better. No other clubs in Windhoek can offer this.” I said.
“Well it is something to consider.” She said, sounding pensive.
“Yes, do that. We’ll talk again,” I said and hung up. 
When I checked my phone, Daniel sent screenshots from SowLite. This morning someone said my club was “a den for abusers”.
In a text he told me not to worry because people would soon get bored of this topic, but that maybe releasing a statement would help. I ignored his suggestion because that was an absurd idea and I expected him to know better.
By lunch I was pulling into Iniquity’s parking lot so I could get some speakers from the storeroom. I was renting them out for a week-long bazaar, and one of my men was going to drop them off. 
Mathias and I were working this contract together; something we agreed to weeks before our fallout. Once the equipment was loaded in Tenand’s bakkie and I was back in my own car, I sent him a text.
· Speakers on the way.
He responded more quickly than I anticipated.
· Okay.
I stared at my phone. He refused to speak to me, but was perfectly content earning money through clients that I connected him to. What a pussy.   
I spent the afternoon searching for Lola on the internet again, but it was as if she did not exist. No lame memes on Facebook, no food photos on Sowlite, no resume on BizLink, no high school results, nothing. It was impressive how little she cared about online validation. I wondered what her impression of me was. How difficult was it going to be to convince her I had good intentions?
Her not knowing who I was proved to be as much a curse as it was a blessing. On one hand she still was not privy to Windhoek gossip - something I planned to maintain - but on the other, she did not appreciate just how coveted I was.
Greedy women who would do anything to get their clutches on my money and my cars were a lot easier to predict, and usually I knew how to get what I wanted out of them. Lola was harder to read.
When I got to the club, all the bouncers were huddled around Spider and speaking in hushed tones. I sat down at one of the tables and opened my laptop. Laurrita walked over and placed October’s sales report down in front of me.
“Thanks,” I said without looking up at her. “Have Lorenzo pull all the Ceever sales figures since the start of contract and summarise them into a report. Both Iniquity’s and Vibrant’s, and the festivals we did in that time.”
“Sure,” she said and she walked away. 
There was a woman at a table not far from mine who kept making eye contact with me and smiling. She had long black hair, dark brown skin that looked like silk and a green dress on.
Lola did not understand how lucky she was to even be an option. I smiled back at the woman and continued working, till Spider was free and he joined me.
“All the staff have been clean so far, but we’ll be continuing the searches indefinitely,” he said.
“Good.” I said. 
“We managed to retrieve some of the cash from Sandra’s home. We have one of the men tailing her cousin to see if she’ll lead us to the rest of it. They haven’t reported her missing yet, but we think they’ve started wondering where she is.” he said. I considered his words briefly.
“Get the cash to Laurie. Keep following the cousin. See what she’s spending on.” I said.
“Sure boss. Last thing, Jimmy said he’ll look into it and get back to us.” he said, and I looked up at him. 
“What did he say about the tape?” I asked eagerly.
“He wants to see it.”
“Tell him he and his whole family will see it if he doesn’t cooperate.”
“Sure.” he said with a nod. At that moment, a chill went down my spine.
I looked over my shoulder as if expecting to find someone spying on me from the shadows, but there was no one. Spider and I were sitting in the centre of the court yard, surrounded by sparsely populated tables and busy waitresses. There was music blaring from the speakers and everyone seemed to be minding their own business.
“You okay?” he asked softly. It was like he could sense my fear.
“What the fuck does that mean?” I responded. My voice was more shrill than I’d have liked.
“I’m just asking-” he stammered.
“Does it look like something’s wrong with me?” I asked him.
“No sir,” he said. The woman in pink made eye contact with me again and I sneered at her unintentionally. My nostrils were flared and my fists clenched, but the tension was quickly broken by the arrival of Maya, one of our waitresses. 
She stood in front of us with her arms crossed.
“Sir, will we be open tonight?” She asked.
“We’re open right now. Do you think we will close early?” I spoke while still looking at my laptop.
“Well, I don’t think we’ll have many people,” she said, holding her phone out to me. I took it from her and looked at the screen. Another post from the mysterious Tila’s Ghost.
· Today we stand up for women across Namibia. We say NO MORE to the abuse. If you care about this cause and protecting those who can’t speak up for themselves, then join me in publicly shunning and shaming Antonio Belo and his disgusting clubs, till he tells us WHAT HAPPENED TO TONY’S BARBIES. Let’s create a safe world for women. Let’s #BOYCOTTINIQUITY.
Attached to the text was an image of me with the words ‘This Criminal Abuses Women. Boycott Iniquity Today” stamped across it in large red letters. I felt the blood rush from my face and I was acutely aware that all of my employees, including Spider, were watching me intently. 
I took a deep breath and paused.
“This has been happening for weeks. It’s business as usual. Get back to work,” I said as calmly as possible.
“But if people-”
“Get back to work!” I blared and she scurried off. Spider still gave me a long hard look.
“It must be that journalist. Whatever happened to her?” I asked.
“She stopped working there once we made contact.”
“Find out where she is now. Get her address. If she’s playing with fire, maybe it’s time she gets seriously burned,” I said.
“I’ll have the boys on it. You want her brought to the cellar?” he asked. I groaned at the thought.
“Maybe she can have a little accident.” I suggested.
“You really think now is the time to add a dead journo to the mix? Someone could connect the dots.” he said.
“Well, the alternative is that we continue to let her fuck with me.” I said and I could feel the vein in my temple throb.
“We can pay her a visit. Ask a few questions. This must be connected.”
“Do that,” I said, and my attention was back on my screen. Spider saw that as his cue to leave and I let out a sigh of relief. 
I wondered what Lola was doing and if she would be able to lift my spirits. I wanted to call her and ask to see her, but I didn’t want to give her the impression I needed her around. How long would it be before she wanted to see me again?
By that night, people were drinking their savings away and dancing like they had no worries. Fridays were normally a very busy day for us, but the crowd was sparse.
A part of me could sense that my patrons were staring at me a lot longer than normal, so I did my best to stay in the kitchen or behind the bar.
At midnight, Peter Shameel, an investment banker by day and coke fiend by night, walked through our doors with two women in short dresses on his arm. We escorted him to the VIP area and promptly organised a few bottles of champagne for his table. When he was liquored up, he asked me to sit with him and told me about a pool party he was throwing in the next few weeks.
“I want bitches everywhere dude.” he said at 45 years old. The music was so loud that he had to lean in very close to me and I could smell the cheap cologne he thought made him seem distinguished.
“How many are we talking?” I asked.
“How many can you arrange? 15? 20?” he asked as the girl next to him helped herself to another drink. She didn’t look much older than sixteen.
“I can do that. But you know the rules.” I said.
“Yes, we’ll behave, I promise. Get me girls who know how to have fun, man. And no fatties, no giraffes, no grannies.” He said. I laughed, knowing he considered women nearly half his age to be too old for him.
“There’s some heat. I’m sure you’ve seen what’s happening on social media.”
“Ag, that’s nothing for the Antonio Belo, come on! You remember Nakale’s birthday last year? The girl who almost died and wanted to sue us all? She’s perfectly happy today and forgot all about it. Give it some time and the people will get bored.”
“Sure,” I said. I smiled a little, realising that maybe things would not be so bad after all.
“So call me when you have the girls and let me know the fee.” 
“I can do that,” I said, and we clinked our glasses together. 
We ended up closing early because there were so few people still hanging around at 2am.
Lauritta assured me that it was just a normal slow night, but I could see in her eyes that she too thought we were going down the toilet, thanks to a pesky account on social media.
Were people really dense enough to let online gossip sway their opinions and dictate the places they frequented? Was it just a coincidence that on the day a boycott of my clubs was proposed, we suddenly had a drop in the number of people walking through our doors?
While I lay in my bed that night, the music still ringing in the back of my mind, I strained my brain trying to think of who could be plotting against me and how I would stop them. Was this someone I’d disagreed with in the past or a person unrelated to me at all?
It took me a while, but I eventually fell asleep. In my dreams I was in an endless pool of water floating peacefully. In the distance I saw a grey storm cloud approaching, but instead of being scared I knew I would be alright. The water stirred and the clouds grew nearer, but still I was relaxed.
At the last moment, as little droplets began to fall all around me, a hand reached out to me and pulled me out of the water. I looked up and found myself staring into Lola’s eyes.
“I got you,” she said as she gently patted me dry.
“I know,” I said and smiled. 
#
On Monday morning, I worked out for an hour before I was out of the house and on my way to my first meeting of the day with Daniel. He conducted business in a small, dingy office at the mall.
When I sat down opposite him, I pulled out my phone and sent Lola a text.
· Can I see you today?
It was simple, yet earnest and wholesome. I knew there was no way she would be able to resist.
My publicist and I discussed the ongoing beating I was enduring online. 
“What about the girls that work there?” he asked. I could smell the cigarettes on his breath. It was disgusting.
“What about them?”
“What do they think of the allegations? Surely they wouldn’t work with you if you were some sort of creep,” he said, and I thought about how Bridget had been avoiding me in the last few days.
“They’re not allowed to speak to anyone, so it doesn’t matter what they think.” I said. 
“No, I mean, maybe we can use them. What if we put out a statement with the girls? They could say they guarantee the club is safe.” he said. I considered his words for a few moments. Daniel continued speaking. “Maybe we do a whole social media campaign, have them say all the staff has done some reeducation or some shit and urge people to keep coming through your doors.”
“You want me to grovel like I’m desperate?”
“This is public relations, not grovelling.” Daniel said. I got to my feet.
“From my vantage point, those are the same things. I’ll speak to the girls and see who would be best for the role. Someone with a good social media following, someone who looks good on camera.”
“Ah yes, you are the expert on that.” He said as I stood by the door.
“Careful now or I won’t need you anymore,” I said and smirked. He laughed awkwardly and I exited the room.
After that I met with a possible investor for my spa, picked up a bracelet at Grove Mall for Lola, got a haircut at my barber and headed to the city centre to pick her up.
I waited for her in the Town Square parking lot, and was pleasantly surprised to see her in a long orange Summer dress. She stepped into my car cheerfully and kissed me on the cheek.
As much as I tried not to be, I often found myself confused by Lola’s behaviour. Even if she didn’t know how lucky she was to have grabbed my attention, the life I lived should have tipped her off to just how wealthy I was, but she seemed unfazed.
If my cars or the art on my walls or my expensive cologne were not things she was interested in, then what could she see in me?
I put a lot of effort into being someone better, but the harsh words my mother uttered to me almost daily in my childhood were on a loop in my mind. She told me I was unlovable, that something was wrong with me, that I was a monster. I spent so many years running away from those labels, but maybe I had no reason to. Maybe I was the person Lola saw, the person who made her eyes light up with genuine excitement, someone who could be good.
My schedule was too tight to sit down with her, but she was willing to join me on a work excursion. While I made payments to my cocaine supplier, she sat in the car, oblivious of my actions, and listened to Britney Spears. At the bank she was impressed by how the staff treated me. Without an appointment, and without permission from anybody, I walked past the lobby and through a large brown door to the back offices where my broker Carlos Attie sat. Everyone quickly straightened up when they saw me and offered my companion a coffee and a magazine. In Katutura we shared a helping of kapana as a few boys washed my car.
We spoke about a range of topics throughout the day, and she told me about a few business ideas she wanted to pursue. I gave her a bit of my own advice and told her I would support her in any way that I could, because I knew that was what women liked to hear.
“You’re nice. I hardly meet nice people,” she said to me with a smile while we sat inside a shebeen, both holding a cold beer.
“No one’s ever said that before.”
“Well, maybe I’m lucky,” she said. I smiled, though I tried hard not to.
“You’re easy to talk to,” I said, leaning forward.
“I’m glad.”
A while later, she cleared her throat and brought up Tila’s ghost. I groaned.
“So… I see things have been getting worse online…” She said softly. Time stood still and I could feel the temperature of the air around me rising. I laughed a little.
“I thought you weren't on social media?” I said, trying my best to sound unbothered.
“I’m not, but the ladies at the salon were talking about it. Apparently everyone in Windhoek thinks you treat women like shit.” She said with a straight face. I studied her expression to gauge what she wanted me to say next.
“Do you think that is true?” I asked.
“I’m struggling to see it. You can probably be an asshole, but I can tell you’re a good person. I’m not wrong about that,” she said. I stared at her for a full ten seconds.
“I told you, in my line of work, this is normal. I’m in the public eye, I make a lot of money and I have rivals. This social media thing is all smoke and no flame, and when this account eventually proves they have nothing on me, everyone will see the truth. I’m not too worried about that.” I said in one breath.
She looked at me like she was trying to see inside my soul and I could not tell if she believed me or not.
“I could never live such a public life,” she eventually uttered. I breathed a sigh of relief and thanked God she was gullible.
“Can I ask you something? Why don’t you dance anymore?” I asked, eager to change the subject. She thought about her answer for a second before speaking.
“I guess I’m still figuring things out now that I’m back, you know?”
“Would you want to again?” I asked.
“Maybe. A few times. Sometimes I’m not sure if I’m allowed to be happy when my mom just died,” she was speaking softly again.
“I understand that.”
“It’s nice talking to you. It really is,” she said as a boy of about 18 walked over to me with my keys in hand. 
Lola and I climbed into  my car. I offered to drop her off where she lived, but she had a doctor's appointment in Soweto.
I drove to Vibrant and sat in my office with a glass of whiskey. Picking up my phone, I dialled Sergeant Fabiolo’s number and listened to it ring three times before he picked up.
“Belo, afternoon. You good?” he said, sounding cheery. He and I had a relationship solely so we could benefit from each other’s line of work. I often counted on him to lose a few dockets, misplace some evidence and overlook my involvement in any crime.
“Not so much boss. I heard a rumour Michelle’s Kitchen has been keeping her doors open past two. I don’t think her liquor licence allows for that. Does it?” I said. 
“Mmm. You heard a rumour, you say?”
“I’m just a concerned citizen, sergeant. Maybe the boys can pay her a friendly visit.” I said. He laughed a little.
“We can look into it. And while we are helping each other out. You know we confiscated a whole truckload of dagga. We’ll be burning it for the cameras. You know, mos, how that goes. But obviously I want to move some of it. I can give you a good price,” he blurted out. It was my turn to chuckle.
“Spider will come by in the morning and he can see if it’s good stuff,” I said reluctantly.
“Ahh, are you doubting me Belo?” he asked.
“Never. We’ll call you in the morning,” I said.
“Shap boss,” he responded and hung up.
When I got to Iniquity, the night was in full swing and half the courtyard was filled with tipsy patrons. As soon as she saw me, Lauritta made a beeline for me as I walked towards my office.
“The girls toilets are backed up.” she said. Walking alongside me.
“What?” I asked, stopping dead in my tracks.
“Something is blocking all three.” I jerked my head in the direction of the toilets and noticed one of the bouncers, Lee, directing people out of it. 
“It’s a shit show,” she said. “No pun intended.” 
I walked over to where the problem was. Carly, one of my waitresses, and Gus had also joined the discussion and they were talking over each other while a few guests stared at the commotion.
“We just have to call someone,” said one voice.
“No one will come this time of the night,” said another.
“Maybe we close the club,” came a third. 
“We won’t do that,” I said and they all stopped speaking. “How bad is it?”
Lee directed me inside the small bathroom. There were three stalls opposite a large mirror adorned with vanity lights. A woman looked at her reflection and paid us no mind. All of the toilet pots were either filled nearly to the brim or already overflowing.
“It must have gotten worse the more people flushed.” Lauritta said.
“Why didn’t you call me?” I asked.
“Lee just noticed it moments before you arrived.”
I said nothing for a few seconds then pulled car keys out of my pocket. 
“Get the big bunch of keys in my car. We’ll open the upstairs bathrooms,” I said. Gus took them and wandered off. The woman in the bathroom walked out and when someone else tried to enter, we directed her away.
“Shut down the bathrooms and get the DJ to direct the ladies upstairs.” I said to Lauritta and she left too as Lee shut the door. When Gus returned, he was empty handed. 
“There’s nothing in the car, sir,” he said. There was fear in his eyes as he spoke. I grabbed the keys from him and crossed the courtyard. I was inside my car moments later, searching every corner of it.
I last saw them in the cup holder before I went into the bank, right. Then what? Or did I leave them at home? I left my car and went back inside the club and spoke to the guys.
“Okay, new plan. We’ll direct the ladies to the bathroom in my office and have a waitress escort them so they do not look at or touch anything they aren’t supposed to.” I said. Gus and Lee nodded and left me by myself.
The noise of the club was starting to hurt my head. 
I looked around at all the people ignorantly enjoying themselves while I was running from crisis to crisis. Everyone told me only the first few years of business would be hard, but what I was experiencing was beyond normal. Was I bad luck? Was there someone somewhere out there fucking with my voodoo doll for fun?
I sat upstairs with a cold drink and my phone in my hand for the rest of the night. On the bright side, people on Sowlite were no longer writing paragraphs about me. The cesspool that was social media was trying its best to topple me, but it would not succeed. They gossiped about the upcoming regional elections, local artist Ou Boeta’s latest music video, the arrest of property boss Kaledon Hashali for drug trafficking and Namutenya’s latest poolside photoshoot.
I took a screenshot of one of the posts talking positively about my friend’s body and sent it to her.
· You’re driving the boys crazy;) 
I waited for a response, but there was none. Namutenya could sometimes be hard to reach. For all I knew she was on a beach somewhere in Europe or Asia with a nose full of white powder, a cold drink and a 23 year old boy rubbing sunscreen on her back.
I scrolled to my conversation with Lola and looked at the few messages we exchanged. She didn’t text very much and phone calls were usually kept short. 
How was I going to get her to submit if I still couldn’t figure out what she wanted? I wondered what she would do anything for and, more importantly, how I could use it to my advantage.Then everything would fall into place. 
There was a plumber at Iniquity early the next morning. While he worked, I had breakfast in the courtyard, with twice the usual amount of pork sausages. My phone rang shortly after 9AM and Vilho Pombili, a regular at the club, called me.
“Belo, what’s up?” he asked. I leaned back in my chair for what would no doubt be an interesting conversation.
“All good. How’s it?” I asked.
“Can’t complain. Can’t complain, my boy.” he said, in his forced American accent. “I have a huge stack I want to change. Kan ons iets maak?” 
“How huge are we talking?” I asked about the money he wanted to funnel through my club.
“At least half a mil. And ten percent to you.” He said.
“That would take at least two weeks.” I said.
“That’s fine. You know we have the Charity Soccer cup running again…”
“Yes, we can return it as donations.” I spoke calmly.
“Of course, yes! This is why we love doing business with you. Monangwe will be happy!”
“I’m glad. You can do a drop off tomorrow afternoon. Large or small bills?” I asked.
“Mostly small, it’s from our Okuryangava tuckshops.”
“Great. Spider will have everything counted.”
“Excellent,” he said. I wondered if he, too, cared about the  rumours circulating about me online, but didn’t ask him.
“Okay Vilho, thanks,” I said, instead.
“Shap boss,” he retorted and hung up.
I spent the next half hour scrolling through Sowlite, trying to find any posts about me having a club with disgusting, clogged toilets, but couldn’t find even one. No one even mentioned the fiasco with the rats, so maybe things would work out.
I badly wanted to text Lola, to ask her what she was doing and if I could see her, but I resisted. Why wasn’t she seeking me out more frequently? Why was she able to go long periods of time without speaking to me? Who else was keeping her mind and thoughts occupied?
I opened Martin Shali’s Instagram account again. He spent the morning at an upmarket cafe. I wondered if she joined him.
The plumber finally told me what had clogged all three of the girls toilets and if I wasn’t already sitting down, I might’ve urgently needed a chair to process his words.
All the pipes needed to be replaced and it would take all day, meaning the club would need to remain closed. Not something I was a big fan of. It was a growing trend, and something I could never imagine happening even a month prior.
Things were coming into clearer focus for me. There was a dark cloud ascending over Windhoek, and somebody in my inner circle, somebody close enough to me to know how I think and reason and operate, was trying to initiate a game of cat and mouse. 
They didn’t possibly think they could beat me with these childish tactics, did they? Were they really prepared to go toe toe with the devil himself?
Spider arrived at the club an hour later and I told him what the plumber said while we assessed the chairs in the courtyard. 
“They’re these tiny beads. Kids play with them.” I said. Spider was lifting the chairs and wobbling each leg, while I took note of their condition on a sheet of paper. He looked at me with a confused expression on his face. “They look like marbles.” I continued, bending my fingers to illustrate the coin-like shape and size of the objects.
“So someone flushed enough of them to clog the toilets?” Spider lifted another chair.
“That’s the thing, when you put them in water, they suck all the moisture in and grow. Kids like them, they're soft like jelly.” I explained. The thought that someone did this to me intentionally made my stomach turn.
“How big do they get?” he asked with raised brows.
“Huge, as long as their water, they’ll grow.” I said. My head was spinning and I felt drunk. I finally understood what was happening to me, but I couldn’t figure out why anyone would target me.
“That’s diabolical,” Spider said.
“Quite. I’m gonna need you to comb through the camera footage again. Everything between the night before, till I arrived at the club,” I said.
“Sure,” he responded.
“And pay special attention to Bridget’s movements,” I said, and he jerked his head to look at me.
“You really think she would do something like this?”
“I’m not taking the chance she wouldn’t.” I said. Thinking of all the ways I could stop her breathing.
“You know, maybe you need to question your new broad. Didn’t all this start when you met her?” he asked, coming to Bridget’s defence. I always forgot that the two of them were friends.
“I’ve thought about that,” I lied. “But the timelines don’t fit. Someone who is here at the club regularly, is doing something to fuck with me. One of the girls for sure.”
“Well, you know, I always say be wary of a friendly stranger,” he said. 
I got the feeling he didn’t believe someone would want to be around me without ulterior motives. Spider had been hardened by years as a soldier for the Namibian army. He wouldn’t understand what to do with someone as genuine and delicate as Lola. But I did not blame him for being a sceptic. Where he was from, uncultured hoodrats like Bridget were all one could hope for.
Even his wife was not much to write home about. When he moved over into owning a private security firm fifteen years ago, a bad day at work got him into some trouble and he went underground for a while. She sheltered him, took care of him and helped him start over. That made her useful of course, but the fact that she had no beauty or grace was a testament to Spider’s lack of taste in what mattered.
“You focus on what I tell you to focus on,” I said after a few moments of silence and he picked up the next chair.
“Yes sir,” he said obediently. 
“Tomorrow Vilho will drop some cash for washing. You’ll tally it up and get it in the safe.” I said as he looked at the last chair. His shoulders were slouched and it was as if he were annoyed with my presence. I continued speaking anyway. “And we’ve met for the festival. Tasha’s assistant will send over the design of the entire layout and we can start planning from our side.”
“Sure sir,” he said and again, he did not meet my eyes. I looked at him for a few moments and said nothing.
It took a few days for Daniel to put Iniquity’s new social media campaign out. To show we cared about women’s safety, but in a way that was not an admission of guilt, we released three short videos.
The first was Namutenya’s. I told her she did not have a choice as someone with close to a million Sowlite followers.
Iyaloo Hamunyela, a young actress who spent half her time in Johannesburg, was second. I didn’t mention it, but she knew I still had the tape we filmed together one drunk and naked night. 
The last one had both Lauritta and Molly in it, with large smiles plastered across their faces.
All said the same thing in different ways. They affirmed that all our locations were safe for women, that we were taking all precautions to investigate any incidents and that there were real victims out there who needed assistance and attention. 
We then provided resources for anyone who needed help and pledged 10% of club sales for the next month to charities that aided women and children.
I was at the club  on Thursday evening, and the waitresses were huddled around each other, watching the videos and gossipping. I told them to share them as far and wide as possible if they wanted their jobs to continue existing, and they agreed to.
Bridget did not make eye contact with me. It had been a while since we spoke because she avoided me at the club and still had my number blocked. Was she keeping her distance so that I couldn’t read her emotions as I often easily did? 
Before we opened, Lauritta informed me Mathias tested the speakers and replaced the frayed wiring at the DJ booth earlier. I tried hard not to grimace.
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The next night I met with Lola at the Windhoek Theatre. She wore a long, black silk dress, her braids framed her face and her lips were pink and glossy. We saw a ballet recital of The Nutcracker from a private booth that served Champagne and Caesar Salad, and she sang along to the songs she knew. I did not care much for fairytales, but I thought the experience might encourage her to lower her guard. She did not seem to be out of her element and I wondered if maybe she came from a rich family.
Afterwards, we drank at Supernova. She thanked me for “healing” her inner child and I wished I could do the same for the scared little boy that lurked in my subconscious.
“Are you okay?” she asked, sensing my wandering mind.
“Yeah, just thinking about work. Mathias was at the club yesterday.” I said.
“And you guys have reconciled?” She asked. Unlike the rest of the rotten world, Lola had a wide-eyed innocence about her, like she truly believed everything always worked out in the end. I hoped being close to her would transfer some of that optimism to me.
“I’m starting to think we might never.” I said.
“Why’s that?” she asked, peering over glass. We were on the rooftop of an exclusive lounge and the stars were twinkling in the Namibian night sky.
“Things always get weird between us, and we never really solve anything,” I said.
“In what way?” She asked. I laughed a little.
“He says I’m jealous of him.”
“Are you?” she asked. My eyes widened.
“Of course not. When I opened Vibrant, he managed my bar.” I said, trying not to sound defensive. “We’ve tried doing other things together, but we can never agree on what will work.”
“And are you nice to him when you can’t agree?” She was teasing me.
“The last time we hosted an event together, I told him his ideas were idiotic and would take him nowhere.” I admitted. Her eyebrows shot up.
“And then?”
“The pandemic came along and our event was cancelled and we didn’t speak about it. Two years later he opened the cafe and I helped with the logistics”
“That was big of you.” she said.
“Yeah. But things have been weird since. Sometimes I get the feeling he’s the jealous one.”
“You think so?” she asked.
“Mathias’ problem is that he thinks I should carry him with me to success. But he’s not ready to do what I do to make it happen.”
“And what do you do?”
“I take risks.”
“But what’s stopping him from cutting ties with you if he feels that way?” she said.
“Networking is not his strong suit. He needs me. Just a few days before his party, he begged me to put in a good word for him at Ceever. He thinks it’s that easy.”
“It isn’t?”
“I’m not jeopardising my biggest client for him. He’s had plenty opportunities to prove rich kids are as talented as the rest of us,” I eyed her expression to see if she would feel personally slighted by this statement, but she didn't flinch. “If he can’t get anywhere without me spoon feeding him, then maybe he should stick to organising soup kitchens and leave this to us with balls,” I said. She nodded but she seemed unconvinced. Had I fucked up by revealing how callous I was? Was this going to be the thing that put her off me?
“I have a younger sister. She just can’t seem to figure life out. I try to help her, but sometimes I think she loves suffering,” she said, looking down at her drink. I placed my hand over hers.
“We can’t save everybody. Lola. I hope she’s okay, but you don’t have to feel bad.” 
“She’s okay. She will be.” she said and smiled. “I’ve been meaning to ask. I left my necklace in your bathroom the last time I was there. Have you seen it?”
“I didn’t. But anything my maid finds she leaves in my closet. Maybe you can come with me and have a look?” I looked at her directly in her eyes. I expected her to say no, but she smiled slyly and nodded.
At my place, she sat on my bed with a glass of water while I rummaged through my clothes. There were a few trinkets from other women who had been there, but no necklace, so I promised to ask Miriam when I saw her.
“Would you like to spend the night? It’s pretty late.” I asked her, eyeing her delicate collarbones and imagining myself kissing them. To my surprise she nodded.
“Can we have one last drink?” she asked as she kicked off her shoes.
I ran down the stairs as fast as I could with the walls spinning, and I was back in my bedroom with two glasses of cognac. Mine was neat and hers had ginger ale in it. She smiled as she took a sip. There was a calm silence in the room and both us were devouring the other with our eyes. When I stepped forward to kiss her, she leaned away from me.
“Can I have a shirt?” she asked, “to sleep in.”
I nodded and left the room for the door across the corridor. I returned shortly with a white, cotton, crew neck. She undressed slowly and I watched her put it on while I took a large gulp of my drink.
By the time we placed our heads down, I felt like I would float away if I didn’t hold on to her. As she planted her lips on mine, I felt a deep sleep engulf me.
I  awoke to the sound of rain, except the skies were clear. It was 8am and my arms were still wrapped around Lola after experiencing some of the best sleep I’d had in a while. I came to abruptly and realised the noise was coming from my en suite.
I dislodged myself from Lola and got up. My pants were still on, meaning we did not have sex. Was I that drunk?  Why would I waste such an opportunity?
There was water seeping out from under the bathroom door and as I opened it, I was surprised to see the sink overflowing and the floor completely submerged. The cabinets were soaking wet, and the wood was swollen and splintering so that its brown flesh was sticking out through the cracked, white enamel.
When I was ten, my mother would hit me with an empty water bottle on the top of my head or my arm whenever I made a mistake. As a woman working several jobs to raise three sons with two absent fathers, she had no time and no patience for errors. I could still remember her calling me a ‘worthless piece of shit’ when I was struggling in high school as I closed the tap tightly. I wondered what she would think of me now.
My bathroom was ruined. There were towels and an entire bag of toilet paper rolls completely drenched. All the woodwork would need to be replaced.
I felt heat rising from my chest up to my temple, and became blinded with rage. A part of me wanted to find an object of my own to hit Lola with. Why wasn’t she more careful? Why would she leave the tap running? Did she understand how many things were already going wrong in my life?
I stormed back into my bedroom and stood over her sleeping body. Her face was relaxed and her breathing was slow and steady. She could have easily passed for an angel, but this did not stop me from placing both of my hands on her and shaking her vigorously.
“Lola,” I grunted repeatedly.
With a confused expression, she opened her eyes.
“What?” she asked in a groggy voice. 
I wanted to contain my anger, to let it go, but I felt the words spilling from my mouth.
“The fucking bathroom Lola, what the fuck? Go see what you fucken did!” She sat up straight, eyeing the water on the floor.
“What happened?”she said, still half asleep.
“What do you think fucken happened? You left the water running the whole fucken night and you ruined my cupboards!” First the stupid internet campaign against me, the rat, the bathroom, and now this. What was going to happen next?
“I- Anthony- Seriously, I didn’t,” she tried as she got up from bed and walked over to the scene of the crime.
“You fucken did, who else used the bathroom? What the fuck am I supposed to do with the cabinets now. How THE FUCK do you leave my tap running all night? Can you even imagine what my fucken water bill will look like??” I asked, speaking so fast I did not have time to plan my words. She stood on the tips of her toes just outside the bathroom. Her eyes bounced back and forth between me and the floor.
“Listen, I really am sorry. I can pay for the replacement,” she said in a panicked voice. Everything else I wanted to yell became pointless. 
She made for the bed and picked up the dress she wore the night before, pulling it onto herself hurriedly, while shielding her face from my view. 
“Lola.” I said softly. All the rage was subsiding and being replaced with something closer to shame. She did not respond. “I’m not gonna make you pay for the cupboards, I can do that myself.”
She looked up at me, her nostrils flared and her eyebrows pressed together.
“So what was that for then?? Just to upset me? Just to punish me for something I didn’t even realise I did?” she yelled, pulling her zip up. I was towering over, taking deep breaths and slowly calming down.
“No, I-”, I started, but she spoke over me.
“Fuck you!! Fuck anybody that speaks to me like that over some damn cabinets.” She headed for the door and pulled it open. I stood in front of her to prevent her from leaving. This was the first time a woman stood up to me.
“Lola, look, I’m not going to take your money, but just promise me you will be careful. You understand why I am upset, right?” I said.
She glared at me.
“Don’t you ever talk to me like that again.” She said softly, before sitting back down on my bed. I took a deep breath.
“I’ll call the contractor a little later.” I said. Her face looked more calm and she looked up at me.
“I’m sorry. Honestly, I don't know how I let that happen, the wine, I was so sleepy, I must not have noticed.” she said.
“Just don’t do it again,” I said, kneeling in front of her. Her eyes met mine, they were awash with confusion and fear. There was no going back now. She saw a side of me that would be hard to forget. 
I thought maybe she would disappear from my life like many others did when they saw me for who I really was, but instead she placed a palm against my cheek and leaned in to kiss me.
Her mouth was wet and warm, she moved her lips and tongue as if she were  searching for me in the dark, and I found myself fully embracing her as she melted into my arms. There was something cathartic about this moment. It was passionate and magical and I did not want it to stop.
When we came up for air, she stroked my face with her thumb and I felt whole.
“Anthony, I like you,” she whispered. After what she just saw, she must have been out of her mind.
“I like you too,” I responded. The truth poured out of my mouth against my better judgement. It was like time stood still and just the two of us existed. “Would you like to have breakfast with me at the club?” I asked with a smile. 
“Sure. Can I make some tea first?” 
“Yeah,” I said, pulling her close and planting a gentle kiss on her lips. “I think I’ll have a coffee.”
She headed down to the kitchen, while I made a stop in my office. The door was ajar in the dark room, so I entered quickly and walked across to the window to open the curtains.
I looked down at my computer and considered retrieving more of Jimmy’s videos so I could raise the stakes for him. Daniel had grown cold and distant in the last few days, and I wasn’t sure I could still rely on him. As I leaned in to press the power button, I noticed the empty spot on my desk where there once was a toy sized custom replica of one of my sports cars. Had I misplaced it? Did Miriam move it without my permission?
I thought back to when I got it as a gift from Mathias. He handed it to me while we stood in the rubble that would one day be Iniquity. I frowned. 
I left my office for the kitchen, where I found a piping hot cup of black coffee waiting for me. This was the life I needed. 
We both took showers and she got dressed in some designer clothes I had in one of my closets. She looked stunning.
By 11am when we were on the highway. Lola was listening to reggae and singing along off key. I admired her for not being afraid to be playful, though I couldn’t help but wonder what shaped her into this person.  
If someone like her could accept me, didn’t that mean I was worthy of repentance?
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When we arrived at the club, I could sense something was wrong. As I stepped inside, I wasn’t greeted with the usual chorus of “hellos”. Instead, I was met with cold indifference, and I could have sworn I saw one of the servers sneer at me.
On the dance floor, I could see  Bridget talking to the others with her back towards me. When she noticed my presence she walked over to me briskly with her hands balled into fists.
I held onto Lola to make it clear I was moving on. As she approached me she held her phone up to my face. Others looked on curiously.
“Are you fucken for real?” she yelled. Her large breasts bounced in front of her.
“What are you talking about?” I asked, trying my best not to react, for Lola’s sake.
“You’re fucking sick! What the fuck is this shit?” I tried to concentrate on the image on her phone. As my eyes focused, I realised it was video footage of her I kept securely on my private computer. Where the fuck did she get that? What was going on?
My eyes darted back and forth between Bridget and the rest of my staff, who were now closing in on the two of us. I tried to keep a firm grip on Lola’s hand but she released herself quickly.
“You’re fucking watching us!” she shouted. Her voice cracked as she struggled to hold back her tears. I reached my arm out and tried to take the phone from her, but she jerked her hand away quickly.
“Bridget—”
“No, just tell the truth, dude. This is actually really sick!” People clamoured for the phone, but  Bridget held on to it.
“Where did you get that?” I asked calmly and she ignored me, choosing to address the crowd.
“He’s keeping footage of me in the back, in the pantries; he keeps copies of that shit!”  
“Bridget, what the fuck are you doing?” I blared, looking directly into her eyes and she stared back. I held out my hand. “Give me your phone!”
“So you can delete the evidence?” she asked.
“Give me the fucking phone,” I demanded. She did not budge.
“And it’s not just me! He’s doing it to us all! I’m going to the police!” she yelled, backing away from me as if to leave right then. Everyone’s eyes were wide like they were sitting in the front row of a theatre production.
“And tell them what? That you’re fucking random dudes in my club in public areas?”
The crowd fell silent. Bridget’s tan face became flushed, and her brows raised in shock. “Or did you not tell your little army exactly what’s happening in this video?”
“You have a video of her having sex?” came a confused voice from the group.
“Yoh yoh,” said Mirabel. I could hear people whispering.
“I have bloody cameras in my club that record every single thing, and ALL of you know where all of them are. If you don’t want me to film you doing anything that you SHOULDN’T be doing, then act like civilised people when you are here!” I yelled, and signalled for one of my bouncers to assist me. Without me saying anything, Gus grabbed Bridget by the arm and carried her away.
The rest of my staff stood around awkwardly.
“Get back to fucking work,” I said through gritted teeth and they scrambled. As I took a deep breath, I realised Lola was still standing beside me, with a shocked expression on her face. I turned to her and spoke calmly.
“Have a seat. We’ll talk when I’m back,” I said and walked away, stomping the ground angrily. I could sense the tension around me as cleaners and servers alike averted their gaze and stepped out of my way quickly. 
When I entered my office,  Bridget was standing with her arms crossed and her face pulled into a sneer. Gus left us alone and I closed the door slowly behind myself, locking it.
“WHY the fuck are you keeping a video of me and Samson?” she blurted out as I removed my jacket and placed it gently on the chair.
“Where did you get it?” I asked her, calmly loosening my cuffs.
“Anthony, what the actual fuck is your problem?” Her nostrils were flared.
I crossed the room and closed the space between us so quickly it took her by surprise. Without even thinking about it, I had my hand around her neck and my body pressed against hers, pinning her to the wall.
“Where the fuck did you get that video?” I yelled. Bridget squealed.
“Anthony,” she said breathlessly. I continued to hold onto her neck.
“Bridget, I'm so serious when I say I am the last person you want a problem with. DID YOU GO INTO MY COMPUTER!?” She struggled in my grasp, shaking her head. “Who went into my computer?” I asked her.
She shook her head again. “I—I don’t know.” She was gasping for air. I thought of Tulela, who’d once worn the same expression.
“YOU’RE LYING!” I yelled, my mouth centimetres from her face, my spit spraying all over her. She shook her head again, tears streaming down her face.
“I’m not,” she cried, but I did not loosen my grasp.
“Where did you get the video, Bridget?” I asked her aggressively.
“I got an email,” she cried, gasping for air. I let her go immediately, and she slid down to the floor. I grabbed her phone from her hand and held it up to her face so it would unlock and backed away from her.
As I sat down at my desk, I opened the letter.
· Bridget, I think it’s a little sad your boss keeps these clips of you. I thought you should know. Love, A Friend. 
I read the words twice.
“A friend? Who sent this to you?” I shouted at her, and she shrugged. She was still sitting on the floor, her hand caressing her forehead. 
“Can I have my phone?” she weeped. I ignored her, now scrolling and saw she received several videos. The others were of Maison doing cocaine in the kitchen, two waitresses stealing cash from an intoxicated client and some of the staff smoking weed behind the dumpster.
What the fuck? “Who else did you show these to?” I wasn’t sure what the right question was to ask because it was too difficult to even imagine what this could mean. 
“Is this why your girl looks so sick? Are you abusing her?” she asked, sobbing. How dare she? 
“Shut the fuck up. Whatever you’re planning, just know you won’t succeed.”
“You’re a jackass, I want to leave,” she said breathlessly as she stood up. She walked over to me and held out her hand. I deleted the email, looked through her sent mail and found nothing, went into her phone to delete the videos she downloaded, emptied her trash can and handed it back to her. She turned on her heels and walked away.
“I’m going to find out who was on my computer.” I said.
“You do that,” she replied without turning back, and walked out of the room, past Gus who looked at her with concern. I eyed the monitors and watched her exit the club without speaking to anyone. A few heads lifted to watch her leave, and I noticed Bobby, the bartender, quickly turning to see if he was in sight of any of the cameras before returning to polishing glasses.
Back in the courtyard, Lola was sitting at one of the tables having a glass of water. Her brows were pushed together and I could sense she wanted to storm out and never see me again.
“You know, one day, the way you treat women is going to catch up with you,” she said as I sat down.
“Wow, careful now or I'll think you’re Tila’s Ghost.” She said nothing. “Lola, my employees should be working when they’re at the club.” 
“I know. But you should be careful with these things. What if she tries to sue you?” she asked.
“She has no basis.” I said.
“You’re sure about that?”
“Look, I’m a good person.” I was starting to believe it. “But I can only take so much. For Christ’s sake, she planted rats in my kitchen,” I said.
“Rats?” Lola asked, shocked.
“She was here when that happened and when my toilets got clogged in the most fucked up way.” I lowered my voice. “A few months ago, there was a stampede. Someone let off a can of pepper spray. I know my methods might seem weird, but I have to keep an eye on all of them.”
“That is wild.” she said, her eyes stretched wide open.
“Someone is out to get me,” I spoke in hushed tones. “For all I know she could be leading the boycott against me.” Lola nodded like she could picture that being a reality.
“But what reason would she have to do that?” She asked. I could not be honest.
“She thinks the club is stealing her tips.” I  said. Lola contemplated my words.
“You should be careful.”
“I will. That I can promise you.”
Lola did not hang around for long. Once we ate, she told me she had errands to run and resumes to print. As she departed, I let out a long breath and my heart rate climbed.
Why did that have to happen on this day out of all of them? Why did I even think it was a good idea to bring her to this place where clearly there is a vendetta against me? How was I going to keep her from ever being exposed to this again?
I should have known Bridget was a poison who would try to taint someone as beautiful and pure as Lola. 
Spider sat down with me, and we spoke about a new fleet of trucks I wanted to buy, so I could earn more from procuring goods for my clandestine associates. After that, he asked me about the commotion he missed.
“She must have been on my computer the last time we saw each other,” I said. I couldn’t even remember how long ago that was. Months ago she was practically living with me and she would use my computer to watch idiotic dating shows. 
“But why would she?”
“Because she’s crazy. And other than Mathias, she’s the only one who knows my password and is familiar with my home.”
“But what about the email?” Spider asked. I wondered if she was deranged enough to send it to herself, and how far she thought she could get with this plan.
“Anyone can create a fake email address. Why else would she only have videos of herself and people she knows personally?” I asked. The possibility of Bridget knowing more of my secrets made my stomach turn.
“I wonder if Tila’s Ghost will hear about this.” Spider said. 
“If they aren’t the same person,” I said, as a sharp pain tore through me. I was hungry like I hadn’t just eaten two chicken sandwiches. My stomach growled. I got up from the table quickly and promised to speak to Spider later.
When I got to my place, I could hear Miriam talking on the phone in my front garden. She had her feet up on the coffee table and a large glass of orange juice in front of her.
I waved at her and made a beeline for the stairs and up to my office where I turned my computer on.
While the programs loaded, I impatiently tapped my foot and looked around the room. On the console to the left of me, something looked wrong, but I couldn’t quite place my finger on it.
I did a quick search for my blackmail folder. It was a jumbled mess with hundreds of other folders inside it with random names like ‘Vibrant Tapes’, ‘Govt. Officials’, ‘Dancers’. There were thousands of photos, screenshots, text conversations, social media posts, nude videos, security footage and anything else I found important enough to keep.
Information was power and from the start, I knew how crucial it was to stack the odds in my favour. 
But as I typed and retyped the word blackmail into my search bar, no results were popping up. I thought maybe I changed the name and forgot, so I tried looking up the video titled ‘Pena’.
It was a short clip of the young and sexy Sowlite model, Penehafo Sakaria with bloodshot eyes, a sheer nightgown and a nose overflowing with cocaine. Someone shot it at the last houseparty I hosted and sent it to me. If anyone ever saw it her reputation would be ruined.  
It was nowhere in my hard drives.
I searched for the sex tape Iyaloo and I filmed the year before, the one where you could see her entire naked frame and none of mine; nothing.
I continued searching through my computer frantically, checking random folders, the trash can, and anywhere else I could click. Each search turned up nothing and even Bridget and Jimmy’s folders were gone. This computer contained the only copies of each file. How on earth was I going to get them back?
My heart felt like it could explode. What did Bridget do? Thoughts were racing through my mind when I heard three soft taps on the door, followed by Miriam popping her head in.
“Afternoon sir. I’ve gotten most of the water out. Had to throw a few things away and the doors are very bad now,” she said. I looked at her, unable to process what she was saying with Lola’s necklace dangling around her neck.
“What is that around your neck?” I asked. She held her hand to the jewellery and smiled awkwardly.  
“I got this from a one eyed man in town. He said it’s a gift from my ancestors.” she was beaming.
“A one eyed man?” I asked, pulling my phone out and searching for a picture of Lola wearing the one of a kind piece. They were one and the same, so I stood up quickly and held it in my hand. When I pulled it off of her, breaking the chain, she gasped.
“You’re stealing now?” I yelled. “You’re fucking stealing from me?”
“No no sir. I got it-”
“From a fucking one eyed man? Do you think I’m dumb?” I asked. She shook her head. “Is it you, causing all my problems? All this fucking shit that’s happening to me?” She was stunned and she knew there was no answer that would satisfy me. “Who’s been on my computer? Huh?” I asked aggressively.
“No one, sir.” she shook her head again.
“You been letting Bridget come inside here? What did she tell you? That she needs something here? That she forgot something?”
“Sir, Bridget has not been here.” Miriam was nearly weeping.
“What the fuck else are you stealing? My fucking miniature? Did you take that?”
“Sir, I wouldn’t,” she said. I looked around the room and at the mantel again. My gold plated golf ball, signed by Tiger Woods personally, was also gone.
“Get the fuck out! GET OUT OF MY FUCKING HOUSE!” I screamed and she backed away slowly as I kicked my coffee table over, bringing everything mounted on top of it to the ground. Miriam’s eyes were wide.
“Sir-” she started, and something came over me. I grabbed her firmly by the arm and shoved her out of the room.
“I said, get the fuck out of here.” She turned around and headed for the stairs quickly. “And tell Mathias, or whoever else you are helping NOTHING will ever destroy me!” She did not respond. I followed her down to the kitchen where she was clutching her handbag. I grabbed it from her and emptied the contents onto the counter. Various feminine hygiene products, coins, notes, a sandwich and some gum fell out.
I breathed heavily, looking at each item. She stood still, her eyes still wide. Anything else she stole was probably already at her house.
“Get out.” I said and waited as she collected her belongings and scurried out the door.
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Standing inside Iniquity on a Thursday night was normally a breathtaking and magnificent experience. The way the walls shook when the place was packed, the way the DJs knew how to keep people on the dancefloor for hours at a time, the way the whole room looked like the inside of a palace.
But these days, you'd be hard pressed to see more than 200 people scattered across the venue. For a brief moment, I considered cordoning off some spaces to force those who were still showing up into a smaller area.
Even the staff looked bored without much to do over the last few days and I ended up cutting the roster down.
This wasn’t what I wanted for my club in its second year, after pouring my entire soul into curating a luxury experience. When I first got the call from my realtor, telling me she found the perfect spot, I didn’t believe her. I was sure there was no place on earth that could bring my vision to life, but when I walked through the front gate, my jaw nearly hit the floor.
I built everything from the ground up. Not bad for the child whose father went home to Angola one day and never returned.
Everyone always wanted to know what made this place so addictive and they wanted to get addicted, too, but all of this seemed to be slipping through my fingers. 
Most times I was at the club, I had to avoid the people who came by just to stare at me and whisper amongst themselves. A part of me wanted to stop coming by altogether, so I would resign myself to my office, pass instructions through Lauritta or Spider and eye the monitors.
Bridget did not return for any of her shifts, so I removed her name from the schedule. Hopefully this would give her all the time she needed to stew in her stupidity and come crawling back with an apology.
At the end of the night, after our patrons left and the DJ unplugged the speakers, Spider tried to come to her defence again. But I was not having it.  
“It makes sense my guy. She had access to my place.” I said as we sat in my office . There were two strong drinks between us. 
“Why would Miriam help Bridget?” He asked. 
“Well she’s been stealing from me. She must need the money,” I said. His eyes widened. “It makes sense. Trust me. I thought about it for days. For now, I won’t do anything. I’ll let her believe I’ve moved on. I’ll wait for her to slip up.”
“Sure boss,” he said. He didn’t seem excited by the idea. 
“Keep an eye on Mathias,” I said. Spider nodded.
The next morning, I stayed indoors and put together a massive breakfast for myself of sausages, eggs, toast, mushrooms and coffee. I couldn’t stop myself from wondering what Lola was doing.
We hadn’t spoken in a few days. Since my encounter with Bridget at the club, she grew distant, barely answering her phone and texting back after many hours. 
Had I scared her off? Was she repulsed by my behaviour? After breakfast, I sat in the tub in my second bathroom. It was filled nearly to the brim with hot water while I lay on my back with my eyes closed. 
There was a weird sensation in my stomach, like it was twisting itself into a knot. Was I hungry again? I couldn’t be.
Within a few seconds, the sensation passed and my mind wandered. I thought about Mathias’ party and how angry he was. Perhaps that was the night he and Bridget came up with this stupid plan. 
He knew about the Barbies, the folder and other things I’d spent years burying. Was our friendship finally coming to bite me in the ass?
Once I was drying off with a towel in my bedroom, I could feel my heart racing through my chest. It was like the walls were closing in on me, like eyes were watching me from every direction. Everything I spent years building was on the verge of crumbling right before me. The folders, the videos, all the leverage I had; gone. Then I remembered, Spider had a copy of Jimmy’s tape.
Without thinking twice, I picked up my phone to make a call. It rang a few times before a man whispered on the other end of the line.
“Hello?” Jimmy said and I pictured him crouching beneath his desk.
“Jimmy,” I responded.
“Yes, hi, I’m still looking into your problem. I told you—” he started.
“And I told you I don’t have time to waste. You have access to the software, do you not?” I asked, keenly aware of the Information Ministry’s capabilities.
“I’ve told Spider, there are some things I cannot authorise. I’d need to involve at least three other people.”
“And what’s stopping you from doing that?” I asked. On the other side of this man shaped mountain was the identity of my adversary.
“Because we would be breaking several privacy laws!” he wanted so badly to scream.
“You care about the rules now, do you?” I said.
“Antonio, I’m telling you—” 
“NO. I’m telling YOU. Do whatever you need to do to get me a name or shut down the account, or you’ll have bigger things to worry about.”
“Anto—”
“I own you. That’s what you don’t seem to understand.” I tried to keep my tone measured.  “Get me something I can work with. You’re running out of time.” I hung up quickly.
On Monday, I had a meeting with Ceever Liquor at their offices to discuss the extension of my contract. I waited for them in their boardroom on the top floor, where there was a beautiful view of the Windhoek city centre. The room, one I’d been in several times before, looked like it was designed in the ‘90s. There were peanuts and raisins in a bowl on the centre of the long desk. I grabbed a handful and stuffed them into my mouth. 
When the team entered, there were more people than expected and I tried not to seem alarmed as I straightened up.
“Antonio,” said Frieda Patrick, the head of product marketing. “Thank you for joining us today. Let me introduce you to my boss, Londy Martins, our brand marketing head,” she pointed at a thin blonde woman who sat in the centre. “This is John Geraldo, our chief marketing officer,” she gestured towards a fat, balding man to the left of Londy, who eyed me intently. “And of course, you know Lou Ann and Fabian,” she said, pointing at the two I recognized as the head of media and the content designer.
“Nice to meet you all, and happy December” I said awkwardly, pretending they weren’t burning holes into me with their stares. “Thank you for the time. I’m excited to chat about our way forward.”
“Yes, well, there’s a lot to discuss,” Londy said, flicking her hair. She looked around forty years old. I noticed her stained teeth and grimaced at being in close quarters with a cigarette smoker. “You didn’t bring your PA Bridget this time?” her eyes narrowed. 
“She’s on leave.” I said, “I take it you’ve read the figures. I think you’d agree things have been going well.” I spoke optimistically.
“According to your report, this year you’ve hosted four major Ceever-themed parties, moved our product to several prime spots at your bar, and held six competitions, giving away 49 bottles and hampers.” Londy spoke again.
“That’s right.”
“And now you want a budget for at least seven major parties, over 100 bottle giveaways, branded costumes for your servers, promotion fees for something called ‘Ceever Babes,’ and a guaranteed renewal for the next five years?” she asked, eyeing me over her glasses.
“Well, for starters, of course. I have so many more plans, which is why the creative direction stipulations are there, for future ideas.” I pointed at the paper in her hands.
“And you still believe our brand will thrive by being associated with your club?” John chimed in.
“Definitely!” I spoke faster than usual. “Our traffic has gone up in the last month.”
The group exchanged looks with each other. 
“Mr Belo, we’re aware of the allegations against you.” Frieda said. 
“Nothing but a witch hunt by a bored ex girlfriend. No police case has been opened. Most importantly, people are still coming to the club. If you look at page five of the report, you’ll see,” I said as if Lauritta hadn’t doctored the figures just an hour before.
“We want women to drink Ceever. We don’t want them feeling like they’re supporting unfavourable people by doing so. I’m sure you understand we can’t—”
My phone rang, drowning out her words. I glanced at the screen and saw it was Jimmy, prompting me to stand up. 
“Just one second,” I mouthed at them as I stepped out. They frowned.
“Give me good news, Jim!” I said, wasting no time.
“We’ve had all the accounts initiating action against you taken down,” he said.
“Great. And you’ve traced them?”
“We’re working on that.”
“Call me when you have what I want.” I hung up and walked back into the conference room. The team was packing up.
“Antonio, we’ll have another look at your concepts, but you really need to fix your personal issues, or this will be difficult to sustain,” Frieda said.
“Well, I’ve actually received good news. I just spoke to the police, and they’ve blocked the account. No more lies or misinformation. I don’t know how long it’ll take to catch the person, but they’re taking this seriously.”
“Really?”
“Yes,” I plastered a smile across my face. “They know I’m innocent and are doing what they can. By next week, you’ll see.”
The group exchanged glances again before Londy spoke. “We’ll look at the concepts.”
“I thank you.” I said, and they left. I let out a long breath once I was alone. I needed Ceever to offer me a deal as high as possible so I could use it to bargain with Arcane for a solid contract. Once the cash started flowing in, I would be able to bring my dream day spa to life. 
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Nothing could numb the feeling I had better than Lola. I caved and eventually asked her over to my place. It seemed so easy for her to forget about me. She never called, she hardly texted and I began to question if she was really interested in me, if she meant it when she said she thought I was a good guy. The sun was setting when she walked through my front door.
We embraced and although I tried hard not to show her any true emotions, I couldn’t help but feel at home in her arms after so much time apart. She told me her week was peaceful, she was tired and slept a lot, she burnt a chocolate cake  and she figured out what she wanted to do with herself in the new year. I returned her necklace to her and she was surprised I had replaced the chain with real silver.
“Tonight, the staff signed updated non-disclosure agreements. Nothing will get out again.” I said as we settled down with a glass of wine. Bridget was the only one who refused.
“People don’t understand how hard you’ve worked.” She said, caressing my face. “You can still turn things around.”
“I will,” I nodded. “I won’t let anyone take away what I’ve rightfully earned. I promise you that.”
“You talk a big game,” she joked. My face remained stern.
“It’s not just talk,” I stood up from my seat and walked across to the television, “I wanna show you something,” I kneeled down and peeled the carpet back, revealing a hatch in the floor with a combination lock. I punched the number’s in and pulled the lid towards me, revealing a shoebox sized steel safe built into the ground.
Facing Lola, I stuck my hand inside and produced a pistol. She did not flinch, and I knew she was ready to truly be part of my life.
“This is the first gun I ever owned. The magazine is damaged, but I still like to hold it every now and then, to remind myself I’m not easy to beat,” I said. She was breathing heavily and staring at the appliance in my hand.
“Would you ever kill someone?” she asked, her eyes fixed on mine as I walked towards her.
“I would,” I said. I saw her shudder and I placed the gun into her hand. We were both holding it and looking each other in the eye. She raised it up slowly and aimed it at my chest. I smiled, then she released her grasp and I returned it to the safe. 
There was a silence between us and it felt comfortable. I walked over to her and held her hand in mine, bringing it up to my lips. I stood there for a few moments with her flesh pressed against mine, before she stood up and met me at eye level.
We leaned in to kiss each other and I could smell her sweet perfume. Our tongues embraced like old friends, and our breathing became rapid. Her arms were around my neck and I held her tightly around the waist. Before I knew it, she was peeling my jacket back hastily and planting her hands lower than she’d ever gone.
We were naked the next minute. The room was dimly lit by the lamp at the top of the stairs, and in its glow I could see the curve of her breasts and the gentle roundness of her frame.
For a moment I forgot where I was as I held her on the small of her back and gently guided her down onto the couch. Her skin was soft like honey and she smelled like cocoa butter. As I entered her, it felt like returning home after a long journey. She was wet. I felt like I was on the verge of climaxing, and with each stroke her gasps became less and less muted. We kept going. We kissed vigorously. She screamed. I did not want this moment to end.
We were looking each other in the eyes as I pushed myself away from her and ejaculated on her leg. She pulled her shirt over her torso and reclined in her seat.
A shower seemed like the most appropriate thing to do. When she saw the progress the carpenters had made with replacing the hardware, she squeezed my hand gently.
Before we fell asleep, we kissed long and hard. It was pitch black in my bedroom and we were clinging to each other and talking softly. It was like we were high. She told me she felt safe with me. I told her I could not live without her.
When we were both on the verge of passing out, I whispered in her ear, “be my girlfriend.”
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As time passed, the news cycle changed topics and people moved on. I buried myself in work, and often found myself walking from place to place like my mind and my body weren’t connected. My laughter was empty and my smiles were fake. I felt like a robot going with the motions, talking to people, answering questions, working, drinking and doing my best to avoid Lola.
I couldn’t face her. The night I asked her to be my girlfriend was when I realised I was biting off far more than I could chew. How could I have been dumb enough to think she and I could start a life together?
Every time I pictured our future, I imagined her really seeing me and recoiling in disgust. 
Why would she agree to be a part of my life? What was wrong with her if she could not see I was a monster? I was staring at myself in the mirror three days after we last saw each other in person. She tried her best to hold conversations with me on Whatsapp, while I worked out how to take back what I asked.
“I think you’re gorgeous. I really do,” I said to my reflection. I was practising a speech for Lola, that wasn’t quite coming together like I wanted it to. “I just think things are moving so fast, and I have so much going on, you know, the club and the social media stuff. I’m barely getting any sleep, I’m hungry all the time, my house is a mess.” 
There was a roundness to my face that hadn’t been there a month ago. I was falling apart, and sooner or later, she would see it.
I so badly wanted to morph into the person she envisioned me as. The one who deserved her kindness. Instead I was the little boy my mother berated daily. I was the screwed up asshole who held my hands around Tulela’s neck so tight and for so long she stopped breathing. I was the reason half of Windhoek was fucked up on drugs.
My phone rang. She was calling me for a second time that day. I didn’t answer the first time.
A headache was threatening to make an appearance as my phone stopped vibrating. My relief was cut short when it started again. She was persistent.
I raised my handset to my ear. My ‘hello’ was forced and barely audible.
“Hey,” she said. “You good?”
“Yeah.”
“I’ve been texting you. Is something wrong?”
“Just a little swamped with some work stuff.”
“Oh, any way I can help?” she asked in that voice she spoke in when she wanted to twist my arm. I wanted to reach through the phone and touch her skin. That would make me feel better.
“Nah,” I lied. “I don’t think you’d get it.” There was silence for a few moments.
“Do you want me to leave you alone?” she asked.
“You’d actually be doing me a huge favour, because it seems like you need a lot of attention and you don’t seem to understand how busy I am right now.” I blurted. She scoffed.
“Wow dude. Wanting basic communication does not equal me being desperate for your attention,” she said.
“Yeah well, I can’t babysit you all the time.”
“Why did you even ask me to be your girlfriend if you were gonna act like this?”
“I didn’t fucking think it would mean you would be on my case this much!” I yelled.
“Well if it means that damn much to you that I leave you alone, then how about we just call it quits right now,” she said. I could not believe what I was hearing. 
“If that’s what you want,” was all I could muster. She scoffed again and hung up.
I stood for a few more seconds with the phone to my ear, taking deep breaths and wondering why she didn’t fight to keep me in her life. Was I right all along?
That night I had a party to attend. Normally I would consider taking a woman with me, but Namutenya couldn’t figure out what to wear and the others, who would normally kill to be on my arm, were scared to be seen with me. 
When I arrived at the mansion in Ludwigsdorf there were several high end cars congregated, and I found a cosy spot while Gus parked further down. I could hear loud music playing and smell someone smoking weed not far from where I was.
The massive front door swung open and a bare chested Randolph Kreuger appeared with a wide smile and a tumbler in his hand. The liquid inside it was swirling around as he reached in to hug me.
“Beloooooo!” yelled the tall blonde man as he ushered me inside. “Welcome, welcome my dude.”
“Hi bro,” I said, “There’s some drinks in the car. A few bottles you might like.”
“One of the boys can get it,” he said, taking the keys from my hand and pulling me through the foyer and into the living room where the coffee table was littered with empty glasses, piles of cocaine, two cell phones and a red cowboy hat.
It was only 8pm and the room looked like it had been trashed by wild animals. There were clothes strewn all over the place, a man passed out in one corner and the smell of weed again. I grimaced.
“Everyone’s outside,” Randolph said to me. I could hear music playing and voices laughing and shouting in the direction of the backyard. The last time I was here Mathias threw me into the pool after a chaotic and drunken game of 30 Seconds at four in the morning. “Have a drink, have a line dude.” 
Randolph was a regular in the Iniquity VIP and a twenty eight year old man-child. He lived off of his parents' wealth and wasted his time jumping out of planes and doing drugs with models in Japanese bathhouses. 
Every few months he would come to town and host the wildest pool parties that every social climber in Windhoek wanted to attend. His obnoxious personality would normally be off putting, but he had more money than he knew what to do with which made mingling with him now and again tolerable.
I relaxed into my seat with a drink in my hand. Randolph kept rubbing my shoulder as if to reassure me.
“What’s been going on my dude?” he asked as he flattened out a mound of smooth, white powder with a credit card. “I haven’t heard from you in a while.”
“Same old. So who’s out there?” I asked and he grinned devilishly before snorting a line of the powder through a rolled up note, which he swiftly passed to me. As I put it to my own nostril, he spoke.
“Your girl Kitty, there’s Olivia, Jackson, uhhh Ndapandula, a bunch of people. Have you met Tasha?” he said quickly as the drugs entered my bloodstream. 
“Kathryn’s here?” I asked.
“Yeah, she’s hanging on this dude Vic’s arm. Do you know my boy Victor Amuenje?”he asked, pronouncing it wrong. I’d heard of his father.
“I don’t.” I said, and he led me out of the room to the pool area where a group of about fifteen were scattered around the back terrace. A few people were in the pool, others were stargazing on the grass and a handful were seated around a large outdoor dining table.
I knew most of them and introduced myself to four strangers. Kathryn and I made eye contact but did not speak to each other as the group broke out into a chorus of ‘hellos’. Her sparkling blue eyes stayed glued to me as I shook hands.
Her husband was thirty years her senior and spent most of his time out of the country. This must have been one of those weekends if she was out past midnight in a dress so sheer I could see her nipples and underwear through the silver fabric. 
Squashed between two boys she went to highschool with and smoking what appeared to be weed, Kathryn looked at me like she had been waiting all night for me to arrive.
I couldn’t tell if it was the warm Summer air, the piles of drugs or the romantic music blaring from the speakers, but the atmosphere felt comfortable and I blended easily into the conversation they’d been having about North Korean missiles.
The talk soon turned to the mysterious Tila’s Ghost and scandals they faced over the years. As the children of ministers, diplomats and oil magnates, their lives were not without drama. From college admissions scams in New York, to arrests in Shanghai and rehab stints in Durban, these people faced their fair share of widespread scrutiny.
“They hate us because they wish they had our lives. But they don’t get how hard we work,” said Randolph in his thick Afrikaans accent. His father sold complex medical technology to facilities around the world while he was on his fifth career switch.
“Exaaaactly,” said thirty year old Kathryn, who had never lifted a finger a day in her life.
“They don’t get we’re just normal people,” I chimed in. Several nodded in agreement. Others seemed not to relate to the statement.
“Fuck that! I’m not normal,” said Beverly Vei and the group laughed. She had powder in her nose, I was certain would send her magistrate mother Bernice into the emergency room if she ever saw it.
“I fucking came to Windhoek this morning on a private plane bro. I don’t care what any of these dumbfucks think of me,” yelled Tasha Bjӧrn from the braai stand where she was flipping meat. Her Swedish father owned a coal mine in South Africa and she was a tattooed, purple-haired painter.
“Same,” said Randolph.
“I swear, Anthony, it’s all noise. You’re above it.” Kathryn made eye contact with me as she spoke. Her expression was one of pity, so I did not acknowledge her. 
“We all are,” continued Tasha.
“And you’re our friend. We’ll protect you,” Debbie Kang, the niece of the Chinese ambassador to Namibia, spoke for the first time. Her chubby hand was over mine reassuringly and I noticed she was wearing a Rolex. This was the first time we were seeing each other in months.
“Come stay with me in Paris next Summer, man. Maybe we can look at opening a club there. Have some beach parties in Nice. I’ve always wanted to fund something like that,” said Victor. He was tall and lanky like his father, millionaire fishing mogul Armas Amuenje. It was his first time meeting me and so easy for him to try and buy me.
“Yeah. Get out of this city. You’re too good for all this nonsense,” said Randolph. The group all agreed with this plan and then swiftly broke off into smaller conversations. 
None of these people could understand my struggle. To be raised by an abusive, single mother with two brothers in a two bedroom shoebox. To rise from nothing. To fight tooth and nail to pull yourself out of that situation. I was not going to run away so easily.
I did not belong in this group and they all knew it. They kept me around for access to my club, to the parties, to the drugs, to my name and all of that could be stripped away in an instant. I did not have a father who would bail me out or take my problems away. They pitied me. They were spoiled brats who looked at how I dressed and were amused at how hard it was for me to fit in.
When the seat next to me was vacant, Kathryn occupied it. I noticed Victor eyeing us.
Even she had an heir of superiority about her cultivated by years of private school education. At twenty one she inherited millions from her grandfather and at twenty six became the wife of a billionaire.
These days she spent her time shopping for clothes in London, snorting pink cocaine in Manila, suppressing whatever fucked her up in her childhood and wishing she married for love.
“You good?” she asked. I looked at her hand and her large diamond ring was glistening under the fairy lights. 
“I’m fine,” I said. I could tell she had a lot of questions. When you were stepping outside your marriage, and deeply in love with a man who would never choose you, there were often many things left unsaid.
At sunrise there were only a few people still awake. Kathryn and I floated out to my car and I drove us to my place.
We kissed as soon as we entered the kitchen. Our embrace was clumsy and desperate. She clawed at my clothes like a wild animal and crouched down onto her knees. I pulled her brown hair back as she unzipped my trousers. 
Her mouth came into contact with my flesh and I let out a long groan. She took me in her mouth and began sucking vigorously. The pleasure was overwhelming. My once scattered mind focused on the sensation and I could feel myself getting hard. With my hand on the back of her head, I guided Kathryn’s gentle movements. First slow and then gradually increasing in speed. She gagged and laughed a little, but kept going. We were both breathing heavily and without meaning to, I whispered “like that Lola.” Kathryn stopped and looked at me with a puzzled expression and then rolled her eyes. “No no. That’s not what I meant.” She was on her feet and lowering her dress and she would not meet my gaze.
“That’s really fucked up,” she said, catching her breath and then she walked over to the kettle to turn it on.
I was still aroused, but I could tell she no longer wanted anything to do with that so I excused myself and headed to the bathroom upstairs to finish myself off. When I returned, she was sipping on a cup of coffee and scrolling on her phone.
“Do you want the guest room while you sleep everything off?” I asked. She sighed and looked at me.
“I’m not pissed.” she said. Her pale skin became flushed.
“You seem pissed.”
“We haven’t spoken for months. Then one day you call to let me know you won’t speak to me ever again. I heard some rumours you were in love with a girl.” she said. It sounded like an accusation.
“I’ve never known you to be one to listen to gossip.” I responded. 
“Everyone in Windhoek is talking about you.” she said. I scoffed. “Where is she now?”
“We split.” I said. Kathryn took a gulp of her drink. There was something her husband was not giving her that she thought I could.
“I can make you feel better,” she said. “You can call me Lola if you want.” 
Around noon I woke up and only because I was so incredibly hungry. When I opened my eyes, Kathryn was not lying next to me. Harsh daylight was streaming in through the window and my head felt heavy.
As I sauntered down the stairs, I was struck by the smell of bacon. In the kitchen, she was sitting at the counter, scarfing down a plate of food and drinking a coffee.
“Hi,” she said, fully dressed. “Sorry, I couldn’t sleep. I was staaarving. It must be the shrooms or the weed.” she spoke with food in her mouth.
“Me too,” I said and sat down across from her, picking at the stack of food. 
We ate together in silence and when we were done, she kissed me on the cheek and walked out the door to where a girl I’d seen at Randolph’s party was waiting in her car.
I finished eating and got ready for work. On my way out the door I noticed something shiny stuck in the space between my couch and the wall. I walked over, bent down and pulled a large bunch of keys out. I previously thought I lost them, so I took this as a sign good things were coming.
At the club I spent most of my time combing through the security footage, trying to see if Spider might have missed something. Lauritta tried to get me to care about deliveries and invoices, but I granted her the authority to make executive decisions and shooed her away.
It was like I was walking through a fog. I couldn’t concentrate on anything and people’s voices were drowned out by the screaming in my subconscious. I had to find out what was happening and who was coming after me. When I wasn’t staring at the tiny image of Bridget on my screen or agonising over what she must have seen inside my computer, I thought of Lola. When was she going to call me? Did she not care about me at all?
The next day I got up early, ate a hearty breakfast and parked my car down the street from Bridget’s mother’s house. When I saw her leaving around 8am, I followed her till she got into a taxi that took her to the city centre. 
She spent the morning running errands, grabbing iced coffee and returning a pair of shoes to a clothing store. It was December and the streets were saturated with hawkers peddling cooked corn on the cob, fake watches, watered down perfume and stolen headsets, so she didn’t notice me. Nothing about her behaviour was suspicious. 
I abandoned my mission when my stomach started calling out for food. While I sat down at a cafe, I bit into a chicken sandwich and did an online search for what constant hunger was a symptom of.
At home I opened my mail and noticed my water bill had nearly tripled in the last month. I walked around the entire house looking under sinks, testing faucets and trying to identify a leak. I found nothing and called the municipality who told me they would send someone to look at my metre.
After the plumber left with no clue where all my water was going, I called my doctor and asked to see him urgently. He squeezed me in before noon and by 2pm I was meeting with my financial manager Margo White.
“What did the doctor say?” she asked as we sat in the upmarket cafe Soliloquy. Her voice was raspy from years of smoking cigarettes and the skin on her face sagged far more than it should have for a fifty three year old. Luckily for her, her bleached blonde hair acted like camouflage for everything else that was wrong.
“They think it's hormonal. They did some tests. Most likely stress,” I said and she scoffed.
“All doctors do is guess.” she said, searching through the sheets in front of her. 
“I’m on some new pills. They’re supposed to kill my appetite.” 
“I’ll be praying for you,” she said, pushing a piece of paper in front of me and changing the topic. “Sign this. With your changes, the cost of renovating will be nearly double." I put my signature down and wondered if I could run away to Paris with Lola.
“We don’t need to start making any more payments just yet. We can wait till the new Ceever contract is final, and then move,” she said, pulling the paper from my grasp and returning it to her folder. 
“I have to run,” she said hastily. 
“I figured.” 
“Baby, you know we can’t chit-chat all day. But I’ll call you tomorrow to check in, okay?” She placed her hand on my face, and I softened at her touch. It felt almost maternal, but I had no real reference for that feeling, so I pulled back.
“Sure,” I said.
“And please, figure out a way to get the foot traffic back up at the club. These are your lowest sales all year. Sort out this PR mess. Get your shit together,” she said, halfway to the exit.
“I will,” I shouted after her.
Something compelled me to head to Vibrant. When I arrived, my phone rang and it was Frieda Patrick from Ceever. I wasn’t in the right mental space to speak to her, so I silenced it and headed down into the cellar. The sound of the key turning in the lock and the door opening echoed in the corridors and it smelled like old blood and rotting flesh.
I imagined Arthur still curled up on the floor. He wasn’t the first man to die in this shoe box. There were plenty before him who dared defy me. Men and women who’d tried to stand in my way. A few made it out, but I was certain their lives were never the same.
While I had dinner at home that night, I wondered how things got so complicated. What would Bridget do with the information she had? Would killing her solve my problems? Did Mathias have to go too?
I poured myself a glass of whiskey and the strong, sweet smell brought my senses to life as I swirled the brown liquid in the tumbler.
Spider came over the next evening after I'd already had half a bottle of bourbon. The sky was overcast and the wind was raging powerfully. When he stepped into my kitchen, he dragged mud inside with him, and I groaned softly because I still hadn’t found anyone to replace Miriam. 
“Don’t mind the mess.” I laughed and he smiled awkwardly.
“Miriam was skilled, huh.” he said.
 “Don’t start. What did you find on Mathias?” I asked and he handed me a folder with several sheets inside it.
“Mostly he has been to several meetings with his assistant Ryan. When he is not working or in the gym, he frequents a few restaurants and clubs.” Spider reported. I surveyed each piece of paper. “He has also been to see his mother at least twice, and um” spider stopped speaking in the middle of his sentence.
I did not notice at first because I was drawn to a photo of my friend having lunch with a woman whose back was turned to the camera. When did he start living my dream life? Spider was still silent.
“What?” I probed, looking up. I could sense he wanted to say something he was afraid to. 
“Lola.” he said softly.
“What about her?” I asked.
“The two of them met up with each other briefly yesterday. That is her.” He pointed at the picture in my hand and a shiver went down my spine. I recognised her hair, her posture, her shoes.
“We weren’t able to get close enough to hear the content of their meeting, but it was about an hour long. And I think we can clear her.” Spider returned to his businesslike tone.
“What?” I asked.
“I previously suspected that he may have been using her as a mole at your club.” he said.
“And you longer believe that?” 
“Well, after this interaction, no.” he cleared his throat.
“Why?” I demanded.
“To be honest sir, it seemed more like a date,” he said. The thought made my stomach turn. 
“Bridget’s working alone,” I said, deep in thought. Spider ignored me.
“Nothing about his behaviour tells us he is up to anything, but we can continue surveying him-” Spider started again.
“No.” I said quickly. “I'll do it.” 
“Of course,” he said. I got the feeling he still thought his friend was innocent, but I knew too much about Spider’s past for him to ever be brave enough to disagree with me. A slip of the tongue from me could end the cosy life he knew.
“Keep your eyes on Bridget. Find a way inside her home and get me any and all computers, flash drives, anything." I said. Spider looked at me apprehensively and nodded softly. He left shortly after and I sank into the couch with my drink in one hand and the photo of Mathias and Lola in the other.
Was she sleeping with him? Did she leave me for him?  I started to shake. I wanted to smash my glass against the wall. I wanted to find him and hold his face down in a tub of water till he stopped breathing. 
I could feel my head pounding and a sharp pinch behind my ear grabbed my attention. There were painkillers on my nightstand. I took two of them and got into bed with the walls swaying.
All this time Mathias was acting strangely, it was because of her. Maybe they knew each other and he saw us at the party together. Why would she not tell me she knew him? Was she spying on me? Or did he target her after I met her? Was Mathias trying to poison Lola against me?
I couldn’t sleep through the night. Every time I dozed off I dreamt of the two of them holding each other, kissing, caressing and I couldn’t take it. Just before the sun rose I got out of bed and dug through the drawer in the corner. Stuffed in a pair of socks I hadn’t worn in years, was a small plastic bag with weed inside it.
I smoked in my bedroom and listened to the birdsong. I wanted so badly to go to Lola and interrogate her, but strangely enough, I had no idea where she lived. Every time I tried to pick her up or drop her off, she had a reason for me not to.
At 8am, over a cup of coffee, I dialled her number and she did not answer, so I sent her a text.
· We need to talk. Let’s do brunch at Gardenia. I know you’ll like the salmon bagels.
I stared at the screen for what felt like aeons, but was met with empty silence. Was this part of Mathias’ plan to destroy my empire? To rip the one good thing in my life away from me?
My phone vibrated. I looked excitedly at the screen, but it was Bridget and not Lola.
· STOP FOLLOWING ME. DID YOU FORGET I KNOW THINGS ABOUT YOU?
Who the hell did she think she was? To threaten me like this was surely part of a greater mission to end her own life. I tried calling her, but my number was blocked again and a million thoughts raced through my mind. What was she going to do next? 
At lunch, after having missed two more calls from Frieda, one from Lauritta and another from Tenand.  I called my lawyer and he answered quickly.
“Antonio, to what do I owe the pleasure of your call?” Sammy Hawad said cheerfully. He was notoriously ruthless in the courtroom.
“I’m thinking of opening several defamation cases. I need your advice.” I said as I reclined on my living room sofa.
“Of course, but you know, advice isn’t free. Why don’t you stop by my office this afternoon?” he said, sounding intrigued. I could picture his sweaty forehead and grubby fingers from where I was.
“Bill me for this call. Do I even have a case?” I asked, trying to feign humility.
“I haven't really been following. Apparently you hit women or something like that?” he asked, fishing for the sordid details of my misfortune.
“Something like that.”
“Last I heard, the leader of the mob is not online anymore.” he chuckled.
“I thought you haven't been following?” I said impatiently.
“I bumped into Mathias, he was filling me in.” he responded, trying to sound unbothered. 
“Oh,” I wondered if Mathias was going around tarnishing my name to anyone he could.
“I heard from someone else you once pushed a woman down the stairs,” he continued. I thought about the young lady I shoved into a corner for stepping on my shoe earlier in the year.
“Never happened,” I said sternly.
“And the dancer you punched in the stomach for talking back to you?” he probed further. Perhaps he was talking about the day Bonny demanded better working hours and I slapped her with the back of my hand.
“Ridiculous.” I asserted.
“Well, these things happen. Accusations are made and never proven, innocent parties have their names tarnished for life.” Sammy assured me. “I’m sure we can figure something out.” My phone rang. I looked at the screen and it was Frieda again. 
“I’m getting a call. We’ll chat later,” I spoke hastily. 
“Sure buddy,” he responded. I took a deep breath and switched calls. Before I could get a word out, Frieda was speaking.
“Antonio, we need to talk,” she said. Her usually friendly tone stripped away and replaced with a subtle urgency.
“Frieda, hi,” I tried my best to sound cheery and optimistic. “Just the person I wanted to hear from.”
“Is that so?” she said, coldly.
“Yes, I just got off the phone with my lawyers. I'll be opening several cases of defamation of character. Justice will prevail and Ceever will see I am truly the best person to work with.” She was silent for a moment and I wondered if she heard what I said. 
“And what will Arcane say about that?” she asked matter of factly. I paused for a second.
“Arcane?” I tilted my head to the side.
“Arcane Vodka,” she said, as if it was obvious what she meant.
“Well, I don't think they’ll care honestly.” I laughed, trying to ease the tension I could not comprehend.
“Oh, won’t they? From what we understand, you have a very close relationship with them,” she said. It was like a cold breeze was blowing from the other end of the line.
“Uhh, I wouldn't call it close. We have worked together in the past. Of course I've worked with other brands before.” I sounded nervous. Could she tell?
“How far in the past?” she asked.
“What is this about, Frieda?”
“I'm with the team. We got a strange email from a … Tara Hudley. You know her?  She sent us copies of your communications with the Arcane team. She thought it was important for us to know you’ve been ‘sharing trade secrets’,” she said. Bridget wasn’t bluffing.
“Wait, who? I don’t know a Tara.” Was this the game we were playing now?
“Not only have you sent Arcane your Ceever sales report, but you shared our brand bible with them! Why would you do something like that?” Frieda yelled. The restraint she had maintained till then was fading.
“You must be mistaken, why would I-” I started, but they cut me off.
“Not why would you Antonio, why did you??? This is a serious breach of our trust and a clear violation of our confidentiality clause. It is practically corporate espionage!” she continued yelling.
“Whatever you’ve seen, I promise you it is not real.” I tried.
“Oh, another defamation issue? More lies? Are you denying ever sending these emails to Suzette Fosterman?” she asked. I hesitated for a moment and contemplated my response.
“I am,” I said finally. The silence between us felt like it lasted an eternity.
“Well that’s disappointing. I’ve spoken to Londy and we will not be renewing with you. In light of you breaching our agreement, we will be terminating our current contract effective immediately." Frieda said in the calm voice she had started the call with.
“Wait  Frieda-” I said quickly, but she was quicker.
“Bye Antonio,” she hung up before I had the chance to say anything further. I tried to call her back, but it rang for a long time before she cut it. 
I stared at my phone for a full minute, unsure of what to do or think. How was I going to pay the spa’s contractors? What would Margo say? How was I going to survive December without Ceever’s backing?
Before I could think any more about the call I had, a message came in from Lola. She agreed to meet me for a late lunch. I wasn’t sure how to feel.













[bookmark: _r69jkxpj43xg]The Slip Up

I sat at Gardenia looking through Spider’s report on Mathias. Nothing pointed to him sabotaging my life, because he was using his energy for something far worse. He was trying to take Lola from me, and I wasn’t going to let that happen.
According to the information, Mathias spent his time meeting alcohol suppliers, his graphic designer, three separate musical artists and his business manager. On the day he and Lola had lunch, he sat down with a sales rep from Desert Times soon after. 
Was he planning another party? Was this really how our friendship would be? Me sinking to the bottom of the ocean and him taking my place in the Windhoek scene? But what did Lola have to do with this? 
When she arrived, and our eyes locked, I almost forgot everything I wanted to interrogate her on. The connection between us was undeniable. She planted a kiss on my left cheek and said “hi” softly as she sat down.
She smiled when she saw me, but there was a hollowness in her eyes and it made me wonder if she had just been crying. I wanted to ask her how she was but chose not to.
“Hi.” I said as a waitress approached our table, dropping two menus in front of us. 
“Hi I’m Fabiana, I will be your server today, can I start you off on drinks?” She asked lazily. 
“Two sparkling waters please,” Lola said and it made me smile. She knew me well. “And I think I'm ready to order food, you?”
I looked down at the menu and realised that for the first time in a long time, I wasn’t ravenous. I definitely could eat something small and light, but I didn’t feel like I was moments away from starving to death, like I normally was. The medicine was working.
“Give us five minutes for that,” I said and Fabiana walked off.
“I thought you were craving the salmon.” she smiled and I did not reciprocate.
“I said I knew you would want the salmon. And I was right.” I said.
“Yeah yeah, you know me so well,”she giggled.
“Do I?” I asked and her smile faded. “I’m just not feeling very hungry right now,” I said.
“You aren’t?” she asked, strangely surprised. 
“We can order something when she comes back. But I need to talk to you about something,” I said.
“I appreciate you reaching out but I honestly think we shoul-”
“Lola. What's the truth?” I asked. She stared back at me expressionlessly.
“Whatareyoutalkingabout?” she blurted out, shifting in her seat and swallowing hard.
“I know about Mathias.” I said. 
“Who?” she seemed perplexed. Her shoulders became relaxed.
“You had lunch with him yesterday. Why?” I asked.
I could see her searching her own memory. “You mean Matthew? Those are the same people?” she asked. Realisation washed over her face.
“You’re telling me you didn’t know who that was?”
“What? No. Of course not. He runs a charity, I’m helping a family friend make a donation.” she said. The idea of sleeping with Mathias seemed far fetched to her, but I knew better than to trust appearances.
“Good,” I said. 
 “Good?”
“Yes. GOOD. You have no idea what I was imagining. The things you could drive me to do.” I whispered the last part, imagining Mathias with a bullet in the face. Her eyes were wide.
“So he told you we met and didn’t think to tell you why?” her eyes betrayed her. She was annoyed. “Does this mean you two have made up? Was he spying on me?” she asked, almost disturbed. I chuckled to myself. 
“I think we should get back together,” I said and she opened her mouth in disbelief. I wanted to tell her whatever I needed to. “I got you something,” I said, pulling out a small, blue, velvet jewellery box with the word Wanderer embossed across the top. She looked stunned for a second and then stretched out her hand to meet mine.
“Anthony, I can’t accept this,” she said as she eyed the pair of white gold earrings.
“You can. Tell me you’ll take me back,” I said softly. I couldn’t believe she had the audacity to make me beg. 
“I think we should talk about things. You can’t treat me like that again,” she said. It was like she was hard of hearing.
“That’s why I’m here,” I said. She took a deep breath, placed the jewellery box on the table in front of her and nodded. How gullible.
“Okay. Thank you.” she said, reaching her hand across the table. I held it in my own, as the waitress placed two water bottles in front of us.
“Great.” I said to Lola and then looked up at the far too skinny server with dirty hair and chipped nails. “Two Salmon bagels please.” she curtsied and scurried off.
“So someone wants to give all their money away, why not send them to Iniquity?” I asked, pouring water into her glass. She laughed.
“They want to do something meaningful with it,” she said. I wanted to grab her by the throat and ask her to repeat herself.
“How noble,” I said.
“They’re dying, so they can’t enjoy it for much longer,” she sounded morose.
“Is this person important to you?” I asked.
“No. I, uh, just met her through a programme I used to volunteer for. She’s one of those lonely old ladies with no family left. She’s ready to die. She just hopes her money goes somewhere good,” she said. We both sat in silence for a moment. She looked down at her hands and I thought maybe she was going to cry.
“Ceever is dropping me. They’re pulling out of the five year deal,” I said, breaking the silence. The words came out of me like vomit. Reality was sinking in. I would not be able to reason with Frieda. 
“What happened?” she asked. I sighed.
“I’ve been talking to Arcane. Nothing major. Just sharing some ideas.” I said.
“And Ceever found out?” she asked. I nodded.
“Bridget got a hold of some information and she’s using it against me.” I smiled at the lunacy.
“Bridget.” Lola repeated, still stunned.
“She’s been playing this sick game with me and I’ve been letting her,” I drank some of my water, “this is so typical of women, huh? A man would walk up to me and fight me with his fists. But a woman, no, she’s gotta be sneaky.”
“What are you going to do?” She asked. I took a deep breath.
“I’m a strong believer in people getting what they deserve.” I said as the waitress placed two plates down in front of us. It was time for us to take Bridget to the cellar.
“How bad could it be for them to just drop you like that?” she asked.
“We had a few ideas going back and forth.” I said. We both tucked into our bagels.
“Well I guess it would make sense for them to be worried about their trade secrets,” she said, but almost as soon as she did, she closed her mouth like the words came out by accident. Her eyes were wide. Why was she quoting Frieda and that stupid email? 
“What did you just say?” I asked. How could she possibly know that??  
“I- uh - I- Just-.” She stammered, her attempt at a sentence failing dismally. After a deep breath, she composed herself. “Well I figure that would be their initial concern. If you’re having conversations with their biggest competitor, I’m sure they would wonder what else you’re telling them.” She said quickly and sharply. But it was too late. The exact words used were ‘trade secrets’.
Was Spider right all along? Did Lola spill my secrets? Would she do that? It made sense in a way I was desperately hoping it didn’t. My problems didn’t start when I dumped Bridget, they did when I met Lola. Did she bump into me at that party on purpose? Did Mathias plant her in my life to derail it? 
He knew about the CCTV footage. He told her where to look. He deleted the folder. He emailed Ceever so that he could steal my clients. Mathias must have planned this for MONTHS. How could I have invited this poison into my life? How could this be true? 
For a few seconds I was too stunned to react and neither of us spoke as I eyed her intently. Then she broke the silence.
“What now?” She asked, feigning a concerned look. My blood was boiling and my nostrils flared. I could hear a ringing in my ear and my fists were tightly clenched like tiny bombs waiting to explode. With a deep breath, I tried my best to calm down. I could see her urgently trying to read my expressions. 
“I don’t ever lose, Lola,” I said as calmly as I could manage. It would’ve been foolish to let her know I was onto her. 
“Good to know,” she said and bit into her bagel. She seemed nervous, but there was no way she was the mastermind. Mathias got into her head and told her lies about me. I was certain of that.
“Excuse me,” I said as I got up from my chair, knocking the table with my thigh and barely able to get my words out, “bathroom.”
“Sure,” she said. I walked across the restaurant and out of view of Lola, but did not go very far. I crouched behind a large pruned shrub that sat on a balcony and stared at her from a distance. She looked over her shoulder and then around the restaurant as I whipped out my phone and called Spider. He answered on the third ring.
“It’s Mathias. I told you,” I blurted out softly.
“Boss?”
“He and  Lola are working together.” I was whispering.
“Sir, why would Mathias-,” he asked, unfazed by the mention of her name. Was it that obvious?
“Listen, I need to know everything about her. Her name is Laudika Theopilus. Get her address, her parents names, where she went to school, can you come to Gardenia and tail her from here?”
“I’m in Okahandja, maybe I can call Gus or Gregory.” 
“No, I need you on this. When will you be back?” 
“Earliest I can do it is tomorrow evening.”
“Be at my place as soon as possible and keep me updated.” 
“Sir, I think you should take her to the cellar before she’s able to do more damage.”
“I need evidence. Do you understand that?” I asked.
“I do, sir.”
“Call me when you are back in town. Bye.” I hung up the phone and made my way back to the table. 
“You okay?” she asked me with a smile. Was she mocking me?
“Fantastic.” I said, also smiling insincerely. We ate the rest of our meal and I tried my best to speak to her about the weather, the ongoing Fishrot trial and some celebrity drama that unfolded the previous week on Sowlite.
I did all I could to avoid speaking about Tila’s Ghost, about Ceever, about anything she could relay to Mathias. I even missed two calls because I couldn’t risk talking in front of her and I did not want to let her out of my sight again.
I watched her movements carefully. I stared at her lips as she spoke. I wondered if she’d ever let Mathias touch her delicate skin. The thought made me want to convulse. I tried to keep her there as long as possible, but she grew restless and wanted to go home. I paid the bill and we packed up our things.
“How about this? We get some groceries, take them home, make some dinner, have some wine. You can take a long bath. I can massage your feet…” I said. She smiled awkwardly.
“Maybe we can meet up tomorrow? I’m just so tired.” she said.
“Then we can head straight to mine,” I insisted as I picked up her handbag. “We’ll order something. You can hop in the bath immediately.” I  wanted to grab her by the arm and drag her into the boot of my car.
“Anthony-” she said. 
“Lola,” I said, walking towards the exit. “I’m trying here, okay? I want to make it up to you. Let me take care of you. Come on,” I pleaded.  She weighed her options and obliged.
When we walked into my home, I thought about murdering her. Tulela’s face became clear in my mind and I remembered her screaming and clawing at me with her nails. As Lola headed up the stairs to disrobe, I imagined myself drowning her in the bath. 
When she came back down, she was dressed in one of my shirts, with a towel draped over her head. We stood in silence for a few moments, staring at each other. Our food delivery arrived shortly after and we sat down opposite each other to eat the assortment of Chinese dishes. The air between us was tense. I turned off my phone and asked her to do the same. I told her it was so we could focus only on each other.
“You have a busy day tomorrow?” she asked between bites. The lights were dim and 
“You don’t know?” I asked. I wondered if she knew I knew.
“How could I?” she retorted, almost mockingly. 
“I just thought you might.” I responded with a smile.
“I only know what you tell me,” she said softly, wryly. I wanted to reach across and slam her head into the table.
“Why aren’t you drinking?” I asked, changing the subject. The glass of wine I poured remained untouched.
“I don’t like getting drunk alone,” she said. Looking at me dead in the eye. I smiled and got up from the table to retrieve my own glass. I sat down and filled it halfway with the Merlot. After that we slid into our routine. She looked at me with her big round eyes and I felt like my insides were melting. She told me I looked handsome, that she missed me. I told her I would never screw things up between us ever again.
By the time we were each on our fourth glass, I asked her what she wanted out of life. I was curious about who she really was. Now that it was just the two of us, laughing like we used to, I wasn’t so sure I wanted to know the truth. What if I took her from him and kept her to myself?
When we were together in the kitchen, dumping our plates into the sink, she brushed up against me accidentally and I felt a rush of energy shoot through me. We made eye contact that felt like it lasted a lifetime, and before I could stop myself, I was leaning in to kiss her.
I could smell the sweetness of her perfume as I ripped her clothes from her body and kissed her aggressively, clawing at her soft, kinky hair. She returned the vigour and we groped at each other hysterically, sauntering around my living room, shedding what we were wearing and knocking over a potted plant.
I flung her onto the couch and for a second I could see fear in her eyes, but she did not back down. We made love through the night. She clung onto me tightly, I slapped her ass, choked her, threw her around. She took all of it.
I did every single thing I could to bring her to the edge of her zenith, before stopping, flipping her over and then surprising her with a new tempo. I was torturing her and relieving all the stress that was building inside of me since we met. I hated her, despised her with every fibre of my being, and I wanted her to know that. 
When we were done, I avoided her gaze and ran up the stairs to rinse her touch off of my skin. I stood under a scalding hot stream of water, ashamed of myself and embarrassed that I would let her near me again. I couldn’t think straight. My head was pounding. The wine was making me sick.
We barely spoke for the rest of the night. When we got into bed, I slept facing away from her. 
Four hours in, I awoke again. Lola was talking in her sleep. “Nooooo. I’m sorry”. She was weeping. Her arms were flailing above her so I held onto them and she woke up at my touch. She was breathing heavily and her eyes were wide and glassy like she just saw a ghost.
“Are you okay?” I asked. I embraced her and she melted into me. Perhaps the guilt of what she was doing to me was haunting her dreams.
“I’m fine,” she said, still shaking. Then she pressed her face against my chest and sobbed loudly. My shirt became wet with her tears. Soon after, we went back to sleep and I held her tighter than I ever had.
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The next morning we awoke to thunder showers beating down my bedroom window. Normally I found the sound and smell of rain soothing, but in that moment the cracking of lighting somewhere in the distance felt like an ominous sign. 
Lola and I were still entangled. She was asleep and her breathing was steady. Last night it was like she wanted to tell me something, but couldn’t. I detached myself from her and stood over the bed, looking for her handbag. I figured she did not come to bed with it, so I walked down the stairs. I searched the kitchen and the living room, and found it on the coffee table.
Inside it was only a tube of lipgloss, a small notebook with blank pages, a little bottle with pills in it that had the label scratched out, at least N$1 000 in cash and a bunch of keys.
I placed the bag back down and returned to my bedroom with two cups of tea. She awoke as I got into my bed again and opened her eyes slowly. She seemed embarrassed with herself.
“Hi,” she said. Our faces were close to each other. The world outside my bedroom did not exist.
“Hi,” I responded. 
She made breakfast while I spoke to Lauritta on the phone. She was struggling to balance her own responsibilities at the club with some of the new tasks I assigned to her. I did not have the time to counsel her and told her to speak to Molly to coordinate their efforts.
“Only call me for emergencies,” I said and hung up before she could respond. The club needed me, but I needed to know what Lola was thinking.
When she wanted to leave shortly after we ate, I told her she couldn’t till I was sure she felt better. She obliged, but I could sense her growing increasingly wary of me. How was I going to keep her trapped here all day? Was Spider right about taking her to the cellar?
We watched a movie around lunch that made her cry. When I asked her what was wrong, she said she felt deeply for the main character who lost her unborn baby. I stared at the screen, but I wasn’t moved. I once almost became a father. Tulela was pregnant with my child when she died. 
All my life I believed I carried my father’s curse. His father was an asshole who left him too. I knew that were I to ever have my own child, I would doom him to the same misery I knew all my life.
Tulela had to die. There was no other way. 
As the day wore on, Lola grew more insistent about leaving. She became irritated with me, and assured me she would be fine. I called Spider at 2pm, and he said he would be departing Okahandja soon. 
Lola took a nap and at 3pm Spider was on the road. At 4pm he said he entered Windhoek, just as Lola was reaching her boiling point.
“You can’t keep me here, Anthony. Please let me leave. I’m fine, okay? I had a freakin bad dream.” She looked at me intently, “I’m going to come back,” she promised without me asking. I did not believe her and she knew it. When blocking the door did not help, she pushed past me and called me crazy. I was close to using force on her. 
Instead I stood silently in my kitchen as she walked towards a waiting car. Something in me told me it would be my last time seeing her. Would she notice if I followed them out of the estate with my car?
I stood frozen to the spot as she disappeared. I felt conflicted. I did not want to let her go, but perhaps seeking answers to all my questions would hurt me more than her lies ever did. 
I sat in my living room, speechless. These last few hours with Lola were some of the best we ever experienced. I felt numb. My solitude was broken by my ringing phone. It was Spider.
“You were fucking late,” I said. “She’s gone.”
“I got her chief. She was leaving as I was arriving. She did not see me. We are heading towards town now,” he said. I sat up straight.
“That’s great,” I said, uncertain if that was true. “Let me know.”
“I will, boss. I hope it wasn’t too hard keeping her there.”
“No. She doesn’t suspect anything yet. I need to find out what she’s thinking.”
“Did you sleep with her?” he asked, brazenly.
“Are you fucking crazy?”
“Well I was going to say, if she tried sleeping with you, maybe she’s just out of her mind in love with you. You know… obsessed.” 
“It would make sense if she’s been following me since before Mathias’ party. If she targeted him too. She’s crazy.”
“That’s what we’ll find out. Gus is on the way to me. I’ll keep you updated.”
“Sure.”
When the call cut, I stared at the wall in front of me for a full minute. What was my lieutenant going to uncover?
Spider was like a dog with a scent who couldn’t let go till he caught his prey, and he did not believe in forgiveness. When I first met him, he was going through a major transition in his life. He shed his old identity and took up a new one quickly. He needed a job that wouldn’t ask too many questions about his past, and I needed a ruthless second in command.
At the time I was just starting to find my way into Windhoek’s underworld. I was running an event planning company, selling cocaine by the boatload and procuring young women for wealthy assholes. Spider was exactly what I needed to legitimise my work.
I barely had to say anything when a buff man with a scar across his face was standing next to me. It didn’t take me long to afford my first restaurant, and then he helped me find all the other men who would eventually come to surround me. There was nothing I didn’t trust Spider with, and when the violence got too much or the trail to the top became too littered with dead bodies, he was the person I could call.
Perhaps that scared me most. The fact that he was so efficient meant that soon I would know the truth.
While I was alone, I went into my bedroom and looked inside my closet. Some of Lola’s things were indiscriminately mixed in with mine. We had become so close in the few weeks we knew each other that it was hard to imagine what would happen if I ended up killing her. 
How was I going to handle that? How was I going to replace her? Was I crazy to believe that there was still a chance for us to build a life together? 
I wondered where else I would find a woman who did not judge me, who saw past the money and cars, a woman who held me in the night and calmed my spirit?
Was that all a fantasy? Was I right in believing such a pure love could never be within my reach? Was she lying to me this whole time about every single thing? Was her name even Lola?
I thought about her and Mathias again and my stomach churned. I was disgusted by the image of him putting his hands on her. What would happen if I killed him instead? Could I keep her in my cellar? 
I sat down on my bed with her bra in my hands. I held it against my nose and inhaled the sweet scent. This was something I was not prepared to let go of. She was mine. She belonged to me. I did not care what lies Mathias had filled her head with. He could not have her.
I went to the club that night, and found things in disarray. Half the waitresses were late for their shifts and the kitchen was filthy. It was like no one cared about the upkeep of Iniquity if I wasn’t biting their heads off. I could not figure out what these people wanted out of life. So many times I heard them say I should calm down, that it’s not ever that serious, that they are grown adults who didn’t need to be micromanaged. At the same time, I took a break from watching their every move and they let my life’s work crumble right in front of them.
I didn’t have time to yell, though. There was something I cared about doing more. If Lola and Mathias were going to plot and scheme against me, then I was going to be ready.
Sitting at my computer, I had a waitress bring me a whiskey while it powered up. Once inside, I began combing through my digital documents and files. I retrieved a memory card from my drawer and transferred anything I wanted to keep, then formatted and deleted everything else, restoring the computer to near mint condition.
By the time I was on my second glass, I was emptying my drawers, tearing up documents and letters, pocketing any storage devices and CDs, checking behind the couches, and collecting all the drugs that were stashed in various corners. 
While some of the boys loaded the few boxes I had filled up with my stuff into my car, I headed to the back entrance of the club. The blaring music softened as I stepped outside. This space, with a padlocked gate on the opposite end of where I was standing, would ordinarily be reserved for deliveries or the staff’s smoke breaks, but I also occasionally used it as a more private VIP area. There was fake grass, a few small tables, a braai stand, and an abandoned bar counter all decaying under layers of grime and dust.
I looked up at the night sky and thought back to the early days of Iniquity, when Windhoek’s upper echelon  would cosy up to me at every opportunity they could, so that they too might get an invite to this small enclosure. 
Everyone was snorting something into their nose, married politicians were burying their faces into underaged bossoms and I’m pretty sure at least a handful of my guests had sex in the corner on the left.
By the time business really started to pick up, I needed this space for something more important. I kneeled down in front of the steps I had just descended and looked at the faint blood splatter. I couldn’t even remember who it belonged to, but I wanted it gone as soon as possible.
This little space had too many stories to tell. With all that was happening, I could not risk letting Mathias lead Lola, the police or anybody here.
I picked up a dirty, broken glass off the floor, and inspected its fading lipstick print. It was red like the kind Tulela always wore. She would’ve loved Iniquity. She would've been drunk here every day, embarrassing me, harassing my clients, screaming at me at the top of her lungs.
She would've killed this place like she killed Vibrant. It was right that she was dead. I did a good thing by getting rid of her and stopping her from destroying my life. And now, it was like I was back in the same dilemma all over again with Lola.
How did I let this happen? Why did I think that by being kind and generous and letting these people into my life, I could find anything close to love, when all they wanted to do was tear me down?
The boys got to cleaning, and the blood and the drugs and any evidence that anything had ever happened here was slowly erased. I left them chatting amongst themselves as I headed inside for a third drink. 
To my surprise, Kathryn was standing at the bar in a white dress. She was practically all skin and bones, so the silky material clung to her like she was a hanger. Too much cocaine, not enough sleep and a husband who avoids you, can do that to you.
Our eyes met and I walked up to her, extending my arm out. She grabbed my hand and shook it. In front of all these prying eyes, we could not embrace. Something told me embracing was what she wanted more than anything.
“Kat,” I said.
“Hi,” she responded. “I thought I’d come show some support. I didn’t realise things had gotten so bad.” She looked around at the empty club. I shrugged.
“Let me get you your next drink,” I said. There was a martini in front of her, and she nodded before turning back to her friends. I sat down in a private booth by myself, with a glass in front of me.
I could see Kathryn from my seat. Every single one of her movements was for my benefit. The way she swayed her hips, how she flicked her newly bleached hair back, how she laughed with a wide open mouth. She wanted me to know she would always be there. 
At the end of the night, she went home with me. In the car ride, she put her feet on the dash like she always did and smoked a cigarette out the window, while she told me a story about a friend of a friend who met Morris Chestnut in Prague. Kathryn spoke like she was still a sixteen year old. I tuned her voice out. 
At my house, all of the lights were off as we both stumbled inside. She was walking behind me and holding me around the waist. I turned around and pulled her face towards mine so that we could kiss. Our lips caressed each other gently and I could feel her smiling. 
She walked around to the wine cabinet and pulled a bottle of Chenin Blanc out. We both enjoyed a chilled glass while curled up on the couch. Every now and then she would plant kisses on the arm I had draped around her. All I could think about was Lola, and where she was and what she was doing. 
If Spider wasn’t tailing her at that very moment, I might have been losing my mind. As I looked around the room, and listened to Kathryn drone on about a feud she was having with a close friend, I noticed the bottom window in my living room was slightly ajar. Not at all how I left it.
I jumped to my feet quickly and placed my drink down. I stared at the window for a long time and felt a sense of dread washing over me.
“What’s wrong?” Kathryn asked me. I ignored her and tried hard to remember what condition this place was in before I headed to the club. My eyes circled the room, trying to pick up any other details that could confirm what I suspected.
“Tony-”
“Shut up!” I yelled and crouched down to close the window. I looked at the coffee table, at my kitchen counters, nothing else seemed amiss. I ran up the stairs, Kathryn still cowering on my couch. I burst into my office and everything was still be the same. Could Lola come into my home when I wasn’t around?
It was 4am, but I called Spider. He answered after five rings and his voice sounded groggy.
“Sir,” he croaked.
“Where the fuck is she?” I yelled.
“Sir, we followed her to an apartment building in town. She was alone.”
“I didn’t ask if she was alone,” I responded. “Where was she before that?” 
“She saw a doctor, dropped some stuff off in Okuryangava.”
“And you’ve been tailing her the entire time?”
“Yeah,” he said. 
“Okay. Call me when she moves again,” I said and hung up before he could respond. I put my head in my hands and exhaled sharply. When I looked up. Kathryn was standing in the doorway.
Our eyes met again. She said nothing and headed for my bedroom. On the way, I passed by my office and turned my computer on, looking at all the files, before formatting and deleting everything.
By the time I lay my head on my pillow, Kathryn was asleep. I kissed her on the shoulder and on her back, causing her to shudder and then wake up. She turned to face me and kissed me softly. I kissed her back as she clung to me. We made love, but it felt empty and pointless. Afterwards, I rolled over and passed out with her holding onto me.
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The next morning, Kathryn stayed in bed while I was emptying out my office. I got rid of anything that could incriminate me, and added any documents, old phones and tablets, envelopes and photos to the boxes that were in my car.
At 10am, Spider told me Lola seemed depressed.
“What the fuck do you mean depressed?”
“I don’t know, boss. It’s like I’m watching a sad, silent movie. Mostly, she just sits by herself and stares off into the distance. A few times I think she was actually crying,” he said. I couldn’t figure out why he thought this was important.
“What else?”
“Well that’s it. We’ll stay on her tail.”
“And send three men to my house as soon as possible. Tell them they’ll be watching the perimeter 24/7 in 12 hour shifts.”
“I’ll see who's available.” 
“Do that.” I said and hung up.
At noon, Kathryn left my home and it felt like I put down a heavy weight. I waited for my bouncers to arrive and they greeted me one by one before heading to their posts. I was not going to let anything slip past me. Not again.
As the day was winding down, Spider called me again.
“We lost her.”
“Lost her? What do you mean?” 
“I think she saw us, but I’m not sure. Next thing you know she’s disappeared into a crowd close to Black Chain Mall,” he said.
“How could you let that happen??”
“She was fast, sir. Like I said, I think she saw us.” 
“Hold on, let me call her.” I said.
I hung up the phone quickly and dialled Lola’s number. She did not answer at first. I tried a second time and on the sixth ring, I heard her voice.
“Baby!” I said, sounding as excited as I could.
“Hi,” she said, while chewing on something.
“What are you up to?”  I asked. She sounded like she was rushing somewhere.
She responded after a moment’s hesitation. “Just running some errands. You?” 
“Getting some work done. Where are you? Town?” I asked.
“Yeah,” she said apprehensively. “Maerua Mall, I need to go to the bank.”
“Oh, you're getting some money for us?” I asked her, and she giggled.
“Something like that.” she said. There was no life in her voice. I wondered if there was any more reason for either of us to pretend this was something that it wasn’t.
“And after that? Where are you headed?” I asked.
“Is this an interrogation?” she threw back.
“Is it a secret?”
“I’ll probably head home or something.”
“Where’s that? Town?” I asked. There was silence on the other end of the phone. “Lola?”
“I have to go,” she spoke breathlessly, like the wind had just been knocked out of her, and hung up.
I stared at my phone for a moment before calling Spider back.
“Send someone to Maerua Mall, keep someone else at her flat in town, and you come to me as soon as you can.” I said. “Oh and maybe get someone back on Mathias' tale. I think they’ll contact each other soon.”
“Sure boss,” he said, and I was left alone with an uncomfortable silence. I may have lost her, but we now knew enough about her to catch her. There were a million thoughts running through my mind as I sat back on my couch with a glass of whiskey. There was still alcohol from the night before swirling through my brain, but I desperately needed something to calm my mind.
The first sip stung, and I found myself wondering whether or not Lola and Mathias had already slept together. I saw no other reason why she would agree to help him ruin the life of a complete stranger.
The day before I thought that maybe she accepted my invite so she could stab me to death in my sleep. But we experienced something else. Was that her way of getting close to me? Of confusing me? It was the most intense sexual encounter we’d had, but it was not my intention when the night began. I was just supposed to keep her here, stop her from slipping through my fingers, but if I was alone with Lola for long enough, there was no way I could resist her. Even now, in her absence, I could not extract her from my mind.
I tried to remind myself that she was poison. But all I could picture her as was a fire I wanted to be close to. I wanted to be embraced by the heat, engulfed by the flames.
Just then, my phone rang. It was Daniel and he was finally resurfacing. I answered quickly.
“I hope you have a good explanation for where you’ve been.”
“I’ve been wanting to talk to you about that, but first we must discuss the Tjituka’s. They’re pulling out of the City Christmas Bash. They’ll be going with another vendor.” he said. This was the last news I was expecting to hear. I had worked with that family since before I opened Iniquity. I said nothing. I could hear a sharp, high pitched ringing sound somewhere in the distance. My head started to hurt. Daniel continued speaking.
“I tried to talk them out of it,” he said, but I couldn’t process any of his words.
“I’ll give them a call,” I said softly. 
“There’s something else,” Daniel stammered, “This has been a very quiet couple of weeks at the club, you know that,” there was a slight pause, as if he were trying to find the absolute most appropriate way to stab me in the back. “I’ve been taking on a few extra clients. Just till things pick back up. I’ll be a little unavailable,” he said. Though I had a feeling we might not speak again after this. There was silence for five full seconds in which time I drew a long and
deep breath to calm myself down.
“Talk to Lauritta about all the bookings. She’s running Iniquity right now.”
“Antonio, I really think-” 
“I have to go.” I said, and sunk into my chair with a groan. I did not have time for this. If I could not stop this woman, I had the sneaky suspicion that she would succeed in tearing my life apart and everything else I did would be in vain.
I had no way of knowing what else she knew or saw. I groaned again.
When Spider knocked on my front door some time later, the sound brought me back from a deep sleep where I had been dreaming of curling my fingers around Mathias’ neck. I laughed at myself and the absurdity of the situation as I let my lieutenant in.
When I saw his face, I felt again like all hope was not lost. Even though I now had a staff that hated my guts, online hatred for me was at an all time high and I was losing clients left, right and centre, I knew that it would all be alright with Spider next to me.
“I think she definitely saw me today,” Spider was barely inside as he handed me a folder with pictures of Lola. I flipped through it hastily and stared at her soft face. She really did seem sad. “But we know of her apartment in the city centre. I’ve sent some of the men there to wait and see if she shows up.” Spider poured himself a glass of whiskey. “Her real name is Lavinia Halwoodi by the way, not Laudika.”
I looked up at my friend. Nothing she’d ever told me was true. 
“She didn’t see Mathias?” I asked him. He pulled a face.
“No sir,” he responded.
“Is there something you’d like to say?” I asked.
“I think you need to stop worrying about what she may or may not have done with Mathias and focus on stopping her. She’s obviously very cunning, and I get that you are impressed by that-”
“Bullshit!” I bellowed.
“-buut, she needs to be punished,” he finished.
I sighed. He was right. We needed to get her into the cellar as quickly as possible.
“Okay. For now, the best thing to do is -” I started to say, but was cut short by Spider’s ringing cell phone.
“It’s Bridget,” He said.
“Wrap it up,” I whispered as he answered the call. I continued staring at Lola and wondered what she was thinking in each photo.
Spider’s nose was scrunched up like he was trying to make sense of what he was hearing.
“What do you mean?” He screamed into the phone. “What the fuck are you talking about? Okay, okay. I’ll check it out.” He hung up, and looked like all the blood drained from his face. His hands were shaking as he tapped the screen of his phone frantically. It was almost as if he had forgotten I was standing there with him.
“What is it?” I asked, fearing the worst. There were few things that could scare a man like him. When he turned his phone in my direction, there was an old news article on the screen that looked like a scanned photograph..
The headline read: MANHUNT UNDERWAY FOR ESCAPED PRISONERS IN NAMIBIA.
“What the fuck?” I said, squinting my eyes and reading the text. “The Namibian police is requesting the assistance of the public in identifying and recapturing four inmates who broke free from police custody on Tuesday evening, while being transferred from the magistrate holding cells to Windhoek Police Station. Among them is notorious drug kingpin Simeon Shixugileni...” 
I stopped reading. That was Spider’s name. This was a 20 year old article. Someone knew who he really was. I skimmed the rest in my head.
While one escapee has already been successfully captured, four remain at large and should be assumed to be armed and highly dangerous. The four men, whose ages range from 19 - 34 had, on the day of their escape, each been sentenced to over 20 years in prison for racketeering. Initial findings from the investigation into the escape show that the men overpowered the guards while… Spider jerked the phone from my view and began pacing. 
“There’s some current photos attached. I mean, I look different now. I used to be skinny, like a twig, you know. I shaved my head. I have the scar now. I left that life behind.” Words were falling out of him, and part of me knew he couldn’t control it.
“Who posted that?” I asked.
“Who do you think?” he responded as he showed me the phone again. It was Tila’s Ghost and there was a message for the masses attached.
· I think I found a missing fugitive on Antonio Belo’s arm. Do these two men look the same to you?
I stared at the screen for a few moments, unable to say anything. If the police were looking for Spider, he needed to get as far away from me as possible.
“That bitch got me.” He said, scratching his head and once again pacing. Just then, it started raining, first lightly and then heavily almost at once. The water beating down on my roof was a menacing sound.
“I have to go home,” Spider spoke quickly. 
“You can’t go home,” I told him. That’s the first place they would search for him. “They’re probably already there,” 
“I need to go home,” he insisted.
“You can’t go home, Spider. Do you understand me?” I yelled.
“Sir, I should stay here. I have some things stashed away, I can get to them tomorrow morning and be out of the country by noon.”
“You can’t stay here.”
“Sir-”
“You have to leave, now. They’re gonna come here. You know that.”
“I need to sleep somewhere tonight,” he said in a panicked voice. “I need to call Arabella.”
“Give me your phone.” I said. Spider pulled the device from his pocket but did not hand it over to me, forcing me to grab it from him.
“Antonio,” he said as I darted to a drawer in the corner of the room and pulled out a small old phone and handed it to him.
“Get a sim card. Pay cash.” I said. Before he could respond, I pulled out his sim card and folded it in half and then dumped the phone into the kitchen sink’s soapy water. 
Spider stared at his new device while I darted around the room. He had not been prepared for today to be the last day of the new life he built for himself. I pulled a wad of cash from the cabinet next to the television and stuffed it into his hands. I did not meet his gaze.
“That should get you through tonight till you get to your bag. I’ll call a cab now that can take you to the city centre. WALK from there. Keep your hood on and find a place to sleep.” 
“Yes yes,” he said, seemingly shell shocked and angry.
When the cab arrived, I rushed Spider into it and told him to call me only once he was securely underground.
I stood and watched him leave, wondering when I would see him again, hoping he would be able to evade the police and help me catch Lola.
I knew at that moment, thousands of Namibians were talking about me, sending screenshots of this article around, speculating just how much I knew about Spider’s past. Then I got a notification from Instagram. Someone liked a photo of the two of us at the club posted a hundred and twelve weeks prior. The vultures were circling. 
I quickly archived the image, then scoured the rest of my profile to completely remove Spider from my collection. I scrubbed him from all the club’s official pages while I sat at my kitchen counter. To be extra safe, I privatised all my personal accounts. 
A phone call from an unknown number interrupted me. I answered it.
“Mr Tony Belo. It’s Rashad here,” he said softly. 
“Rashad,” I repeated. I did not recognise the name.
“Yeah, it’s a pleasure to have the opportunity to speak to you personally sir. It’s been quite the hassle to find your number. But I saw the news about Spider and I figured business must go on.”
“Of course.”
“Can two men come down tonight? I think Gus usually came with Spider,” he said. I thought about him standing guard outside my front door. “It’s quite a big shipment.”
“I’ll get someone on it. Send me the address.”
“Sure,” he responded.
I walked up the stairs to my bedroom and raised my phone to my ear again as I rummaged through my closet. Frieda was not answering my call. How was I going to convince her the emails between Arcane and I were fake?
Behind my underwear and cologne and belts, was a little hatch with a digital lock on it. I could feel its keypad with the tips of my fingers and I punched the code in, causing the safe door to pop open. Inside it were stacks of cash in various currencies, multiple passports with my image and several different names, a brick of cocaine, an Hermes scarf stained with Tulela’s blood and - most importantly - a handgun.
I pulled the magazine out slowly and caressed it, staring at the chrome finishing. I imagined the rush of energy that would pass through me when I emptied the chamber into Mathias’ body, and smiled.
I pressed the phone to my ear again. This time, the call was cut immediately. So I opened Whatsapp and started recording a voice note for Frieda.
“Miss Frieda. Please call me back when you get the chance… I would like to continue our discussion and perhaps come to a deal for our last few shipments for the year. It’s all a misunderstanding. I promise you it will be cleared up soon.” I eyed my pistol, “Alright. Bye. Call me back please, Frieda.” I said. I played it back to myself and recoiled at how whiny I sounded. Was this what Lola wanted? For me to beg and plead for what was already rightful
mine?
My phone rang. I thought Frieda might be calling me back, but it was Fabiolo.
“Fab,” I said sternly as I stuffed the gun into the back of my pants and closed my wardrobe.
“Tony, I’m sure you’ve seen what’s going on. We’re looking for your guy, but his phone is off,” he said. I wondered how I was supposed to handle this exchange. 
“I’ve seen it,” I said. “I don’t know where he is either.”
“The boys want to bring you in for questioning,” he said. I could hear in his voice that even he knew I would not agree to that.
“That can’t happen. You want everybody to see the police parading me around in cuffs?” I asked as I retrieved my keys from my bedside table. I gave the room a final glance.
“Look. We can make this go away. Just cooperate with our team. Stick to your story. You’ll be fine.” he said. I walked along my corridor.
“I’m not coming into the police station. I’ll have my lawyer draft something and I can send it over. Don’t fuck with me, Fab!” I yelled on the stairs.
“Alright, alright. Chill. We’ll see what we can do, but a lot of people will ask questions.”
“I don’t care. Deal with it.”  I was in my living room. It was getting dark.
“Sure sure, boss,” he said, finally remembering who I was.
“We’ll talk tomorrow,” I responded and he hung up.
Outside, it was warm and the air felt fresh. The sun had just dipped below the horizon and the sky still had orange and purple highlights. As I walked to my car, I could hear the traffic on the highway nearby and a cricket was chirping in the distance. I wondered how far this game was going to go. How did Mathias think this was going to end?
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I knew the route to my best friend’s house like the back of my hand. You go left at St George’s College, up the hill into Eros and then take the first right into a cul de sac. The streetlamps were on and the lane was quiet. Not too far behind me, and in his own car, Gus followed.
I parked four houses down from number seven and approached the two storey home Mr and Mrs Kauandenge vacated years ago in search of a simpler life on their Grootfontein farm.
I crouched down and reached my arm through the gate to push the motor back, revealing a lever I pulled towards myself. Once on my feet again, I grabbed the metal bars and effortlessly pushed it open.
As I walked up the driveway along the edges, I thought of  the last time I saw Lola. Her scent was still clear and strong in my mind. I stopped at the foot of the large beige house and I closed my eyes, intoxicated by my own imagination, by my inability to forget her. What was wrong with me? Why couldn’t I get a grip?
The house was dark but the front porch, the living room and his bedroom up stairs had their lights on. I snuck around the side of the house with my gun drawn. I found myself at the back entrance to the laundry room and retrieved a key from my pocket. 
Once inside, I made my way into the dark kitchen. Opposite me was an entryway to the living room and to the left, a flight of stairs which I ascended. The home was large and each sound echoed. Mathias parents’ were the reason their son was spoiled and useless. Growing up with everything at his fingertips made him weak.
Slowly, carefully, I made my way into the corridor. The master bedroom, with the door ajar and the light on, was on the far end. I could hear Mathias speaking on the phone.
“...at least half of that bro! He lost the rest gambling,” he said. I crept forward as he laughed. “Imagine! It was wild my dude. Hold on. Jeremy. Hold on. I keep hearing sounds in my house.” I stopped in my tracks and heard him lift himself off his bed. He put his hand on the door handle and pulled it towards himself. He stepped out of the room and there I was with a gun raised to his forehead.
Putting the phone back to his ear and maintaining eye contact, he spoke quickly, “Lemme call you back, okay?” and then turned to me. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” he asked, his brows furrowed in contempt and his shoulders squared defiantly.
“What are you and Lola planning?” I asked. He stared at me.
“Who the fuck is Lola?” he spat back, unfazed by how close he was to dying.
“TELL ME WHAT THE FUCK YOU’RE PLANNING!!” I yelled, taking two steps forward and forcing him to retreat backwards into his bedroom. He wasn’t afraid.
“Listen, I don’t know who the hell Lola is. Get that fucking gun out of my face!” he said through gritted teeth, swatting the air. I took a long breath. 
“Lavinia? Laudika?” I said. His eyes narrowed.
“Okay what the fuck are you on about? The donation?” he asked.
“What donation?”
“I met with a Laudika. She’s making a donation. She wanted to find out how we operate, how big the foundation is.” He still seemed confused by my line of questioning. 
“Tell the truth,” I said. He shook his head incredulously.
“What the fuck are you talking about, Anthony? She reached out to me on Sowlite,” he said. I searched his face for any hint that he was lying. 
“I know the two of you are trying to...” I started, but Mathias quickly reached for the gun. I evade his grasp and then hit him with it on his left jaw. He toppled sideways and almost lost his footing, then lunged forward at me, grabbing me around my torso and knocking me onto the floor.
While on top of me, he punched me three times in the face before I could push him off of me. My gun was on the floor and the two of us were fist fighting, shoving each other around the room.
I pinned him to the wall and he kicked me in the groin. I recoiled and he lept quickly onto all fours. In seconds, the pistol was in his hands and pointed at me.
“What is wrong with you?!” he bellowed. 
“Everything. You’ve done everything to destroy me.” 
“Anthony, I promise you that’s not true.”
“You and Lola,” I said. The gun still aimed at me, both of us breathing heavily.
“I told you I met the broad once. She said she’ll get back to me. I didn’t even fucking know you two know each other.”
“You don’t know that we’ve been dating for weeks?” I asked. Again his brows lept upwards.
“Dude, I don’t know anything about her. And you..you… things have been… weird with us. I heard you were dating someone. A lot of people are talking about it. But I met her once, okay?” He was still holding the gun and looking me dead in the eyes.
I could always tell when he lied, and this was not one of those times. Was I wrong about Lola too?
“She’s been ruining my life,” I said softly.
“Is it that toxic?” he asked, lowering the gun, opening the chamber and emptying the bullets into his palm.
“She started all the twitter shit. She’s been sabotaging the club.” I sat down on Mathias’ bed. His eyes became wide.
“Is that why Spider got exposed?” The look on his face was of pure horror. I nodded.
“He was tailing her. She saw him,” I said. Matthias blinked several times in succession. “He’s gone into hiding.”
“Well then what the fuck is all this about?” he asked, angrily waving the gun in his hand.
“She was sleeping with me to get close to me. I thought you might be helping her.”
It took a while for Matthias to show any signs that he had heard what I said. He was silent for a long time and I let him be while my own thoughts tore through my mind like a tornado. 
“Why would I-”
“Everything that’s been going on. You acting weird, avoiding me at the club. Like what the fuck?” I said.
“So you thought I hired some girl to sleep with you?” he asked. 
“She’s fucking with everything okay. She must have been trying to get information out of you or something.”
“So you came here today to kill me?”
“I wasn’t going to kill you,” I whispered.
“Just threaten me?”
“I wanted to find out what the fuck is going on! Nothing has fucking been making sense okay, and then the two of you have lunch? Of all the people in the world!”
“Spider saw us when he was tailing her, then?” he asked.
“Actually when he was tailing you,” I spoke without meeting his gaze.
“You need to leave,” he said, putting my gun back into my pocket and ushering me back out into the corridor. 
“Wait, wait. I need you to call her. Tell her you want to meet up with her.” I said, the pitch of my voice rising. I was desperate. He looked at me like I was speaking a foreign language.
“I want no part of this,” he said, pushing past me and walking to the stairs. He did not once turn back to see if I was following him, because he knew that I was.
In the kitchen, he looked around, trying to figure out how I got in. When he got to the laundry room, he saw the key in the door and yanked it out aggressively.
“I knew it. I knew you fucking had these. Get the fuck out of my house and stay the hell away from me.”
I eyed him one last time before leaving. When I was out in the street, I looked back up at his bedroom window and saw him staring down at me before pulling the curtain shut.
I sat in my front seat and pressed my forehead to my steering wheel. Thanks to Mathias, I was now very much aware of two important facts. He was not working with Lola to destroy my life. And, I mulled over this one for a long time, he was not sleeping with her either. 
But how did she know about the folder? Who was she working with? What the hell was going on?
Before I could head home, I made a stop at a shebeen in Greenwell. The cover of darkness helped me get to my destination without my car attracting too much attention. I stopped at the end of a long straight road, which had a gravel footpath leading off to the left of it.
Gus walked ahead of me towards a silver corrugated shack that was blasting loud Oviritje music. Three drunk, old men were having a loud conversation, and a pregnant woman was standing behind the bar, staring at the silent soccer match on the television across from her.
From the back, a short and fat man approached us quickly. He shook Gus’ hand then tipped his cap to me.
“Great, just in time. Nice to meet you finally sir. Come through this way,” he said quickly and we followed him behind the bar to a back office with a desk, chair, small fridge, grimy window and flickering lightbulb. There was a chest in the centre of the room, which he pried open with his thick fingers.
Inside it was a prepubescent boy curled up in the fetal position. He was wearing a potato sack instead of clothing and his lip was busted and swollen. There was fear in his eyes, but he
dared not speak. I, too, was speechless.
The boy and I stared at each other for a few seconds before Gus spoke.
“Yeah, he’s perfect. Go ahead with the drop off. He’s fine, right sir?” he said. I knew he was speaking to me, but I was too transfixed by the uncanny resemblance this child had to me when I was about his age. Scrawny from malnutrition, dark brown skin that no doubt got him ridiculed, facing the harsh reality of the world.
“Sir?” Gus prompted. The short barman’s brows became furrowed. 
“Yeah,” I said softly. “Get him cleaned up. What time does his bus leave?” I asked. The energy in the room became calm. The fat man smiled. Gus lowered his shoulders. And the lid went back on the crate.
“We’ll seal it tonight and load it tomorrow morning. It should be in Walvis by midday,” the barman said as we walked back out through the bar and into the cool night air.
He shook both our hands vigorously and said he would call to confirm once the crate was en route. I nodded and walked to my car silently.
I sat behind the steering wheel for five minutes, unable to process anything. My mind was racing, wondering who that child was, whether his mother was looking for him, asking myself how often Spider looked them directly in their eyes before casually shipping them halfway around the world.













[bookmark: _kxvzom83r6cp]The VIPs

In the morning, I sat at my computer and combed through footage from Iniquity. My phone rang. It was Barbera Domingo, a former model who’d hosted many parties there.
“Barb, hi,” I said.
“Tony. You good?” she asked.
“Quite,” I said, sceptical of her intentions. 
“Listen man. I know it’s last minute but I’d love to have you at the /Ae //Gams Fashion Awards tonight,” she said. I looked at my computer screen. 
“I could swing by for a little bit. I’m working at the club tonight,” I said. I thought maybe it could help distract me. 
“Of course. We actually want to go there afterwards. We can announce on stage it’s the unofficial after party spot,” she said. No one ever did anything without wanting something in return.
“Sounds good. I can reserve some booths for you,” I responded.
“Great. Check your mail. See you then!” She sounded enthusiastic.
“Sure,” I said and hung up. I stared at my screen for a few moments and then made a call. Namutenya answered after a long time.
“Heyyy buddy,” she said cheerfully. I could barely hear her with so much chatter around her.
“Yo, you going to the award thing tonight?” I asked.
“Yeah I’m getting my hair done right now,” she said. I suddenly identified the noises in the background as a salon.
“I’m coming with you,” I said.
“Ohhhlala. Lock up your daughters ladies and gentleman,” she said in a sing-songy voice. I chuckled for the first time in a long time. “Be at my house by five. Geraldo is coming, Kimmy too.”
“See you then.”
“Cool.” 
I dialled another number. It only rang twice before the Minister of Home Affairs and Immigration answered. Sometimes he made me feel small. We met when I was still selling weed out of my bedroom and hosting house parties in Khomasdal. 
He asked me once to bring a gram of cocaine to his home, and I dropped everything I was doing, purchased a dime and took a taxi to the hilly suburb of Ludwigsdorf.
Since then, we’d built a strong professional connection that many in the media speculated about. I called him my mentor. He spoke of me as a second son. Behind closed doors, I helped him funnel millions of Namibian dollars worth of drugs in and through the country. I could count on him for nearly anything.
He answered very quickly.
“I thought I told you never to call me directly,” was the first thing he said. He wasn’t the easiest person to communicate with.
“Sir. My apologies. It’s a bit of an emergency. You know I would not call unless it was very urgent.” I blubbered.
“What do you want?” he asked. I looked at the folder Spider put together. 
“I need some information on a girl.” I spoke softly, as though someone were listening in. 
“A girl?” he asked. 
“She’s been selling to a few of our clients. I think someone new is trying to get a cut of the Windhoek market,” I lied. The call was silent for a few moments.
“What’s her name?” he finally said. I looked at the words Spider had written down and I was reminded that I really knew absolutely nothing about her.
“Lavinia Halwoodi.” I said. Her fate was sealed. If I could find out where her family was, maybe I could capture the sister she mentioned and use her as leverage.
“I’ll call you back tomorrow,” he said.
“Sure. Thank y-” I started and he hung up.
I went back to my computer. I pressed play, I paused, I rewinded when I saw Lola on the day she went with me to the club. She looked serene, like the woman I knew. I stared at her face as she sat in the courtyard and waited for me. I tried to see if she acted suspicious but she was
calm. I could see my phone in the corner of my eye. I picked it up and found myself calling her number again unsuccessfully.
I got to the footage from the day the rats were in the kitchen. I scrolled through each frame slowly till I noticed the hooded figure standing in the same spot for more than five minutes. I rewinded to see where they came from, followed them in reverse to the bathroom, and even further back to watch when they entered. My eyes bulged.
It was her. The way she walked, the way she carried herself. I knew it was her, even with the sunglasses on. She entered the bathroom dressed in a black dress, with her hair wrapped in a scarf that sat on top of her head. Moments later she emerged with her hair down, the scarf covering it and her hands holding a small bag. 
I stared blankly at the screen, transfixed by what I was witnessing. Like a seasoned criminal, she avoided the bouncers and eventually situated herself close to one of the VIP tables and then dropped a small sack into an unattended ice bucket. Just moments after that, a waitress picked it up and returned it to the kitchen. Within thirty seconds she was gone.
From there it made perfect sense to look at the day the toilets became clogged, and again I spotted her. How had Spider missed this? I went further back, before we even met, and lept to my feet when I caught a glimpse of her in the courtyard on the night of the stampede when she was still supposed to be in London.
I felt sick.
A few hours later, I had a headache. Four hours of staring at a computer screen could do that to you. There were people screaming all around me as I stood in Namutenya’s front garden. Gus was at the end of the driveway, smoking a cigarette. 
Namutenya’s assistant, Kimmy, was rubbing lotion onto her legs while she drank from a champagne flute and spoke loudly to her friend Geraldo. She was dressed in a long black silk dress with a slit all the way up her thigh.
Two other people, her twenty year old cousin Selma and her stylist Megan were standing a few meters away, smoking weed.
There was champagne in my glass as well, and I was sipping it slowly and staring at my phone as the chaotic conversation continued all around me. These people were vapid. They clung to Namutenya for her money and she kept them around like accessories. 
She had a hard time keeping friends in Windhoek. She was a beautiful, wealthy, childless woman who spent large chunks of her time in Southern France and Abu Dhabi and she often said this city of ours had too much drama for her liking. 
The public was split on what they thought about her. Online, some looked up to her as an elegant and stylish entrepreneur, model and influencer, while many others considered her an airheaded gold digger. In our private networks, I’d heard it all; that she’d slept with her ex best friend’s husband, that she was black out drunk at Dillon Valomboleni’s 40th birthday party, that she was a coke fiend, a bitch, a prostitute, an alcoholic. People could not get the name Namutenya Amoomo-Bernard out of their mouths and she could not get enough of the attention.
When everyone was ready to leave, I drove Namutenya and myself in my Maserati, while Gus transported the others in her Jeep.
On the way, she asked me how I’d been, but didn’t really listen for the answer before droning on about her newest boyfriend, an Englishman with ties to nobility and an obsession with African women.
As we approached the venue. I looked at her for a second. “What would you say, if I packed up my things and moved to Europe? Started over.” 
“I’d ask if you’re sure that’s what you want,” she said as we were ushered to a parking spot. I wasn’t sure what I wanted, but I knew it wasn’t a life where I lived in a city that hated me.
“I’ve been thinking about it,” I responded as I stepped out of the car. The others were not too far from us.
Moments later, Namutenya and I stood on the red carpet with my arm around her waist. The cameras were flashing in front of us as she playfully posed and laughed. Every now and then a singer or model either of us knew would jump into our photos. 
“Iyaloooo,” Namutenya yelled down the carpet. The beautiful young woman heard her name, looked up at us, made eye contact with me and then brushed us off. Namutenya called her name again again, “Iyaloo, girl, come take a photo with us!”
Iyaloo, whom I hadn’t seen since two weeks before Mathias’ party, walked over apprehensively and stood on the opposite end of the group from me. But this put everything off balance because she was taller than Namutenya, so the photographers began shifting us around. I took my chance and placed my hand on the small of her back. She tensed up as I smiled widely for the photos that were being taken.
“You avoiding me?” I asked her softly.
“Leave me alone,” Iyaloo whispered, trying to maintain her smile. The people around us were still chattering, rearranging themselves, posing. I held onto her tightly.
“I’m not finished with you,” I responded. She grimaced. Then I saw Lola, or at least I thought I did. A woman in all black passed behind the photographers and out of my view. I stared at the spot where she disappeared as the cameras continued to flash in our faces.
Iyaloo loosened herself from my grasp as I scanned my surroundings.
“Antonio, please face us! Antonio!” the photographers shouted. I came back to reality, clasped my hands together and bowed slightly.
“Nami, I think that’s enough for me,” I shouted and she half acknowledged me. I placed a trembling hand into my pocket as I walked out of frame and kept my gaze on the crowd of people. Was Lola this audacious? Was she really here? I spun around on my feet, avoiding the cameras, avoiding people. The noise in the auditorium became unbearable, then I heard someone call my name.
“Antonio, hi,” a young woman said, approaching me. “I’m Dora Uuanivi, could we have a quick interview? We’re live.”
I looked at her and realised she was gesturing towards the media area, where her presenter was excitedly interviewing a man in a pink leather suit. From over there, I’d have a better chance of seeing the woman in black.
“Sure,” I said and I followed her to her team who briefed me quickly while I eyed the group behind them. When it was my time to be on camera, with a small microphone pinned to my collar, the presenter, a green eyed, olive skinned beauty, gave me a quick introduction.
“You all know him as the king of the nightlife, he’s always the best dressed man in any room and now he’s standing right beside me,” she began as the camera panned out to include me. “The one and only Antonio Belo, hiiii Mr Belo please give a shout out to all our viewers online,” I smiled and waved at the camera. “It’s so lovely to see you here tonight. I’m Addayah Johr with Boxed Media. Firstly lemme say, I loooove the suit, the navy suits you well” she said. I scoured the crowd behind the camera man, trying to see the woman in black.
“Thank you. You’re quite gorgeous yourself.”
“Awww we love to hear it! Thank you! A lot of stars came out tonight, is there anyone in particular you’re looking forward to seeing?” 
“I’m just excited to have a good night. I mean, my date looks absolutely gorgeous,” I said, pointing at Namutenya who was now having her individual photos taken.
“Yeees we did see you walk in with the Queen herself! You know every head in this room turned, right? What an entrance!”
“You’re too kind,” I said, smiling, but not fully paying attention. 
“Now, we know there’s been a lot of controversy surrounding you and your clubs these last few weeks,” she said. This was an ambush, “and you haven’t released an official statement yet, but were you worried about how it might look for you to be out here tonight?” she asked. Time slowed down and the booming sounds around me became muffled. She stared into my eyes intently. I smiled, but only ever so slightly.
“Well, no criminal charges have been brought against me and no one has come forward to speak, so it’s not something that’s keeping up at night,” I assured her, “We do have evidence that someone is planting these false stories and narratives. And that is more than enough for me. I don’t think it’s something I need to speak on. I’d rather focus on the good that I do. The hundreds of thousands I’ve already donated over the years, the women’s charities I’ve supported, my staff, mostly women, is … incredibly happy.” Bitch. 
“What about those who have posted to their social media accounts that they too had negative experiences at one of your venues or events, would you have anything to say to them?”
“I would, yes. I grow to understand the world better every day. What women experience on a daily basis is unacceptable and I want my clubs to be a place they can feel comfortable. I hope to continue learning and improving,” I said.
“Thank you Mr Belo, have fun inside!” She said, and I walked away. “That’s right ladies and gentleman, this is a night for the who’s who’s…” she continued in the background. I craned my neck, scanned the room, but nothing. I laughed. Maybe I was going crazy. To distract myself, I pulled out my phone. They were already talking about me online. 
· WHHHHYYY give abusive men platforms to gaslight us?
· Kinda hate how you can get away with anything if you’re rich enough.
· Anthony Belo is def evil (his eyes seem soulless), but can we talk about the Armani suit?
· Guys stop asking why Namutenya is still friends with him and just accept that it means she’s actually just a shitty person too, and not the intellectual you thought.
“Anthony, hi,” the singer Rebecca Love said, approaching me at a cocktail table. She was a tall, slim caramel brown woman with long black dreadlocks, wide set eyes and a pointy chin. She’d been to Iniquity many times when it first opened.
“Hey Becca,” I said as we hugged. 
“It’s been a minute. When are you visiting the studio again? We miss you,” she said. I chuckled. God must have been looking down on me, because this woman had the biggest mouth in Windhoek and she was the one person I could trust to take everything I told her and spread it like wildfire.
“Man, you know a lot has been happening. I don’t know if you’ve seen this shit online, but I actually had one girl working as a dancer, she was in love with me, I fired her. Then she went crazy. Been dealing with it for the last month,” I said.
“Crazy? What do you mean by that?” Rebecca asked, leaning forward inquisitively.
“She started that anonymous Sowlite account,” I said softly. Her eyes bulged.
“You know who that is?” she asked.
“Of course I do,” I said, pulling a champagne flute off a passing waiter's tray. I never understood the appeal of male servers. “We have her on camera doing all sorts of things. She purposefully clogged the toilets. This is not a normal person we are dealing with.”
“Yoh! So are you going to the police or something?” she asked.
“She’s a mentally deranged woman,” I said, as my phone began ringing, “one second.” I held a finger up on one hand and used the other to pull my phone out of my pocket, “hello?”
“Hi Mr Belo, there’s a package here from Tanzania ready for pick up, but I can’t get a hold of Spider,” a man with a raspy voice said. 
“Send me the location. He’ll be off work for a few days.”
“Sure boss,” he said, and hung up. I turned back to Rebecca. 
“Like I said, I’m not going to waste too much time on some psycho. Any intelligent person can see someone is trying to ruin my reputation.” I said. Then I got that feeling again, like someone was watching me from the shadows. I looked behind Rebecca, at the growing crowd of people, and scanned everyone’s faces. No one stood out.
“... in the world, they can be quite useless. So maybe ignoring it is better,” Rebecca was speaking, but I was not listening. I could see Namutenya approaching us with her minions following behind. The group joined us and exchanged pleasantries, drowning out whatever we had been talking about. I looked over my shoulder again. Nothing.
We were all ushered into the hall at 8 o'clock. I sat with Namutenya in the VIP section. She stood for a full minute waving and blowing kisses into the crowd while I stared at my phone. When the show began, I looked at the people in front of me and couldn't care less how it panned out.
Midway through, I got a text from Lauritta.
· Please call when you can. Urgent.
During one of the terrible musical interludes, I snuck out of the hall and dialled her number. She spoke as soon as she answered.
“Sir, I think you need to come down to the club. The VIPs keep calling. Apparently one of them got a hold of some screenshots where we are discussing our revenues,” she said in one go. This was not the combination of words I ever expected to leave her mouth. “Whoever leaked that stuff about Spider. I think they got some conversations from your phone. Can you come to the club? Mr Johnson is here. He wants to see you,” she said. I was holding my breath.  My heart rate was increasing.
“I’m coming,” I said and headed for the entrance to the hall. In the courtyard, Gus was having a conversation with the event’s doorman. I walked up to them both.
“There’s an emergency at Iniquity. I need to leave right now.”
“You need me to come with?” he asked.
“No, stay here and wait for Nami and her friends. Get them home and then find someone to fill in for Spider somewhere. I’ll text you the address,” I said.
“If I can get any of them.”
“What the fuck does that mean?” I asked.
“There’s been some talk, you know. The boys, you know. They have questions about Colin.”
“You’re still on that? Gus, Tenand was there. Why would he let Arthur take his gun? Was that my fault too?” I pinched the space between my eyebrows and took a deep breath, “Can I trust you to get this done? We don’t have Spider right now. I’m gonna need you to
step up.”
“I can, sir.”
“Good. Call me with an update.”
I ran off with my phone in my hand, texting my apologies to Namutenya. 
As I pulled into Iniquity’s parking, I received a call. It was Sorla Park. She too was a member of our VIP loyalty programme.
“Sorla, how are you doing?” I asked in my friendliest voice. There were cars all around me, meaning the club was finally having a busy night.
“Antonio, I’m hearing some crazy rumours. What’s going on?” 
“Yes yes, I heard people are panicking for nothing. It’s the VIP programme, not everyone understands how we work out the costing. But I'm on the way to the club now. I’ll sort out the miscommunication and send an email out by the morning.” I said.
“Okay do get back to me. Jerry and some others are talking about us each being overcharged? I wanted to check with you first,” she said. Her voice was like poisoned honey.
“And I appreciate that. I’ll have an email out soonest.” I responded through gritted teeth.
“Okay Antonio. Talk soon,” she said, like it was a threat.
“Sure,” I held my breath and my head started to throb so much, I couldn’t even appreciate how beautiful the Windhoek sky looked that night. I shook hands with Johnson Kamati at the bar and ordered whiskey for the both of us. We sat down on the first floor terrace. 
Johnson was a lanky man who wore tons of gold jewelry.  I explained that the messages between Lauritta and I were fake and part of a grander scheme to sink me and my  business. 
“I was going to announce it in a few weeks, but a disgruntled subordinate wanted to get
back at me for firing them. We have not been overcharging any of our clients, and in fact we have come up with brand new packages we think you might all enjoy, including limitless drinks at certain events, first offer on all tickets and a guarantee of prime seats. When you factor in all the changes, the costing makes sense. I can have Lauritta send you something in writing so you can see,” I said.
“No no, don’t be ridiculous. If it’s some plot by a dumb drone, we won’t play into their hands." Johnson was smiling. 
“Thank you sir,” I said. Nobody knew this, but the retired mining CEO liked to receive fellatio from young boys. I used to have evidence of this, but Lola took that, along with much else, away from me.  “I’m glad you understand.” I smiled even though it felt like my chest was on fire.
“Ah, we are all businessmen you know. Some underlings are always trying to overthrow us. Some dumb socialist crap,” he said, as I took small sips of my  drink.
“Exactly Mr Kamati. I take it this means you could pass the message on … to the others? That all is well?” I said.
“You know, we were worried for a second. Thought you were scamming us,” he responded.
“Never,” I said.
“Good. Because if we find out that you are, that even a dollar is off, it would be very bad for you,” Johnson said.
“Of course,” I smiled.
“And we’d hate to see this place get shut down, you know.” Johnson said, looking me directly in my eyes.
“Well sir, with all due respect,” I started. “There are few people on earth who know as much as I do. That is why I am effective, and why you all come to me. So I’m sure you’ll have no issue passing the message along,” I stood up, “If  you will excuse me, I have some work to attend to. Your drinks are on me till you are ready to leave, sir.” 
I walked off of the terrace and back into the club, exhaling sharply. Then I marched down the stairs, to the bar, where Laurrita was taking note of the inventory. Her whole body was tense.
“Smile Lauri, do you want these guys to think you’ve done something wrong?” I asked, glaring at her until her own mouth became frozen into a forced ear to ear grin.
“Boss, how the hell are people reading our texts?” there was panic in her eyes. Silly woman.
“The official story is that they’re fake. With everything else happening, I think people would be dumb not to believe I am being targeted.” I was whispering to Lauritta. All around us my employees leered at me and pretended to sweep the floor or stack glasses. 
“They’re going to pay close attention to their invoices, you know. Some want to see the past ones.” Lauritta said, struggling to maintain a cheery outward appearance. 
“Draft an email explaining the situation and let them know we are at their service. We’ll figure out a way to pad the charges. Add gratuity, taxes, service fees, anything else you need. And send me everything to approve before it goes out.” I said.
“Sure.” Lauritta responded apprehensively. 
I left the club and stepped into my car just as a light rain began to descend.
“Where the fuck are you Lola?” I said into the void, hoping for once it would talk back.













[bookmark: _yt6djwtlrvb4]The Dream

When I was younger, I always imagined I would be someone worth talking about. I wanted to be featured in magazines and on tv and every time I’d lay my head on my pillow and close my eyes, I’d picture myself being recognised everywhere I went. 
In a way, I guess I got what I wanted. Though Windhoek was small, and we did not have the celebrity culture of other major cities, I still managed to climb the social ladder all the way  to the very top. 
Something as simple as going for a run early on Monday morning became an opportunity for those who wished they had my life to stare at me and pass judgements. As one of few black people who owned a house on my street, I usually stood out at neighbourhood gatherings, at the park, at the grocery store, but lately it was like I had a spotlight shining brightly on me.
Had they heard about Tila’s Ghost? Were they tapped into local gossip? Was I imagining things? 
When I got home, I took a long shower and then stood in my bedroom in front of the mirror. I stared at my body and noticed, for the first time, how much fuller my frame had become. It’s like I was playing right into her hands by letting myself go.
I got dressed, retrieved my gun from the closet once again and instantly felt more at ease before getting into my car and pulling out of my yard with Gus following closely behind me. I was wearing a grey golf shirt with black chinos and a matching baseball cap and I felt like something about the darker hues matched the way I felt inside.
I got to Lola’s last known address shortly after 10am and parked on the opposite side of the road from the building. With a little flirting, Spider managed to get this information from the Soweto Clinic receptionist, though it wasn’t proving to be very useful. I had two men stationed outside this building nearly constantly, but still had gotten no sign that this was an area she frequented. 
I had to come here and see for myself if God would answer my prayers for once.
I crossed the street quickly on foot. Clouds were forming in the sky as if to warn me that something big was about to happen. The cafe on the ground floor of the ten story complex was busy with people on their laptops, reading newspapers and having coffee. I hoped this would help me stay relatively invisible.
I stood two buildings down from Avenue Lofts and watched the entrance. I could feel the cold barrel of my gun pressed against my flesh and wondered if I would really be able to use it on her. I pictured her soft face wincing in pain. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, and reminded myself that there was no other way.
A stream of people came out of Lola’s building and I eyed them intently, squinting my eyes and hoping that something, anything would stand out to me. I could smell fresh bread baking nearby. The sound of the traffic was playing in my brain like background music. The clouds were becoming darker and heavier as I stood against a pillar and stared ahead of me. 
“Tony?” a voice said, bringing me out of my trance with a jolt. “Heyy, are you okay?” A woman asked me. I turned to her and noticed it was my old dental hygienist. I relaxed my shoulders.
“Heyyy,” I said, plastering a smile across my face. “Yeah yeah, all is good. I’m just waiting for somebody.” She craned her neck into the direction I’d been staring with one of her eyebrows raised. 
“Ohh, well it’s nice to see you,” she offered. “It’s been a minute.”
“It has,” I said, my attention still on the entrance to Lola’s building. 
“Well, good luck,” she said as she walked off. I gave a half enthusiastic wave and then advanced forward. Nothing good would come from me skulking around here. I had to make my move.
I approached the security desk inside the reception area. There was an elevator to the left of us that I considered heading straight for, but a uniformed man was sitting and reading a newspaper with a baton strapped to his belt. He smiled up at me.
“Afternoon  sir,” I said.
“Morning,” the guard greeted.
“Tell me, if I’m looking for a friend but I don’t know her flat number can I go up? My battery is low so I can’t call her.” I hoped I sounded virtuous.
“No sorry sir. Maybe you can give me her name? If I know her I can call her extension.” the guard offered.
“Uhh, do you know Lola?” I asked.
“Nah.”
“Maybe you know her as Lavinia or Laudika?” I said. He shook his head again.
“Sorry sir.”
“She’s got big round eyes. Very cute girl. About this tall.” I said, placing my hand in the air.
“Sorry sir I cannot help you.” he said, now growing irritated with me. I dug my hand into my pocket and pulled out a wad of cash.
“Perhaps I can get you a cooldrink? Or some lunch. I can only imagine how many hours you sit here…” I said. He stared at me for what felt like an eternity before speaking.
“Boss, just call her on her cell phone. I can’t help you, I’m sorry,” he said and gestured for the person who was now standing behind me to come forward. I took several steps back, staring at the two of them.
I looked at the elevator, wanting Lola to walk out of it, but nothing happened.
As I exited the building, I noticed it was drizzling. The sun was still out, making the air moist and warm. I crossed the road and found Gus pretending to read a newspaper on a nearby bench. He got up and followed me, as I walked quietly to my car.
Once inside, I held onto the steering wheel tightly. My jaw was clenched and my temple started throbbing. Where could she have gone? How was she able to evade me so easily?
I turned my key in the ignition and backed out of my parking spot. The rain was pouring much more heavily than before as I drove through the city. I wanted to head for Iniquity, but
something made me take a left at the traffic lights and I found myself heading for Auspanplatz. Once there, I took a right and then stopped in front of Ceever Liquor’s building. 
I had to talk to Frieda in person and convince her to see reason. If I headed into the final weeks of the year without backing from their brand, it would be catastrophic for me and I couldn't let that happen.
The rain had driven everyone off the roads and Palmer Street was empty and quiet except for the lady selling fatcakes and stew under a giant umbrella. I walked into Ceever Liquors’ reception and headed straight for the elevator. The secretary stood up when she saw me.
“Mr Belo,” she shouted after me, “sir, do you have an appointment?”
I pressed the arrow pointing upwards and then turned to her with a smile.
“Hiii, Florence, right? I just wanna pop in to see Frieda real quick. Won’t be long,” I said as the doors opened and three men in formal wear stepped off. 
“Sorry sir, she’s not available right now, perhaps we can pencil you in for next week?” she gestured towards her desk. I smiled.
“What about her assistant? I just want to have a quick word,” I said. The elevator doors closed.
“I’m sorry sir, I can’t allow you to do that,” she responded. The security guard was now looking at me from his station. I stared the woman down, but she did not budge. 
“Alright, sure,” I said, following her.
As she sat down, she pulled a diary open and scanned all the dates.
“Our offices close on the twenty-third, and we reopen the twenty-ninth. I could schedule you for then.”
“It’s a lot more urgent than that, Florence. I was hoping to see her today or tomorrow even, I promise I won’t be long,” I insisted. She paged through the diary again. I could tell she wasn’t really looking at anything. 
“Sorry sir,” she said, with a sympathetic look. I smiled, my fists were clenched and my temple was still throbbing.
“Alright,” I said, after taking a deep breath.  “Thanks so much Florence.”
I walked out of the building to find the skies clearing up once again. There was no one I could turn to. Gus was not intelligent enough to assist me, Spider was still underground, Mathias couldn’t stand the sight of me and Namutenya preferred not to hear about my problems. How was I going to get out of this? 
I was rooted to the spot for a few moments before I heard my name.
“Mr Belo, what are the chances I would bump into you here?”A woman I did not recognise said as she approached me. From out of the shadows, Gus emerged and advanced towards us. I took a step back to avoid her outstretched hand.
“Can I help you?” I asked.
“I’m a journalist with The Desert,” she said. I took a deep breath. “I’d love to have an interview with you. Perhaps you can address some of the allegations against you and give your side of the story.” Gus was now standing beside me.
“No thank you,” I said graciously as I reached for my car door. She continued speaking, ignoring the threat of the large man that stood beside me.
“A lot of women are speaking out about their experiences at Iniquity. You have nothing to say to the many people who still support you?” she asked as I lowered myself into the driver’s seat.
“When you are as successful as I am, people will say anything to bring you down,” I said. Gus inched closer to her.
“And what about the rumours of you driving a woman to suicide four years ago? Is there any truth to that?” she asked. I stared at her, holding onto my car door. For the first time I really looked at her and noticed how ferocious she appeared, like she was close to pouncing on me and tearing my flesh from my bones. She was short and skinny with an unkempt wig, acne all over her face and church outfit three sizes too big for her. Where did she get the audacity to approach me? 
For a moment neither of us spoke. Then I let out a loud cackle.
“Ma’am, he told you he has nothing to say,” Gus interjected. I was no longer making eye contact with the nosy scribe. I closed my car door and watched her try to continue speaking to me. Gus blocked her from looking at me. I started my engine and backed out of the parking spot, as he walked over to his own car.
I could see the woman still staring at me as I left the Ceever Liquors parking lot. She stood outside the front entrance with her phone in front of her as if she were filming me. 
In the car, I dialled Gus’ number. He was still following behind me.
“Boss,” he said as he answered.
“Have we found Tenand? I need two of you with me at all times from now on,” I said.
“We are looking for him sir. Maybe we can get Rudy to join me,” he said. I rolled my eyes.
“Get me someone who actually has some common sense,” I responded.
“We have two men watching Lola’s flat. The rest are split between the clubs. I’ll have a look at the schedules, sir.”
“Good,” I said and hung up.
That afternoon, I was sitting at Iniquity in front of my computer, going over the reports from the last two weeks and trying to calculate how much longer my Ceever stock would last. With no new deliveries coming this week, I would have no choice but to purchase more at the normal price, and make little to no profit. 
I picked up the cold glass in front of me and pressed it to my temple. Then my phone rang.
“Hello?” I said, answering a call from Zuki Fraser. She was one of my partners in the coming festival. I had no idea how I was going to explain to her and the others that Ceever would possibly no longer be sponsoring our event.
“Hey Antonio. You okay?”
“I’m good. How you doing, Zuki?” I asked. I had the feeling this wasn’t going to be a pleasant phone call.
“Antonio, things are seriously getting out of hand. The news, everything. People are starting to boycott Devil’s Playground.”
“I’m well aware, Zuki…” I said, but she did not let me speak.
“It’s too late now to change things but we thought maybe you could publicly distance yourself from it. Just for these last two weeks of marketing. We can say we had some internal conversations and felt it was best if you stepped back from your role.”
“That…” I wasn’t sure how to respond. “That would be crazy. You want to throw me under the bus?”
“Well what do you want us to do? You could still make your money back and we can too, but not if everyone is on some high horse and associating our event with abusing women!” she yelled.
“I’ve done nothing wrong!” I screamed into the phone. “This is a fucking witch hunt and you’re playing right into their hands!”
“You know I’m right Antonio. Think about it. Please.” she said. “I have to go.”
The call cut and I stood for a few moments looking at my phone. Suddenly the four walls around me felt too restricting, like they would start closing in on me at any moment. Walking out of my office, I noticed my staff looking at me from the corners of their eyes. It was as if they wanted to know what was really going on in my head.
Everything was falling apart and they had time to stare at me? Who was going to mop the damn floors if they thought it was more important to sit around like useless idiots? How was I going to save my empire from crumbling around me when everyone I knew was enjoying the show?
“What are you all looking at?” I yelled and several of them returned to their tasks, though I doubted they were actually being productive. Vee, one of the waitresses, began giggling as she wiped the bar counter. I walked over to her and brought my face close to hers. “Is something funny?” I asked. She shook her head, but I could see the corners of her lips wanting to turn upwards. “Get your things and get the fuck outta here!” I was yelling. The expression on her face turned sour. She was finally taking me seriously, but not budging. I grabbed her by the arm and shoved her. The rest of my staff began circling us and even Lauritta stopped her conversation
 with Maison to leer at us. “I said get the fuck out! You’re fired! You understand that?”
She nodded. Everyone looked stunned.
“If anyone else thinks there’s something funny happening around here, you can leave too.” they stared at me, but no one dared move a millimetre. Vee placed her cloth down, looking me in the eyes to see if I would change my mind, and slowly slinked off to find her bag.
I turned to everyone else.
“Get back to fucking work!” My jaw was clenched tight and my nostrils flared. None of these ingrates understood how close they were to feeling my wrath. Almost as if she read my mind, another waitress who’d be packing the fridge behind the bar placed a single shot of whiskey down in front of me.
I looked at her for a few seconds and she looked worried, but then I picked up the glass and walked back to my office. Inside, I placed the glass down next to the other, and then spent the next few minutes pacing back and forth.
When it was time to open for the night I was ready to leave because I knew that anyone who did walk through our doors would be doing so to watch me and gossip about what I was doing the morning after.
I got home just before sunset and I could see from my gate that some of my neighbours were walking over to the house across the road from mine.
“Fuuuck,” I said to myself softly, remembering the meeting we had every two months to discuss any issues on our block. The agenda for this particular day would include a pointless discussion on what kind of Christmas lights everyone had to hang up. I almost forgot that it was only a few days away.
I dropped my bag off inside my house and headed across the street, entering Mrs Pietersen’s home just as the meeting was beginning. As I walked into the living room, every head turned to look at me.
Where they would have normally burst into a chorus of pleasantries, there was silence. Vanessa Pickering, who complained every single meeting about dog poop on her front lawn, even rolled her eyes at me.
I took a seat in the back and listened attentively, though nothing of consequence was brought up. Neighbourhood Watch would add one more patrol day per week and needed volunteers. The street would be closed one day the next week for an organic food market. Several muggings had been reported two streets over. Mrs Barnabee’s lawn ornaments had been yanked out of her rose bush for a second time in three months.
When it was over, everyone did their best to pretend I was not there. It took everything in me to keep my composure, but there was only so much I could take.
As soon as I walked into my kitchen, my phone went off. It was a text from Kathryn. Her husband must have still been out of the country, because she missed me and wanted to see me.
I mulled over it for an hour before responding. A part of me knew that she was not the body I wanted to curl up next to that night, but by 8pm she was kicking her shoes off in my living room. I figured I wasn’t really in the position to be choosy.
When we were two glasses of wine in, I felt a lot more calm. I was reclining on my sofa with her feet in my lap, and she was asking me about my weekend. I had no interest in the conversation. Everything she said sounded like noise to me and I was starting to understand why Lou Kloppers spent most of his time away from her.
“I saw the interview you did,” she said. Of course she had. I wondered if she had a life outside of being interested in me. “I think you should’ve said a lot more. I think it’s still unclear where you stand.”
“I don’t owe anybody any explanations when I’ve done nothing wrong,” I said.
“Oh come on, Anthony. You aren’t going to solve this by continuing to lie,” she said. I looked at her like she had lost her mind.
“I am not lying. I’ve never abused anyone on my staff, any of my clients or any of the women in my life.”
“You need to take accountability for some of the things you’ve done. If you acknowledge you aren’t perfect, they’ll hear you out,” she said as I reached over and grabbed the wine bottle from the coffee table.
“It’s a lot more complicated than that,” I offered, pouring myself another glass. If I admitted to even one thing, they’d think they owned me. Kathryn would never understand that. 
“I care about you Antonio. And I know you can be a good person. But you have to work at it. Someone who doesn’t love you wouldn’t say this to you.”  she said. I paused.
“What the fuck do you know about being a good person?” I asked. She stared at me. “You think a good person would leave their husband’s bed to come beg at my feet for my attention?” her eyes became wide.
“Excuse me?” She responded before slapping me across the cheek. There was a moment where neither of us moved. Then I put my glass down slowly on the end table next to me and pulled her off of the couch and onto her feet. I was gripping her shirt with both my hands as she exclaimed.
“Anthon-” she yelled and I flung her across the room and onto my coffee table, which toppled over. She hit the ground with a thud and stared up at me with dismay as cutlery crashed onto the floor. I walked over and knelt down in front of her.
“You ever do that again. You’ll be sorry.” I promised her. She was panting heavily. Her eyes were still wide. There was wine all over my carpet.
As I walked up the stairs, I could see Volmor standing at my kitchen window and peering inside. 
I stood underneath a stream of warm water for ten minutes. My hands were shaking and I was taking deep breaths. I could normally control myself and keep my composure, but lately it was like there was a monster inside of me desperate to show its face. What had Lola done to me?
I could not calm the noise in my head. I kept replaying every encounter I had with her, trying to remember anything she said to me about herself, but I was reminded again that she rarely said much. At the time, I thought she was a great listener, someone who truly cared about what I had to say. 
I thought she was mysterious and deep, but in reality she was letting me reveal myself to her and gathering all the information she could. I had no idea where she grew up, where she went to school, what she did in her free time, where she hung out, who her friends were. I knew nothing about Lola, Laudika, Lavinia; whoever she was. And that was my own fault.
When I got out of the shower, I realised Kathryn had not left. Instead she cleaned up the broken glass in the living room and was sitting calmly on the sofa again, a fresh drink in her hand.
I poured more wine for myself and placed my hand on my temple. How long was Lola going to be a parasite in my life?
Kathryn and I went to bed and she fell asleep holding onto me. At midnight, a call from the minister woke me from my sleep.
“Check your mail. You owe me,” he said before hanging up. I did that and found a 4 page document with a picture of Lola’s ID as the cover.
I looked through it and it contained information on her deceased parents Paulus and Foibe Halwoodi, where they lived for 20 years, her high school results, a newspaper article from a science fair she was part of in primary school and a list of all the bank accounts currently open in her name.
She really was in the UK for a while, but she returned three years earlier than she said. Her mother really did die just months before she came home, but she was listed as an only child. 
Nothing about her was real. 
Just before dawn, my phone rang again. I answered the unknown number, half expecting it to be Lola, and heard Spider’s voice.
“Belo,” he said in a whisper.
“My guy,” I said, carefully and quietly getting out of bed. “Are you okay?”
“I’m alright. Can’t say where I am, but all is good. I should get to my final destination by tomorrow evening.” I breathed a sigh of relief, standing at my bedroom window and staring out at the horizon.
“Let me know when you are settled and I can send some funds,” I said reassuringly.
“Sure sure. Any luck with Lola?” he asked.
“Nothing yet. Johnson came into the club, pissed off.” I laughed a little.
“What for?” he asked.
“She told them about the inflated prices.” I said.
“No,” Spider said, somehow still finding a way to sympathise with me amidst all the chaos of his own life.
“So what’s next?” Spider asked, but I could not answer.
“I wish I could get inside her head. Understand what the hell she wants,” I said, wondering if at the very least, she really did have feelings for me.
“It could be one of a million things, boss. Just focus on finding her. Get her to the cellar.”
“That’s the plan,” I said. There was a brief silence between us.
“Maybe you can speak to the minister and have him sort something out for me,” Spider said, there was a tinge of hope in his voice.
“I did,” I lied. “He said he would look into things. So we should just wait for him.”
“Fantastic. I’m not sure when I’ll be able to call again. I’m throwing this sim card away after this.”
“Keep me posted,” I said.
“Sure,” he responded and I heard the familiar click the phone made when a call ended. I stared at the screen for a long time.
When I finally managed to get back to sleep,  I dreamt I was a large brown lion with six legs and bright red flames where my mane would be. I was in the Savannah, stretched out in front of a well of water. In the bushes, I could sense something stalking me. My ears perked up, listening for the sound of my admirer. 
It was tiptoeing towards me slowly, thinking I was unaware how close it was to me. But the sun was shining, my belly was full and all the other animals around me cowered in my presence. There was nothing to fear. I continued resting, but the beast kept watching me. It was almost like I could hear its thoughts and sense its thirst. It wanted my blood.
I stood up on my six legs and listened carefully. Just then, a fawn lept from the shrubbery into the clearing. All the other animals scattered and left the two of us alone. The fawn was
beautiful, with dark brown fur and a silky mane. It crept towards me, slowly at first and then at full speed. I watched it come forward before it opened its uncharacteristically large mouth and revealed a set of ravenous fangs.
The fawn stretched its jaw wide and jumped forward to rip a chunk of my flesh out, but I wouldn’t let it. It tried hard to bite me but my hide was too thick, and when it got tired of trying to overpower me, I pinned it to the ground and bit its head off in one go.
All the animals returned to the clearing. They were cheering me on. I was a hero. I saved them. One voice then stood out to me. Amidst the singing and celebrating, one soul was cackling loudly and menacingly like a witch. It was my mother. The longer the laughter went on, the more I recognised it as hers.
Her face appeared in the sky, still laughing. The well dried out, the animals all ran away. I was alone in the Savannah, dying of thirst. Nothing was funny, but the laughing continued.
I kept asking myself what I did wrong. I killed the fawn. Why was everything worse now?
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At 9am, Kathryn got out of bed and took a shower without saying anything to me. There was a bruise on her right arm and another on her cheek. I wanted to tell her I was sorry, but I wasn’t really sure that was true.
When she was dressed and ready to leave my home, she turned to me in the doorway.
“You’re gonna need me one day. When you’re lonely, afraid. When no one else fucks with you. You’re gonna need me,” she said. I stared at her blankly and she exited shortly afterwards. If she wasn’t so stupid, I might have suspected her of working with Lola.
Maybe it was a plot by all the women I had ever encountered, to teach me a lesson about respecting them, or something pathetic like that. Too bad none of them would ever think of doing something useful like learning to respect themselves.
I gathered my men at my home at 10am. We now had a second address for Lola, which we would all be descending upon, except for the few I still needed at Iniquity, Vibrant, the apartment in the city, running general errands and filling in for Spider.
The plan was simple. We would catch her off guard, stun her with our knowledge of her secret lair, apprehend her, take her to the cellar and put an end to the madness. If we could force a confession out of her in the process, then I could share it far and wide and put this issue to bed by the time the weekend rolled around. This saga had dragged on for a lot longer than it needed to, but only because I’d let her cloud my judgement.
While the men huddled around my kitchen island, loading their guns and psyching themselves up, I pulled out my phone and made a call to Arcane Vodka’s head of sales.  I couldn’t help but buzz with excitement over cornering Lola and being so close to bringing her down.
“Mr Belo, lovely to hear from you,” said Suzette Fosterman.
“Yes, good morning. I wanted to let you know that since we are moving into the festive season I won’t be able to have the deal on the table much longer. Ceever has agreed to all my terms and they’re drafting a new contract for me as we speak.”
“Well. I certainly wasn’t expecting this. They’re signing a five year deal despite all that’s been happening in the press?” she asked me. I was more intelligent than she knew.
“Well, they’re smart enough to know a good thing when they have it and not to listen to unproven gossip,” I responded, “and after next week I promise you I’ll be receiving a lot of apologies for all the lies that were spread. I’m quite close to proving my innocence. I think it would make a great comeback story.”
“Well that certainly is a lot to think about,” she said.
“It is Ms Fosterman. As you know, we have the Devil’s Playground next week. By then, balance will be restored to the universe and it will be the hottest event this Summer. You would hate to miss out on that,” I said.
“I’ll have a talk with the board. How about that? Perhaps I can let you know what they say?” She said. I smiled.
“Ahhh that’s what I love to hear. But don’t take too long. When I’m back on top, I’ll never forget those who always had faith in me,” I said.
“Duly noted Mr Belo,” she said.
“Have a pleasant day,” I said and hung up.
By 11 am I was standing in front of a tattered, green, Wanaheda home with Gus, Volmor, Lee and Daniel. It might have seemed a tad bit dramatic to be going to all these lengths to capture one tiny girl, but she had proven to be slippery before and I wasn’t going to take any chances. 
The gate to Lola’s parents’ home was not locked and I felt a rush of excitement as my men pulled it open and stepped through it. I was just moments away from being face to face with her again, and I could not stop myself from smiling widely.
We had her surrounded. If she was inside, then there would be no way for her to escape my clutches ever again. She would have to make peace with spending however much of her life she had left in a dark, windowless shoebox in the crevices of Vibrant.
It was a shame that she would never get to see the light of day again and witness me bounce back from her feeble attempt to dismantle my empire. But this had to be done.
“In and out,” I said as Gus led the men to the front door. I stood at the gate while Volmor waited outside, keeping a lookout.
They knocked a few times, and when no one responded, Gus quietly fired his gun at the lock, granting them access to the small home. Once they were inside, they spread out throughout the house, checking each room.
After a few moments, Gus emerged with news.
“There’s no one home. But we thought you might want to see something,” he said and I followed him.
The first thing that struck me was how unkempt the house was. Everything, including a few couches, a television, and a bookshelf were covered in a thick layer of dust as if the inhabitants left for the store one day and never returned.
Gus led me through this room, down an equally grimy corridor and through a door at the end. Inside was room that did not match the rest of the house. 
The floors, the closet, the bedsheets, the window, the little ornaments on the little desk, were all clean and new. I looked around for a few moments, trying to make sense of what I was looking at, but couldn’t. 
Was this where she always slinked off to when I wasn’t looking?
I opened one of the closet doors and found that it was empty, except for a laptop that had one of my harddrives still plugged into it. I pulled it out and handed it to Daniel.
“Get that to the car,” I exited the room, “Go through everything. Rip up the floorboards if you have to. Find anything I can use. Anything that can tell me where to find her.”
I was in the living room again. Gus and Lee began lifting the couches, moving vases and rummaging through the boxes that sat in the corner. 
I noticed a few photo frames perched on the tv stand and walked over to them. I eyed them carefully and noticed that one of them was not as dusty as the rest. Surely this was something important to Lola. I picked it up, and saw that it was a picture of her that must have been at least ten years old. She wasn’t as slim as when I met her and her smile was more lively.
For a split second, while chaos continued around me, I wanted to place the photo of Lola back in its spot gently, put everything back where it was and retreat from her house as if we were never there. I wasn’t sure if this was because I was afraid of what she might do once she saw the mess we created, or if I was still clinging on to the possibility of reconciling with her, but the thought disturbed me so much that I raised the picture frame above my head and hurtled it down with all my might. It hit the floor and the glass broke, then I stepped on it repeatedly, screaming.
I wanted so badly to do the same to her.
We left Lola’s parent’s home with boxes, photographs, documents and books that might help us trace her better. I might not have been able to capture her just yet, but it felt like we were just moments away from victory.
When we were all together again, I made Volmor stay behind nearby in case she returned. I could sense a hesitance amongst the group. There were fewer of them working more hours, worried that my ship was sinking with them still on it.
I pushed the thought to the back of my mind. I was close, so close to making things right. As I pulled into my front yard, I exhaled long and hard. Just a little longer. I was close. So so close.
I ate a meal in my kitchen. My home was so unbearably quiet again, I considered calling Kathryn and apologizing to her. I tried to rack my brain and understand why Lola would be coming after me the way she was. Did she want to control me? To own me? To destroy my life so that she was all I had?
I sat in front of my computer and looked through all of my old social media posts from before I had the clubs, before I had the money and the cars, before I had the fame, trying to see if Lola made an appearance. Maybe she was someone I met before. Or someone who’d been to one of my parties.
As I went down the rabbit hole that was my past, many memories came back to me. I remembered my first apartment, my first event, my first car, my first vacation. 
There was no way of knowing what Lola’s motivation was. There were so many people I had encountered over the years. Anyone of them could’ve been feeling wronged by me in some way.
I tried hard to remember all the ways I had screwed other people over, but nothing in my history stood out to me as bad enough to warrant what I had been experiencing since Mathias’ party. I was not a bad guy. I did not deserve this. My jaw was clenched so tightly it began to ache. My phone was face down on the counter and I lifted it up, wondering if Lola would pick up this time. She didn’t and I sighed.
I wanted to hurl the device across the room, but instead chose to scroll through my photos and locate the one of Lola’s parents home. 
I shouldn’t have done it, but something compelled me to forward it to her. It felt like a triumph, like I was letting her know that there was nowhere she could hide. I wanted her to be afraid, to cower at the thought of me, to feel the walls closing in on her.
Again, my attempts at reaching out to her went unanswered, but the message was delivered. Sooner or later she would know what I knew.
At Iniquity that night there was something in the air. I could tell that a big shift was coming. After this day, nothing would ever be the same again. I replaced all of the Vodka we had with Arcane, so I could prove to them I would be a worthwhile partner, we filled up all the VIP booths and had the biggest influx of people in weeks, and shortly before midnight a busty woman with dark chocolate skin and thick lips let me bend her over my desk.
I was coming down from the rush of having secret, drunken sex, in my office when the music in the club died down without warning. I leapt up from the couch we were both still on and eyed the security monitors, on which I could see uniformed police officers talking to Lauritta, while my staff stood around anxiously and my patrons clamored for the exit.











[bookmark: _ghkxv5ecctn]The Beginning Of The End

Before shutting my club down, the police made it clear to me that I was not under arrest and that I was only being taken in for questioning. Some of the guests who were still gathering their things and settling their bills stared at me as the red and blue lights from the police vehicles flashed inside the courtyard.
For some reason, I found myself being treated like a criminal as four uniformed police officers escorted me into the Windhoek Police Station a while later. It was 1am and there were hardly any people around, but enough of them were crowded in the corridors to get a good look at me. 
The station was a grimy place filled with low-lifes most likely here for drunk driving charges and domestic disputes, and I could see the despair in their eyes. They might not have known who I was, but it was obvious by my clothes and shoes that I did not belong there with them. 
I never imagined myself walking through these doors like this before this day. My face was hot and I felt flushed, but I held my head high as I was led through the maze-like building.
Once I was seated in an interrogation room, a detective walked in and brought me a coffee after standing right outside with it for five minutes, loudly recounting how good his daughter’s baptism was, while another kept glancing at me from the corner of her eye. I imagine it was the first time she was ever in the presence of a man like me. Even in this run down, brown walled, decayed-furniture room, I shone like the star I was. 
I was sure they could sense how confident I was that I’d soon be headed home, and part of me liked watching them try extra hard to pretend they could actually do anything to keep me detained. They were messing with the wrong man and they didn’t even know it yet.
“Sir, as we informed you at the club tonight, we are running an investigation into the operation of your establishments. You must know a lot of Windhoek kids are going missing. Every week, it’s a new one,” said the female officer with the tiniest mustache and red lipstick on her teeth. I did not care what her name was. “There’s all these rumours in Windhoek you know, about your club, about the things that go on there. The girls who work for you. Are you familiar?”
“I don’t pay attention to gossip,” I responded stoically. I tried hard to look like I was bored, “May I leave now?” 
“There are a few more things we want to ask you. Are all of the women who work at your clubs above the age of eighteen?” asked the male officer who was sitting across from me. I thought of Charlotte who celebrated becoming legal in June, four months into her employ, and Martha who was sixteen but made the highest sales on our VIP floor.
“They are,” I said and wondered how much each of them would charge me to let me walk right out. Everyone had a price and it was just a matter of figuring out what that was. “Have the two of you been working here for long? It looks like a tough job with tough hours. What is it?” I looked at my wrist, “Almost two in the morning and they have you working some pointless case? I hope they pay you well.”
The two of them looked at each other .
“Let’s stay focused, why don’t we? We’ll be looking into your employee files of course,” the woman said.
“Of course,” I said with a smile.
“What about Pastor Bendo?” The man asked, “You two close?”
I blinked twice and kept the corners of my lips turned up. What could they possibly know? None of the information that Lola stole from me could send me to jail, but it was enough to encourage these idiots to start digging in places they had no business being in. If my associates knew they were possibly compromised, it would make them paranoid and irrational.
“Tell me, is Fabiolo around?” I asked, stretching my arms above my head as if I were disinterested in the conversation.
“Mr Belo, please answer the question,” the man was growing agitated.
“Listen, you said so yourself, I’m not under arrest. And if you haven’t found anything at either of my clubs by now, I’m gonna assume this conversation is a waste of my time. Call Fabiolo and he’ll explain it to you in a language you might understand.”
The two officers smiled at each other and the woman got up and walked out of the room. I found myself  drowning in silence and I thought it was probably uncomfortable for the man across from me. My back was straight and every now and then I looked down my nose at him. He was smaller and scrawnier than I was, but we were the same shade of brown. A big difference between us was that he had a wedding band on his ring finger.
I felt like I was looking at a different version of myself. It was like he was the person I could have been in a different existence had I chosen the simple path. I could have worked a normal job, earned a measly salary, lived an uneventful life without any glamour or riches or once-in-a-lifetime experiences, had a wife I went home to after long days and busy nights. I looked him in the eye briefly, and lowered my shoulders as I let out a long breath. I wanted to study him, to understand why someone in his position would be so happy and content with his life.
When the other officer returned, she looked at me curiously before whispering in her colleague’s ear. His expression went from cheery to glum really quickly.
“Get up,” he said as he aggressively pulled me up from my seat. He had no idea how badly I was going to make him pay for that. None of these ingrates understood how close I was to being back on top.
The two of them led me out of the room, down a long corridor and into an elevator which took us to the third floor. It was pitch black as I was led down another corridor, towards a room at the far end. 
Passing each of the street facing windows, I could hear the sounds of downtown Windhoek. A few cars passed by, a couple argued loudly, another person whistled into the night. Everyone was living inside their own story, fighting battles I couldn’t imagine, finding ways to cope. I used to feel like these sounds made me feel alive, but in that moment they reminded me how isolated I truly was.
I was led inside a room with two desks on opposite ends and forcefully made to sit in a chair.
“You’ll wait here for the detective,” the man said, and shut the door behind himself.
I quickly realised I was in Fabiolo’s office based on the family photos on the desk. Just by looking at these images, you would have no idea just how devious he truly was. He had a smiling wife, a big headed son, and a dog. It was like they were mocking me, laughing at my misfortune, promising me I deserved nothing close to what they had. But why? What was wrong with me? Why did everything turn to dust in my grasp?
After about thirty minutes, I heard a key turn in the door, unlocking it, and the officer I spoke to at least once a week stepped inside dressed haphazardly in black pajamas.
“Dude, what the fuck?” I said as he walked in and closed the door behind him. John Fabiolo was a short, skinny, caramel skinned, black man with a receding hairline and greying beard. He was one of the most immoral people I’d ever met, and no doubt the worst police detective this city could have ever asked for. Fortunately for me, this worked in my favour on countless occasions. Till this moment, I could count on him to keep me out of trouble.
“Do you know how it looks when you get into trouble and request a detective by name?” he asked me, as he put my phone, which had been previously confiscated, down in front of me.
“Why the fuck am I here? Why would you let this happen? They shut the club down in front of everybody!” I badly wanted to yell, but I wasn’t sure who would hear me. “You need to make this go away.”
“I was unaware of this, apparently there’s some internal restructuring happening and they thought it would be best to keep me out of the loop” he said, sitting down in front of his computer and switching it on. “Hold on, let me access your file.”
I leaned back in my chair and he tapped his keyboard a few times. I could see him reading intently as he rubbed his bald head.
“It says here, they received an email with a few attachments,” he said, finally.
“Yes, I know about that. This is all part of the witch hunt against me, please do not bore me,” I said. What game was Lola playing exactly? Did she think I couldn’t free myself from any trap she set for me? Did she not understand just how hard I fought to be where I was?
He tapped his keyboard a few more times.
“I can get you out of here by sunrise, but it’ll be a bit tricky to explain. They wanted to have you booked.”
“I am not sleeping in the holding cells. Are you crazy?” I said, slamming my hand on the table. He eyed me warily.
“How about we keep you here for a while? It would not be a good look if we let you leave immediately. We must make it seem like I questioned you myself.”
“Listen here, you do as I say? You understand that?”
“Antonio, listen, I got your phone back, I came down personally. I am doing all I can.”
“I dont’t fucking care. You’re not keeping me with a bunch of criminals!” My chest became tight and I could feel my nails digging into my palms. I couldn’t, for the life of me, figure out why this man thought it was a good idea to play with me.
“Alright, alright. I’ll make a plan for you. But you’ll need to get comfortable here till it’s okay to let you go. What should I put down in your file?”
“I refused to comment.” I said. He looked at me for a moment then sighed before typing something into his computer.
“I’ll have his sorted,” he said, standing up and stretching. “You need to wait here a few hours.”
“How long is a few hours?”
“Come on, Antonio,” he said, approaching the door. “I’ll call in the morning and you can go home. They’ll probably want the club shut down till further notice.” 
My eyes bulged.
“That is not happening. We are opening tonight and I am announcing that this was all a misunderstanding.” I said. He sighed again.
“I’ll talk to you in the morning,” he said, and closed the door behind him.
I sat alone for the next hour before I fell asleep on Fabiolo’s desk. Someone knocked on the door softly a while later and I opened my eyes as a short woman walked inside, trying her best to move quietly. I could see the sky was slightly brighter than before and the birds had started to sing. It was a new day, and I had reached my limit with Lola’s shenanigans.
“Mr Antonio,” the woman in a blue skirt and white blouse said, “sir I’ve been asked to give you this and let you know you can leave.” she handed me my wallet as I blinked several times. She was a short woman with fair skin and long black hair. 
“Thanks,” I said, and she stood in the doorframe, waiting for me to get up. I was led down the corridor and into the elevator again. On the ground floor, the police station was completely deserted aside from the officers who were beginning a new shift.
They all stared at me as I made my way to the exit, my clothes now wrinkled and dishevelled. I was sure that this would be a story they would be sharing with friends for months to come.
It was just after 6am. The streets were starting to fill up with people going to work, setting up their news stands, starting their grills to sell street food. I looked around me, wondering how everyone was just carrying on with their lives like this was a normal day and not the start of the last few hours Lola would get to see the sky.
My phone was dead, so I had no way of getting one of my guys to pick me up, and for the first time in years, I had to stand by the side of the road to hail a cab like a common street rat, with the promise of payment as soon as we got to my place.
There were two other people in the car, a young girl in school uniform and a woman who spoke loudly on the phone about how her baby’s father was useless. I leaned against the car door with my eyes closed for most of the journey, picturing Lola in the cellar begging me for mercy.
As we approached the estate, I stared out the window and breathed in the fresh summer air. I felt at peace. 
It didn’t take long for me to get home and fish a few dollar bills from my wardrobe. The driver thanked me and left me standing on my front lawn. I looked at the sky, it was clear and the most crisp shade of blue.
I went back inside, stood in my shower for twenty minutes while my phone charged, and thought about what I would do to Lola when I saw her. I tried not to picture her soft, rosy lips or
her piercing gaze, but nothing I did helped. My skin felt sensitive and my groin was throbbing. Why did she have this effect on me, and why couldn’t I stop from pleasuring myself to the image of her in my mind?
Still dripping wet and wrapped in a towel, I snorted two lines of cocaine from the little bag that was stuffed in my sock drawer. My heart started beating like a metrinome and the world through my eyes became sharp and vibrant. I felt powerful.
When I was dressed again, in a black golf shirt and matching chinos, I made a call while I smoked a cigarette on my terrace.
“Gus,” I screeched.
“Hi boss,” he said meekly.
“Where the fuck were you last night?”
“Sir, we were watching Lola’s home, you won’t believe what happened,” he said.
“What is it?” I asked curiously, bracing myself.
“She went to the house sir. I watched her go in. I was going to grab her on her way out, but when she left I saw the smoke, and she was running, sir.”
“Smoke?”
“There was a fire, sir. I think she burnt it down. Her house. She wasn’t inside very long and then it started.” he was speaking so quickly the words were falling haphazardly out of his mouth.
“She burnt her own house down?” I asked, bewildered.
“She did, sir. I tried to grab her as she was running away, but there were too many people in the street and she started screaming. They thought I was hurting her. I had to let her go, sir. She disappeared in the crowd.” he said. I walked back inside and leaned against the wall. What was her end goal?  How did this help her cause?
“Mmm, I bet today the police will accuse me of coming after her,” I said, tugging at the hair on my chin. There was silence on the other end of the call. “Alright, be on standby. Get all the guys on the phone. Have everyone be on standby.”
“Sure boss. I can’t get a hold of Volmor and Daniel though. There are only four of us now.”
I pressed my hand to my temple. At this point, yelling was pointless. I was so, so close to the end. 
“Gather whoever we have. You watch the club, have someone stay at her parents home. Remy is already with me.”
“Sure boss,” he said.
“And what about the cellar?”
“It’s ready for her sir,” he responded.
“Good,” I said and hung up. Without Spider, the men did not have faith in me, and for some reason they did not fear me enough if they thought that leaving my employ was as easy as just switching their phones off. They had no idea what was coming and were unaware how much each of them would pay for their disloyalty once all of this was over. Things would be changing soon. 
I picked up my phone and made a call to my lawyer, Sammy Misoya.
“Tony, I thought I might be hearing from you again,” he said.
“Hey Sam. You good?” I asked. In the distance, a flock of birds danced in the sky. I watched them carefully, wondering what it would be like to join them, to escape, to fly away and never look back.
“All is well, of course. Everyone’s talking about you. Heard you got taken in, why didn’t you call me?”
“They just held me for a few hours, I refused to speak,” I said.
“Ahh, I’ve taught you well.”
“Yeah, I think there’s gonna be a bit of trouble this week, I need you on standby. Perhaps you can call the attorney general, so long. I want to make a statement too. They called me in for some unproven charges.”
“Yeah we could get something rolling. Maybe put something out tomorrow.”
“Perfect.”
By 9am I was at the barber, touching up my signature low fade haircut. This was normally a space where I could relax, but all the other men kept passing glances at me. I was, no doubt, the main topic of conversation online, but decided not to waste my time by checking.
It was like I could feel in my bones that all this drama would soon be over. I would be seeing Lola again and putting an end to her silly little plan. I stared at myself in the mirror for a long time, wondering if I could just run away. Randolph offered to help me, I could’ve taken him and his friends up on their offer. There was also my dad. Though we hadn’t spoken in years, I had an idea where I could find him, and I was sure if I lined his pockets enough he would help me disappear and start over somewhere in Lubango or Benguela. I spoke Kimbundu. I could learn Portuguese.
Was this what I’d been reduced to? Someone who fled when times got tough? There was no telling what else Lola knew about me and I couldn’t predict her next move, but was I really going to let her run me out of my own city? I may not have known where she was at that exact moment, but I knew what I was capable of once we crossed paths.
Again, I imagined myself wrapping my fingers around her neck, squeezing the life out of her, watching her beg and scream and cry for mercy. There was no running away from this. 
When I got back home, I was on the phone with Charles while I ate my first meal. He did not sound too pleased to be hearing from me.
“Tell your boss I need to speak to him personally,” I said, not caring whether anybody was listening in or not.
“Antonio, there’s-” he started.
“Charles, he needs me. How will I help him out in future if everything I have is taken away from me?” I asked. He mumbled something under his breath and hung up. A few seconds later, I got a call from an unknown number.
“Belo,” said Bendo in his deceptively warm voice.
“Mr Mukoroli,” I responded. 
“What is it?” he asked.
“I need someone to take the blame for everything. To come out and say they made everything up.”
“That’s a big ask.” he said. Last time he used a sermon to corroborate the alibi I had for the night of Tulela’s death.
“I know it is. But I also know that you need me around. Tomorrow you’re gonna be calling me for another favour. Make this go away.” I said. He was quiet for a few moments.
“I have a girl. A drug addict. She’s here every Sunday seeking redemption.”
“This can be her chance at a new life. She will be rewarded greatly.”
“And what do I get in return?”
“What you always get,” I said, trying to speak calmly, “My loyalty, my time, my access to you know who.” There was silence for a few moments.
“Alright,” he said.
“Great. Send her to my home tonight. I’ll coach her and give her all the information she needs for a believable confession.”
“Sure.”
“Great,” I said.
“And Belo,” he continued, “Don’t you dare fuck this up.”
“Of course, father.” I said and he hung up. I sat quietly in my kitchen for a few minutes before pulling my phone out again, opening my banking app and transferring N$10 000 to Bridget’s account. I then typed up a text and sent it to her.
· I can change your whole life if you keep your mouth shut.
She did not respond, but I was confident she was satisfied with my apology, and would be coming round to my home again soon.  
I called Namutenya next, but the line rang for a long time before disconnecting. When I tried again, it went straight to voicemail. Was she so easily swayed by the public’s opinion of me? Would she really let lies destroy the friendship we built?
Just after lunch time, I was sitting in the reception of the Ministry of Home Affairs and Immigration waiting for Faustino Mwandingi to see me. 
When I tried calling him on the phone, he left me a nasty message summoning me to him. Part of me thought that it was so he could yell at me.  I was finally ushered into the dusty, carpeted room, and he was sitting in his large brown leather swivel chair, staring out the window.
“Sit,” he said without turning to face me, and I obliged. The Minister was a burly man, with short, greying hair and thick reading glasses. “What the fuck have you gotten yourself into?”
“Sir, a former employee managed to get into some private documents. They want to destroy me because I fired them,” I explained.
“You are currently too compromised. There are a few guys who don’t know if they can trust being associated with you. Last night was embarrassing. How were you not prepared for that?” he asked.
“Sir, there was a security breach at my home. But I am zeroing in on the culprit and by tonight they will be caught” the words came out of my mouth like I was a naughty school boy speaking to his principal.
“If you can’t get a grip, it will be easy enough to replace you Belo. I don’t have time for nonsense,” he said. 
“I can assure you that won’t be necessary, sir.” I tried to smile, though I spoke through gritted teeth. 
“I had your report sent to me. A journalist is speculating that you are heavily involved in trafficking young girls across the border,” he said, ignoring me. 
I could almost hear the gears turning in his mind, him trying to calculate how much of a risk I was. I knew how easy it would be for him to make me disappear.
“She went through my computer somehow. You understand this does not just involve me. This could be troublesome for all of us involved,” I said. This caused him to turn and face me. He looked down his nose at me and  I shrunk in my seat.
“I won’t go down with you Belo,” he said.
“I need you to make this go away, sir.” I said, looking him in the eyes and straightening up. “I will do anything in return.”
He stared at me and smiled. I swallowed hard.
“I want half of the club,” he said quickly. My eyes widened. “I want to funnel all the operations through there.” I wasn't sure how to respond. Something told me this was something he’d been wanting for a long time and he now finally found a way to squeeze it out of me. 
“I’m fine with that,” I lied. “I can do 49% of ownership to you.”
“I’ll be using a proxy of course. Get that in writing.” he said. I nodded.
Outside the ministry’s building, where the high rises towered over me menacingly, I tried calling Namutenya again, but still could not get through to her. 
I sent her a text. 
· Get back to me! Sorting everything out!
Back in my bedroom, I stood in front of my mirror, and put my gun into my jacket’s inner pocket. Thoughts were whirling through my mind as I tried to guess what would happen next. Then my phone rang. Kathryn just did not know when to quit. How delusional could one person be?
“What?” I snarled into my receiver.
“Anthony, I’m not your enemy. Why don’t you get that?”
“Because you think you know everything, when actually, Kat, you don’t.” I said aggressively. Who the hell did she think she was?
“I want to help you,” she said softly.
“Really? Why’s that?” I asked.
“Because I know you. I see you. I think you see me too.” she said, and it dawned on me why I was always so upset with her. It was the fact that she thought I was stupid enough to be a feature in her marriage for the rest of my life, while the spot next to me in my bed remained empty night after night. She had nothing she could offer me.
“I think you’ve been misreading whatever it is that’s been going on between us,” I said.
“I disagree,” she retorted. “Let me help you. We can leave the country. Go anywhere.”
I shook my head. I could not believe what I was hearing. “You know we can’t do that.”
“You don’t trust me? We could be out of here by this evening.” she said breathlessly. I stared at my phone for a moment. 
In another life, at a different time, maybe I would’ve taken her up on her offer, but I was exactly where I needed to be. I wasn’t going to run away so easily. Lola was not going to beat me.
“I appreciate the offer,” I said after a moment of contemplation, “But please don’t ever call me again.”
I hung up before she could say anything. I stared at my reflection again, thinking about Spider, about my clubs, about Mathias. I wondered how far Lola was willing to go. I could feel my heart rate increasing and the room became warm. Where was she? How much longer was she going to taunt me?
I needed to calm down and connected my phone to the large speaker in my bedroom. Bach’s ‘Air on the G String’ wafted through the house as something compelled me to head to my office where I pulled a shoebox off the second highest shelf. Inside it was a handful of photographs of me, my mother, my brothers, the little shack we all lived in. From her pictures alone, you would never know cruel of a woman she was. You’d never be able to guess that when I was ten she pressed a cigarette butt into my arm for having an “attitude” or that when I was fifteen she tied a rope around my neck to punish me for arriving home four minutes later than I said I would.
You’d probably also never guess, just by looking at my pudgy six year old face, that when I was twenty one I returned home after not seeing the witch for close to two years and ended up strangling her to death. 
She struggled for a long time before she finally stopped breathing, and I screamed erratically at her lifeless body for a full minute before running back to my car and driving away as fast as I could. I closed my eyes thinking of the first time I experienced the rush of ending someone’s life. I felt powerful. It was all her own fault. If she just said she was proud of me, if she hadn’t laughed at how small and “feminine” my new car was, if she hadn’t told me I would never amount to anything, maybe she would have been alive today to see me thriving.
I was lost in thought, swaying to the gentle music, memories swirling around my head, when a noise from my phone across the corridor brought me back to reality.
“Boss! I got her.” Gus said to me. There was urgency in his voice. “She just arrived at the club.”
“At the club?” I asked. I could feel my neck becoming warm.
“She just arrived. I’m watching from a distance. She had a key and let herself in.” he said. My heart felt like it would beat out of my chest.  Was this it?
“Stay on the entrance, I’m on my way with Shady,” I started putting my shoes back on. “And have the other men meet you there. Do not approach her. If she leaves, you follow her wherever she goes.” I was screaming and moving quickly.
“Sure boss,” he responded and hung up.
I practically flew down the stairs and out my back door to my car. Once inside, something compelled me to try reaching through to Lola. It didn’t have to end badly for her if she cooperated. This could be solved very quickly if she did the right thing and surrendered to me. It
was too late for her. I had her cornered.
While speeding down my street, I had my phone up to my ear. It was ringing. Time felt like it had slowed down. Shady was following me in his own car, trying hard to keep up.
When I heard Lola’s voice, I wanted to scream. All this time she was right in front of me. It was so obvious and yet, I let her get away with so much for so long.
“Anthony,” she whispered.
“Where the fuck are you?” I growled as I exited Weberstein Estate.
“I’m going to burn your empire down,” she said, still speaking softly.
“Don’t fucking play with me Lola. Fuck you! Okay? Fuck this shit!” I screamed. She remained calm.
“Goodbye Anthony,” she said and ended the call. 
I almost flung my phone out the window, but tried hard to channel my energy into getting to her. Maybe burning her own parents’ home down was her warning for me. Was she really capable of destroying everything I had worked years to achieve? What the hell did I do to her? Why was she coming after me?
I drove like a maniac. It was hard not to run a few red lights, cut other motorists off and make illegal turns when Iniquity, my life’s work, was on the verge of being engulfed by flames.
When I got to the parking lot, the sun was beginning to set. I spotted Gus standing in the shrubbery in a far corner, waiting for my instructions. I held my palm up, telling him to wait, while I went inside alone. Shady parked not too far down the road and approached him on foot. There was an eerie silence outside the club and just as I expected to, I found the large brass gate slightly ajar. I pressed my hands against it and pushed it open. Once I was on the other side of it, I leaned against it and slowly, quietly nudged it closed.











[bookmark: _x0mj8krlh2g4]The Last Time
I walked into the courtyard and all of the lights were down except those that illuminated the dancefloor on its opposite end. There was no smoke. The air smelled fresh.
I advanced gingerly, crouching, scanning my surroundings almost as if I were expecting Lola to jump out and attack me. Once I was standing at the doors that led to the inside, my eyes landed on her small frame. She was standing on the dance floor with her back to me, gently swaying side to side as if there was some slow jazz music playing. It wasn’t hard to picture her dancing like this at a cafe in Greece, while I sat nearby, nursing my wine, staring at her in amazement.
She wore a white camisole and blue jeans, while her hair was tied up in a high ponytail. I wondered if she knew that I was there. I was certain there was no way she would be able to guess she was surrounded, with nowhere to run or hide. This was my turf.
She looked nothing like how I imagined she would when we eventually reunited.  She seemed calm and almost angel-like, with a soft, pink light streaming over her, giving her a sort of ethereal quality. For a moment I wondered if there was a chance that I was wrong about her. 
“This is the end, Lola. It’s over,” I said calmly, keeping my ears perked to ensure she was not with an accomplice, wondering whether I was supposed to just grab her and pin her to the ground.
“I know,” she said, still not looking at me. She didn’t sound as aggressive or defiant as I thought she would. Instead, it was as if she’d accepted her fate. Like she knew where she had gone wrong in her plan, and she was finally ready to admit that I could not be beaten.
“Raise your hands, let me see your palms,” I said, approaching her. She turned to me and obliged. I looked around, wondering if this was a trap. Why was she surrendering so easily? I patted her down, feeling, unsuccessfully, for any weapons. She had no bag, but I found her phone and pulled it out of her pocket and put it inside my own next to mine. She also had her ID on her. I stared at her image for a moment. Again I noticed how much more slim she was now. Then our eyes met. All the memories we shared came rushing into my mind. How could this be the same person? Why was she out to hurt me so badly?
“Anthony,” she said softly as I stepped away from her. This was my moment, she was right in front of me, alone and unarmed. Gus and Remy were waiting outside, and the others would be arriving shortly. I could finally put this matter to bed. 
“You’re coming with me, Lola,” I said, trying not to look directly at her. Hoping she would come without a fight. “Do you understand?”
“I do,” she spoke so softly again, I wasn’t sure if she was doing it to unnerve me or if she was truly ready to give in. We stood in silence for a few moments before she walked up to me and placed her hand on my arm.
I didn’t react. I didn’t swat her hand away or take a step back. I welcomed the physical connection and it felt so familiar to me. I wasn’t too sure what I was going to do once I had her in the cellar. Could I leave her there to rot away? Could I continue living my life, knowing she was down there?
The thought melted away as she gripped my flesh gently. I felt a warm sensation in my lower abdomen and blood began to rush away from my brain. With my own hand, I held Lola around the waist. Everything that I had been thinking of when I first arrived at the club was gone and replaced by a thirst I desperately wanted to quench.
Was I crazy? To let her get this close to me again? Why couldn’t I pull myself away from her? Why did I find myself drawing my body towards her?
Neither of us spoke as we inched closer and closer to each other. When our lips finally touched, she tasted like home, like a long embrace I had been longing for. We kissed each other desperately, but I kept thinking that this was not supposed to be happening. I could feel my gun pressing against my chest. This was the perfect opportunity to subdue her, but I could not stop myself.
I thought that if I was never going to see her again, maybe it made sense to say goodbye to her. As much as I wanted to punish her for everything that she had done, I also desperately wanted to be inside her.

I found myself cradling her with both hands and sucking her lips. Our breathing became entwined as our chests heaved in unison, and before I knew it, we were pulling at our clothes, undressing each other, kissing in between each movement. 
My phone rang inside my jacket. I ignored it. I wasn’t bothered. I wanted to see where this was going. I wanted to know if she was sorry for what she had done. I thought maybe she was seconds away from telling me I had it all wrong.
We made love for the last time, right there on the dancefloor. She let me lead and I dominated her. When we were finished, both thoroughly satisfied, I lay next to her, pinning her naked body to the floor with my hand around her neck, caressing her slowly, still kissing her. 
Both of us were breathing heavily and not breaking eye contact, but as the blood started to retreat back to my brain, I found that I could no longer maintain that. Her stare was piercing. She seemed to be studying me, eyeing me intently as I looked away and back at her several times. 
“Lola, how do you think this is going to end?” I asked her, genuinely curious to hear her answer.
“You tell me,” she responded. I couldn’t understand what she was doing. Why did she sleep with me? What was she going to do next? 
“Quit the games. I’ve caught you,” I said, frustration building up inside me.
“Only because I let you,” she responded, unafraid.  
“You think I’m going to let you get away?” I asked.
“No. I don’t.” Lola shook her head and again did not break eye contact with me. I said nothing, then she put her hand over mine, which was still cradling her neck softly.
“Are you going to strangle me to death?” she asked me in a sort of whisper. I thought about my answer for a second.
“No,” I said.
“Then you’re a coward,” she spat, contempt spewing out of her. She pulled away from me and I didn’t resist. I watched her stand up and reach for her clothes. I did the same, not taking my eyes off her.
I felt like a fool, an idiot who would never be able to let her go. I couldn’t kill her, but how long could I keep her in the cellar? Could I get her to eventually apologise? Was there any hope that she would make it up to me? My head started pounding as I watched her put her t-shirt on. 
“Are you armed?” she asked. We were both fully clothed again and I was reunited with my gun. My heart rate started to climb.
“Why?” I asked cautiously.
“I want to know if you’re going to kill me,” she said. 
“I don’t know,” I answered, then she launched herself at me, punching and kicking me several times in succession. The blows caught me off guard and I stumbled backwards, trying to find my footing. 
“Lola, stop this NOW!” I yelled, inching away from her with my arms out. I flung her off of me. She had a feral look in her eyes as she breathed heavily and we stared at each other. 
“Lola,” I pleaded, taking a step towards her and then she launched herself at me again, holding me around the waist, trying to spin me around and knock me off my feet. I was much stronger than her, she must have known that. We were in the courtyard now, bumping into tables. 
She kicked my feet and knocked me to the ground. I stopped myself from falling by placing both my hands out in front of me. I was on all fours now, right next to the koi pond. We noticed this at the same time and she jumped on my back, pressing me down with her weight, forcing my head into the water.
My nose was beneath the surface as I thrashed around with her on top of me. She was screaming, I was screaming, taking big gulps of water into my mouth. I was inhaling liquid, coughing, pressing hard against the ground, trying to lift her. We flailed for a few moments before I regained my composure and elbowed her in the gut. She released me from her grasp.
I blinked several times, gasping and coughing, still trying to make sense of what happened, still trying to catch my breath.  Did Lola try to kill me?
She too was on the floor breathing heavily. She’d gone mad. We made eye contact with each other and, sensing danger, both stiffened up. I lunged at her and grabbed her. Her body went limp as I put my hands around her neck. Her eyes rolled back in her head, as she clawed at me and scratched me. I shook her as she struggled. I saw the life leaving her and felt my grasp loosening. I couldn’t bring myself to do it, I couldn’t kill her, so I dropped her onto the floor. She gathered herself, retching  and holding onto her neck where my hands had been.
“You really aren’t gonna do it, huh?” she asked, breathing heavily.
“Do what? Hurt you? Is that what you want??” I screamed. She didn’t answer me as she crawled away from me. I saw her reaching for a handbag I was noticing for the first time. She moved before I could react and before I knew it, she pulled a gun from her handbag and pointed it directly at me.
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“So this is what you wanted all along?” I asked. Staring her directly in the eyes. She didn’t seem to know how to hold the gun, it must have been her first time. I wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing.
“It’s what you deserve,” she said. Her hands were trembling.
“Whatever you think I've done Lola, whatever you’re punishing me for, I don't deserve to die.”
“You’re right,” she said, almost laughing.
“Please, we can talk about this and fix it.” I said, hardly believing those words myself. I let things go on for too long. I let her get away with too much.
She remained silent. When I tried to inch forward slightly, she got up off the floor, gripping the gun more tightly. 
“Lola, I understand. Please hear me out. I really do understand,” I said, but I was lying.
“Do you, now?”she asked. Her voice was empty, hollow. She was a complete stranger. I could not recognise her. The person I held just moments before was gone, vanished into thin air. A part of me was afraid I would never see her again, because now she had morphed into something grotesque.
“What is this about? Huh? Are you obsessed with me? Jealous of the other women in my life?” I screamed.
“Is that what you think this is?” she asked in a shrill voice.
“Well what the fuck is it then, Lola? The rat, the toilets? Ceever? You ruined Spider's life just to get my attention,” I said. 
“Your attention?” she sneered.
“Lola, I swear, just put the gun down, please. You’ve got it okay? You’ve got my attention.” I retorted.
“I don’t WANT your attention!!” She cackled loudly. “ You are not as intelligent as I thought you were.” she laughed. “All those months of me watching you before I met you. What a waste. I should've known you’d be stupid and easy to fool. I could have saved myself so much time.” She said, going from laughing to jeering. “You haven’t figured it out yet? I have been waiting for this for a long time, Anthony. I knew we would be here today.” I blinked several times. Who was she? “This really is the end. But before I go, I’ll put you out of your misery and tell you that I am doing this for Tulela,” she whispered and the blood rushed from my face.
I thought maybe I misheard her at first. That was a name I never thought I’d hear her say. Did she know I killed Tulela? 
“Excuse me?” I said. Looking at her face, her features, her skin tone, her eye shape, the curve of her lips, and I realised why I always thought I knew her from somewhere. I tried hard not to let my emotions betray me, but the wind had been knocked out of my lungs.
“I am doing this for Tulela Amadhila, my cousin. Because of you she killed herself,” Lola said. I realised I was holding my breath and exhaled when it was clear she did not know what she was talking about. She continued speaking. “I am here to bring her justice. To make things a little more even.” She was talking more loudly, on the verge of sobbing.
“You’re Tulela’s cousin,” I said, clenching my jaw tightly and mostly speaking to myself.
“Don’t say her name EVER again!!” Lola screamed, waving the gun erratically, and for the first time I noticed how much she was like all the other deranged women I'd encountered in my life. She wasn’t special, like I originally thought. 
“You’re gonna kill me over some bitch I fucked years ago??” I shouted. My temple throbbed. 
“You ruined her life!!” she yelled. I lowered my shoulders and took a deep breath. Lola was not a criminal mastermind. She wasn’t intelligent or cunning. She was emotional and crazy, acting on impulse and flying way too close to the sun. I chuckled softly to myself. I had nothing to worry about.
“Whatever story she told you, she was clearly unhinged and you fell for it because so are you.” I smiled.
“You know what you did Anthony. You know you used her and you treated her like filth, and then you discarded her like she was a piece of garbage!” she sounded like she was about to burst into tears. Typical woman. I said nothing. “You forced her to have that abortion Anthony. ADMIT IT!” she screamed as tears streamed down her face. “It destroyed her! I know everything… ” 
Oh how wrong she had it. I stared at her for a while. It was as if I was only then realising she was being serious. I should’ve known all along. I should’ve seen through her. How could I have thought she would really love me?
The gun was aimed at my chest, but I remained undisturbed, wondering whether she really had the stones to kill me. I felt a calm washing over me. Like I was ready for whatever happened next. It felt almost poetic, to die at Lola’s hand.
I spoke after a brief silence. “This ‘everything’ that you think you know. What was your plan exactly? To tell everyone what I did and destroy my name? To kill me, and spend the rest of your life behind bars?”
“After today, everyone’s gonna know who you really are!” she hissed. “You made her kill herself! You know that! You abused her, and she had no one. I was too far away, my mother just died!” Tears were streaming from Lola’s face again but she held the gun steadily.
“Lola, I don’t know what version of this story you heard, but I promise you, I’m not the person you think I am. I didn’t even know if she was pregnant with my kid or not, okay? Why would I make her get rid of it? I don’t know if she mentioned to you that she was sleeping with half of Windhoek, but I didn’t make her do ANYTHING. And she was still pregnant when she died. Did you know that? She lied to you, okay. About everything. For Christ’s sake Lola. 
You seem like a sensible enough person. Did you really buy all the bullshit she sold you? You never asked yourself once what role she played in her own misery?”
“You preyed on her! You abused her! You pushed drugs on her! You taunted her in front of your friends!!” Lola was fully sobbing now, but she did not stop pointing the gun straight at me. I still did not flinch
“God I hate how you women reason. SHE came to Vibrant high as shit! SHE disturbed my guests.” I said.
“You embarrassed her,” Lola whimpered. 
“SHE EMBARRASSED HERSELF!” I screamed, struggling to contain my emotions. Lola took a step back. She was sobbing violently and shaking her head.  “What was your plan here Lola? Huh? Go ahead, shoot me if you want. ”
“I told you, I’M GOING TO SHOW THE WORLD WHO YOU REALLY ARE!” She screamed, directing the gun at me again. Both of her hands were clasped around it but she did not have her finger on the trigger.
“There is NOTHING in my computer that can send me to jail, Lola. NOTHING. A few conversations can’t prove anything. Whatever you found is useless. They’ll investigate me for a while and then they’ll let me go. But now that I have you here, I promise I’m never letting you go, you know that, right? You’ll die before I ever let you free again,” I said in a measured tone, advancing towards her and closing the gap between us. She breathed heavily.
“I know that. I deleted most of the stuff  just to set all those people free from you,” she whispered and then she lowered the gun and relaxed her shoulders. All of this, to expose me to the world. What a pitiful woman she was. Did she honestly think that any of this was ever going to work?
“Lola.” I said, approaching her slowly. “Lola please. Stop this now. We can talk about this. I can help-” I said, lunging at her mid sentence, clasping my hands around hers, attempting to rip the gun out of her grasp.
We struggled for what felt like ages. She was fighting hard not to relinquish control of the weapon in her hands. We danced around the room again as she tried to fight me off of her.
I tugged hard, released the firearm from her hands, and shoved her away from me onto the floor. I then turned the gun on her and watched her carefully.
She was hunched over, whispering something to herself and making whimpering noises. I stood rooted to the spot, watching her, when I realised that she was actually laughing softly to herself.  I furrowed my brows.
“Get up,” I said, pointing the gun at her face. “Put your shoes on, we’re leaving. It’s over. I won.”
“You are so dumb, Anthony. So freaking dumb and arrogant. That’s why I won.” she said, laughing again, louder than before. Perhaps she was disturbed. Maybe it ran in her family.
“You clearly need help. Let me help you. Get up,” I said, unsure what her next move would be. She ignored me.
“You don’t get it,” she said, suddenly very calm. “I told you I’ve been watching you for months, Anthony. Following your every move. And you let me into your home, your life.” she said and I stared at her. “I know you inside and out.” 
“Well, we’ll see how much that helps you when you’re rotting in the cellar,” I said dryly. She continued speaking,
“You never wondered why you were always so hungry all the time?” she started laughing again, “I drugged you.”
I stared at her blankly, still holding tightly onto the gun. “Get up Lola.” What had I gotten myself into? 
“None of what I did was meant to destroy you. It was meant to distract you. I got you to fire your maid and live in filth,” she said, laughing maniacally, “You think you control everything and everyone around you. Does Mathias know you burnt down his cafe because you’re jealous of him?” My eyes were wide with horror and she smiled at me before continuing. I took a deep breath. “I knew that if I could disarm you mentally, make you feel insecure, I could conquer your mind. And I knew you would walk straight into any trap I set for you,” she raised herself off of the ground and walked towards me. The gun was still aimed at her chest. “I knew you wouldn’t think anything through today, that you’d act hastily, and do something stupid. And guess what?” she was crying again, “I know for a fact that tonight will go exactly how I want it to.” She was now standing directly in front of me, the barrel of the gun was mere centimetres from touching her, she was breathing heavily through her mouth and staring me straight in the eyes.
“Lola, I don’t want to hurt you,” I said and was surprised to find that I actually meant it.
“This is the only way, Anthony,” She kept speaking as though she did not hear me, like she was in a trance, then she lunged forward, trying to grab the gun from me. The two of us struggled for it again. She tugged hard at the barrel and pulled it towards herself. I held on tightly to it, trying to shake her off. I felt the small pistol twist around in my hands. It was pointed at me and I took a deep breath. She twisted the gun. I tried to pull it from her grasp.
“Lola-”, I muttered before I felt it go off in my hands, the force knocking both of us backwards, the sound hitting my eardrums hard. 
The bullet hit Lola in the chest as the gun fell to the floor. She screamed loudly and collapsed almost instantly. I grabbed her and pressed my hand against the wound. Her blood soaked her clothes instantly as her body began shaking. She was in agony. 
I cradled her trembling body in both my arms and looked around the club for anything that could help her. Where was my phone? Why hadn’t Gus rushed in here when he heard the gunshot? 
She looked at me and coughed up blood while trying to say something. Each time she moved her lips or tried to exhale, blood poured out of her mouth through her teeth. She was choking and struggling to take oxygen in.  A part of me thought she deserved whatever she was feeling.
“Lola, I got you,” I whispered to her, trying to keep her body still. Where was my phone? I reached into my pocket but couldn’t feel it.
Though it seemed difficult for her to do so, Lola looked up into my eyes. Part of me wondered if it would be for the last time. Something about her expression made me think that somehow she was going to survive this. I might have imagined it, but I was sure that she was trying to smile. It might have really happened but I wasn’t sure, because the benevolent grin faded away almost as quickly as it appeared, as her eyes rolled backwards into her skull and her body became still with her last exhale.
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My head was pounding, Lola’s eyes were partially open and her body was limp. I breathed deeply, holding tightly onto her, as her blood drenched my clothes. It took me a few seconds to truly grasp what happened. I knew that she was dead and that I shot her, but it happened so quickly that I was still trying to replay the last few moments in my mind. I forgot where we were for a moment. She was quickly becoming cold. 
It was finally over. Weeks of torment, gone. I did it. I succeeded. I WON.
But how did I do that? How did I win? It wasn’t my intention for her to die here on this night. Not like this. Not so suddenly. How did this happen? And why did she seem so happy to have a bullet in her chest?
Did Lola smile before she became still or was that my mind playing tricks on me? 
“Lola,” I shook her body gently, seeing if there was any possibility of her still being alive. I put two fingers to her neck and checked her pulse. Nothing. She really was gone and a sense of calm washed over me.
I sighed loudly, looking around the dancefloor. Chairs and tables were scattered, the floor was wet, and I was sitting under the neon lights, clutching Lola’s limp frame. 
What must have been five minutes passed, and tears streamed down my face. I could not process what was happening, what I was meant to do next. Clarity started to wash over me and I could feel her blood drying on my neck and cheeks.
What did I do? I didn’t pull the trigger. I couldn’t have. I wouldn’t have! 
Would I? 
I started doubting my own memory. I tried again to remember those last few moments of the two of us struggling for control of the weapon. Everything happened so fast. One moment the gun was twisting and turning around in both of our palms and the next, it was aimed at her, pressed against her belly and then…
Did Lola pull the trigger herself? No... she didn’t. That would've been absurd… right?
I could still hear her voice ringing through my head like a song. It was not the warm, comforting tune that felt like home, but the shrill, erratic one that had taken over someone I thought I knew well. 
YOU preyed on her-, You abused her-, 
I was still holding tightly onto her, sitting upright. Wondering what I was meant to do next? Where was Gus? Where was my phone? 
Still holding onto her, I patted my pockets again but only found her phone which was switched off. I looked around the quiet, empty room, still gripping tightly onto her. Nothing. 
A million thoughts raced through my mind again. What the hell happened in the last few weeks? Who was this imposter? How could I let her into my home, my bed, my life? I felt like throwing up, I was disgusted with myself. And now, here she was, dead on the floor of my club. Dead because she wanted to avenge her stupid cousin. 
For such a long time I’d been wracking my brain, trying to figure out what I did so wrong in my life to be punished in the way that I was, and the whole time it was for something so stupid, so insignificant.
I’m going to show the world who you really are.
I wondered just how much she had been responsible for. I wanted to shake her till she woke up so she could explain herself. I wanted her to come back so she could answer all the questions I had. I thought maybe I could at least ask her if, even for just a moment, she felt anything for me at all.
A part of me wanted her to come back so that she could say it was all a big joke, that she hadn't actually planned to end my life. But it was either her or me, right? She was going to kill me, right?
“This could’ve all BEEN AVOIDED!” I shouted at her as I shook her. I was gripping her so tightly with my fingers I thought I would crush her like a ball of paper if I wasn’t careful. “Her life was not worth this much Lola!” I was sobbing. This was what I wanted, right? Why did this feel so heavy?
How could she let it come to this? If she’d just told me about this. Maybe I could have explained myself. Maybe I could have convinced her that she got it all wrong. 
I could have told Lola how insane Tulela was. How obsessed she became with me after only a few dates. How she purposely got pregnant because she thought it would keep me around. How addicted she was to drugs. How erratic she became. How she had to die.
I felt like I’d been hit by a ton of bricks. The agony came in waves, and no one was around to help me, to tell me what to do. I didn’t have all the answers, and I was tired of pretending like I did.
But there was no time for pitying myself, was there? I had to act, and quickly.
“Okay,” I said, finally coming to my senses. I squeezed her tightly one last time, then shifted her weight in my arms, before gently placing her body onto the ground. 
I stood up quickly.
“Cameras,” I said to myself. Any footage of what happened that night, along with any trace of Lola, had to disappear. A million ideas rushed through my mind. I wondered who I could call. What about Gus? Where the hell was he? How would I move her?
Maybe this wasn’t so bad. She was finally done fucking with my life. I wouldn't have to take the minister’s deal, right ? I wouldn’ have to be even more indebted to Bendo. This was good. Everything would be fine. I should’ve been celebrating.
I searched my immediate surroundings for my phone again. Had I dropped it? It wasn’t in or near the pond, it wasn’t on the ground. I rushed through the club in the dark, cursing under my breath.
If Spider was still around, he would know what to do. Things wouldn’t’ve gotten to this point.
Once I was in my office, I sat down at my desk slowly. It was pitch black and eerie. I wondered if I would be able to have a normal night here ever again, without thinking about what
happened. I took a few deep breaths and tried hard to calm myself, but my whole body was trembling.
I pressed the button to switch my console on, but nothing happened. I pressed it a few more times with the same result. Popping my head underneath the desk to see if it was plugged in, I came across the most unexpected thing and I had a hard time processing what I was looking at.
The cables that connected the cameras to the power outlet and to the processors were slashed in half haphazardly. Not far from this strange scene, a pair of pink scissors lay on the ground.
“What the…” I said, my brows furrowed. “Now why would she…?” I started to ask myself, before I was disturbed by the slow flooding of red and blue lights in my office.
I rushed to my window and pulled the curtain back slightly. I could see a police car parked outside the club. My heart sank and a cold sweat dripped down the back of my neck.
I stared at two male officers, watching them step out and move swiftly towards the front gate. Did I lock it? They were crouching as they walked, unaware I could see them. Shit. I was frozen to the spot, I tried to get myself to move, but I wasn’t sure what to do. I wanted to run and quickly lock the gate, or maybe moving Lola was more important. What was I supposed to do?
I had no time to think because they started pounding loudly on the metal doors. Where was Gus? Why wasn’t he in here by now? Where did my phone go? What were the police doing here?
“Okay, okay, OKAY,” I yelled at myself. I needed to get a grip and act fast. I pushed the curtain back, opened my drawer, pulled out my keys and ran for the door. I could move Lola to the service entrance. Did I have any carpets I could place over the dance floor?
I was walking quickly in the dark. I found the door to the outside, but there was a padlock on it that I did not recognise. I tugged at it, reading the label, looking at how new and shiny the chrome was. Who locked this door? What the hell did Lola do?
My stomach did a somersault. The police pounded on the gate again. They knew I was inside because they must have seen my car. Did I lock myself in when I arrived? 
I tried hard to remember as I dashed out of the hallway, back to the dancefloor. Lola was still where I left her. I got closer to her and stared at her. Why did she cut the camera cables? Why did she trap me inside here? The banging grew louder.
“ANTONIO!” I heard one of them yell. “ANTONIO BELO! We see the lights on!” The sound of his voice echoed around the empty courtyard. “We received an emergency alert to this location earlier! Please let us in or we will have to use force!”
I froze. Did Lola call them here? I wondered again if I locked the gate, but at that very moment I heard the latch come loose because, as it turns out, I hadn’t. The gate swung open and I could hear the officers enter the courtyard, so I scooped up Lola’s body quickly and walked over to the couch with her. What was I supposed to do? There was blood everywhere on the floor, on me. I wanted to drop her behind one of the couches. Her arms and legs swung as I twisted myself around, trying to decide where to go.
“Mr Belo, stop what you are doing. Turn around slowly,” I heard an officer say behind me. Lola was still in my arms and I stopped dead in my tracks. “I’m detective Tjiueza with the Windhoek Police.”
As they approached me and the light from their flashlights shone on me, a gruesome story began to unfold for the officers. I slowly turned to face them, my eyes were wide, Lola was getting heavier by the second.
“Don’t move! Stand still!” the white officer with the ginger mustache said as he approached me. The brown skinned officer, Tjiueza, kept his gun aimed at my face. I inhaled several times in succession.
I wondered where Gus was as the burly man pressed his hand to Lola’s neck, feeling for a pulse. My whole body started to go numb and he reached his arms around her, pulling her from my grasp. There was a pain in my chest. It felt like the oxygen was being sucked out of my lungs, as I realised my men must’ve been in the wind by then. Cowards. 
“Down on the ground!” I heard one of the men say.
“No pulse, I’m calling an ambulance,” the other shouted as he pinched Lola’s nose and tested her for any signs of life. He was holding her face in his hands, opening her eyes with his fingers, refusing to accept what I already knew to be true. “Ma’am, ma’am, are you OKAY?”
I did not object to being handcuffed, but the officer who did it shoved me to the ground violently anyway. 
“Get the crime scene team here,” said the officer who was now pressing a part of his shirt into Lola’s wound. 
“What the fuck happened here
 tonight?” Tjiueza, who now had his foot on my back, asked.
“She came after me. It was self defence, I swear,” I blurted out, but the officer was no longer listening, as he was now on the phone, calling for more police officers to come in.
When the ambulance arrived I was still on the floor, staring at Lola, trying to look at her face for as long as possible before they took her away for good. They estimated her time of death to be 19h30. I groaned.
More officers flooded my club and took pictures of the floor, of the trail of blood I created in my office, of everything they could. I kept my eyes on the spot where Lola died as they read me my rights.
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I was led into the police station by four officers and I could not see very far in front of me as hordes of people crowded around me, yelling in my face and holding their phones and cameras up at me. From every angle I was surrounded by flashing lights. The mob was so loud I could barely hear myself think. They were grabbing at my clothes, trying to reach past the police officers and touch me, even if just for a second.
Time seemed to be moving slowly. The sea of people followed me all the way through the doors, into the foyer and were only stopped as we approached the door that led to a long corridor. Everyone inside turned to look at me, some of them also taking out their phones. I lowered my head and avoided meeting their gazes. 
How did these people find out about this so quickly? It had been less than an hour since I was put in cuffs, but it was like they already knew this would be happening. Why did Lola call the police if she had been planning to murder me? Would anyone believe that I did what I did to save myself? Would they hear me out if I told them she was crazy? That she was out to get me?
I kept picturing her face looking up at me. The eerie grin she wore for a brief moment was hard to forget. It was like she knew this would happen. Was that what she wanted? For me to kill her? 
I was led into a small room with a desk and two chairs in the centre. The lightbulb in the ceiling was flickering, and a thick layer of dust had settled on most surfaces. I sat down and they left me alone without saying a word to me.
After a while, a uniformed woman, who looked no older than twenty one, entered the room with a large book in one hand and a small, flat, rectangular object in the other. I could hear voices filling the hallways, some of them shouting my name.
She took my fingerprints and then wrote down my name and ID number on one of the pages. She barely said anything to me other than giving me instructions. After she left, I was alone with my thoughts for a while longer. I started losing my sense of time, racking my brain trying to figure out where Gus could have gone.
I was allowed to make a call shortly after that and the first person I reached out to was my lawyer Sammy who told me he was already on his way to the station. I pressed my forehead down on the cold, metal table and closed my eyes. I was exhausted, but my head was still spinning.
“You’re popular huh?” a plane-clothes officer with greying hair said, sitting down as a second one with moles on his chin entered the room and closed the door behind him. “There’s so many journalists demanding to see your file.” They were both chuckling.
I felt detached from my body, as though I were watching myself from the corner. I could hear him speaking to me, but none of his words seemed like they were in English. 
“Oh he has nothing to say, huh, should we make him talk?” the second man said. “I’m Detective Iileka, my partner here you can call Longeni Do you understand why you were arrested this evening Mr Belo?”
I looked them in the eyes and nodded.
“Now, we caught you with a lot of blood on your hands. Is there anything you’d like to say about that?” Longeni said. 
“I didn’t kill her. We were in a relationship,” I said calmly.
“Yes. You were. And she found out something about you, didn’t she? Some things you didn’t want anybody to know?” The detectives seemed almost excited to be having the opportunity to interrogate me. I tried hard not to let them get a rise out of me.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I said. They both scoffed.
“Oh come on Belo. It’s all out now. You followed her to the club tonight because she aired your dirty laundry to the press.” the officer said matter of factly. I kept a straight face.
“I followed her to the club tonight, yes. But I didn’t kill her. What reason would I have to do that?”
“Well, with the other stuff you’re gonna be sitting in jail for at least twenty years, aren’t you?” Iileka taunted.
“What exactly am I under arrest for?” I asked apprehensively.
“Murder, like we said. The magistrate’s reviewing your other cases. For now we’ll focus on what happened tonight, possibly some obstruction of justice,” the officer said as he flipped open a notebook. 
“Other cases?” I pressed further. The two officers exchange a look.
“Come on Belo. The racketeering? The laundering?” Longeni said to me, speaking like I was intellectually stunted.
I stared up at the police officers in bewilderment. Racketeering? What else did she find on my computer?
“The journalists out there. They won’t let this go, my guy. They have it in their mind that whistleblowers are good, you see. And then we find you and this young woman dead in your club, by your gun. They want your head.” said Iileka. The officers were taking turns speaking to me to confuse me.
“But I didn’t kill her. I swear when I explain everything you will see it from my perspective and it will all make sense. She actually planned all of thi-” I stopped in the middle of my sentence. Lola arrived at Iniquity armed. My revolver never left my jacket. “Wait, did you say that she was killed with my gun?” I swallowed hard but my mouth was so dry it was nearly impossible.
“This pistol here,” Iileka continued as he slid a photo across the table, “is registered to you. Tonight the young woman, Ms Halwoodi,” he slid a picture of Lola towards me, “was killed with a bullet from this gun.”
“But- but that’s not possible.” I said, shaking my head and looking  at the images in front of me. How could my gun have killed Lola? 
“How do you figure?” Longeni asked sarcastically. My vision narrowed on the trigger. He seemed to be speaking the truth, but … how?
“My gun… does not work. I jammed it years ago. It’s at my home. This can’t be mine.” I blurted the words out quickly, but the officers were not moved.
“We’ve checked. It is. We did retrieve firearms from your residence. No pistol.” Iileka replied.
“You've been to my home?” I said, keeping a straight face. There was nothing there that could incriminate me. I made sure of that. 
“An urgent investigation was launched and all of your properties have been or are being searched. The results of that will determine the way forward, with the previous charges of human trafficking we had previously attempted to arraign you on.” Longeni said quickly.
“Yes. Exactly! I was here yesterday. It was a frivolous case. This woman was crazy. She’s been after me for a long time. She’s been trying to destroy my life! Let me see Fabiolo. I want to be taken to his office immediately. He will explain everything to you.” I said breathlessly. The officers exchanged looks with each other that I could not decipher.
“And what business do you have with him?” Longeni asked, leaning towards me. He seemed as though he wanted to burst out laughing.
“I would like to speak to him privately,” I said, a calm washing over me. He would attend to this. He would save me. 
I looked at the officers and thought they would immediately leap from their seats and out the room, but instead they sneered violently.
“So that’s how you rich fucks do your shit huh? You think you run the city because Fabiolo’s on your payroll?” Iileka spat at me with an indignant look on his face.
“He’s not on my payroll.” I said, shaking my head. “What the hell is this? Are you trying to pin more charges on me?” What did they hear? Did my stay in Fabiolo’s office the night before get him into some sort of trouble? 
“You tell a lot of lies Belo,” one of them said. The officers were now mocking me, looking down their noses at me, recoiling in disgust. Again, I thought of Lola and the smile she had on her face.
She knew she was going to die tonight. My chest tightened. My mouth was dry. I was starting to tremble again.
“Has my lawyer arrived yet?” I asked, looking down at the table in front of me. The officers chuckled. “I don’t want to say anything else till he is here.” 
The two porky men exchanged glances and then got up and headed for the door, both exiting. Two minutes later it swung open again and Sammy walked through it. He seemed cheery and not at all like his biggest client was being charged with murder and who knows what else.
“I hope you’ve said nothing,” the tall brown skinned man chirped, sitting down.
“I said I didn't do it. I asked to speak to Fabiolo and they refused.” I groaned. Sammy’s eyebrows shot up.
“Woah, woah, why would you ask to speak to Fabiolo at a time like this?” he asked, speaking more softly than before.
“I thought he could help me,” I shrugged, but in my mind I wondered if I had made a mistake. Nothing was making sense anymore. My world had been flipped on its head.
“That’s exactly the problem Anthony. You know what this file is?” he asked, waving a stack of papers in front of me, “It’s everything the police received from this uhhh…” he eyed the
documents, “this Lavina girl, everything she sent them earlier this afternoon. Some of it seems like evidence you’ve been colluding with members inside the police force and have been abusing the justice system for years!  Fabiolo’s been sent home. They went through his computer, and four more officers are being investigated. The whole department is falling apart. Do you understand that?” His words were like tiny swords. 
“They didn’t tell me that.” I sat up. Sammy alone would not be getting me out of this.
“Of course they didn’t, maybe they wanna see how many more friends you have in here, huh? They’re all going to want to save themselves by appearing like they’re working hard against you. DO NOT speak to them again. What have I told you before huh?” Sammy scolded me. He seemed angry. I didn’t respond. Why was he treating me like a criminal? “So you wanna tell me what the hell happened tonight?” Sammy continued. He was speaking calmly again and had his elbows on the table with his hands clasped.
“Well, for starters, I didn’t kill her.” I said in a measured voice.
“Your gun shot her, your prints were all over it and the blood on your hands and jacket indicate that you did. They’ve tested you for gunshot residue, and the results will be out soon. Do you have a better version of how that all happened? Something I can peddle to the judge?”  he asked sceptically.
I thought long and hard about how I was going to explain what happened. I was so certain I knew what the truth was, but also that it would not make sense to anyone but me.
“She shot herself,” I said softly.
Sammy stared at me for a few moments, processing my words, no doubt trying to determine if I’d lost my mind.
“Anthony, she called the police on the way to the club. Said you asked to meet with her but she was afraid of you because you’d hit her before,” Sammy shuffled through the papers he was holding.
“Exactly. She set me up.” I said eagerly.
“And then killed herself to send you to jail?” Sammy asked like I was speaking gibberish.
“Yes,” I said firmly.
“Antho-” his eyes had gone from anger to confusion to concern.
“No! No! Don’t give me that look and don’t tell me I'm crazy!” I shouted. “I know what happened. I was right there! She grabbed it and she pulled the trigger. And you know what the craziest part is? She smiled, Sammy. She SHOT HERSELF and when she took her last breath, she smiled...” Finally saying those words out loud felt like a weight was lifted off my shoulders. This was my chance to convince someone else how deranged she was. Lola smiled at me when she died. She knew it was going to happen because she planned for it. She wanted me to kill her. She wanted me to be sitting here sounding crazy. The more I thought about it, the more it made sense.
Sammy said nothing. The look on his face made me feel a sense of foreboding, like this was really the end for me.
“Look I’m gonna be honest with you.” he was shaking his head. “I don’t think that’s something I can present in a courtroom. You have to give me something better.” It was as if I was just making the whole thing up and he wanted me to be more creative.
“Well that’s what happened. She targeted me, developed a relationship with me and then killed herself.” I sat back in my chair. 
“With your gun?” Sammy asked. He seemed annoyed with me.
“Yes,” I sighed, “she stole it from my house and brought it with her to the club.” I answered.
“She stole your gun from your house and brought it to the club?” Sammy spoke the words as if they were another language.
“Yes,” I said. Tired of repeating myself.
“And shot herself with it?” He was like a dog with a bone.
“YES.” I said, again. This time Sammy sighed.
“And why would she do that?” he asked. 
“She hated me. She thinks I hurt someone close to her.” I said. He sighed.
“Anthony, they aren’t going to just completely ignore the physical evidence,” he said,  shaking his head. What did he want from me? I had nothing more to offer than the truth. I did not kill Lola. That was a fact, no matter how hard she worked to paint any other picture. 
“I was holding onto the gun too. That’ll explain the gunpowder.” He eyed me intently. “We were fighting over it and I thought she was trying to aim it at me. It happened so fast. I thought I was imagining her pointing it at herself and then it went off. And I caught her. That’s why her blood is all over me. I… I tried to save her. I couldn’t call anybody. I wanted to get her help, but she bled out so quickly.” I said, my tone getting gradually more dejected with each word. I thought of Colin dying in the same way and blinked several times in succession.
“And the scratches?” He asked, sceptically.
“Scratches?” I furrowed my brows.
“On your neck,” he said, looking at me directly. I pressed the tips of my fingers to my flesh and my skin stung. My eyes became wide and my breathing shallow. Sammy continued.
“Look, we can weave some version of that story into the official one, but please, for the love of god, do not get onto the stand and say that she intentionally shot herself. They will think we are making a mockery of their court.” Sammy’s eyes were no longer meeting mine. I grunted in agreement. “What are the police going to find on your cameras if they’re able to subpoena the footage? They might want to rewind a few hours.” Sammy said. The word ‘might’ stabbed me in the chest. These weren’t the words of a man who was confident he could get me released.
“They’ll find nothing.” I mumbled.
“What do you mean nothing?” he asked.
“The camera’s weren’t working.” I responded. He looked at me, surprised.
“What do you mean they weren’t working?” he probed.
“She disconnected them.” I said. I could not believe what I was saying. My whole body started to go numb again. I was as still as a statue.
“She disconnected your cameras? Wouldn’t the footage help her frame you?” he asked, taken aback. He seemed less sure of me than when he first walked into the room.
“No. Because anybody watching what happened tonight would know the truth and be on my side.” I said firmly. 
“They’re gonna accuse you of deleting it, you know. It might start to look like a premeditated crime.” he sat back in his chair. “We need a sequence of events that is believable and paints you in as good a light as possible. We can say the gun went off in the struggle, fine. The cameras were off due to maintenance. I’ll work on that and brief you. Also, read this…” He passed a piece of paper to me, “It’s the email this chick sent to the police. Someone leaked it
online. It’ll get you up to speed.” I couldn’t get my eyes to focus on any of the words. 
“She cut them up.” I said softly, still clutching the paper. “The cameras weren’t switched off. She cut the cables up with a scissor.”
Sammy looked at me. His eyes were wide again. He blinked. 
“Listen,” he whispered. “Let me be the only person you tell any of this to, you understand me? The attorney general is reviewing your case and charges will be brought up against you in the next few hours. You’ll be in court some time tomorrow.” he spoke quickly, starting to pack up his belongings.
“Tomorrow? I can’t sleep here, are you crazy? Get the minister on the phone and tell him-”
“Anthony, are you listening?” Sammy started shouting.
“Are YOU listening?? I am not going to jail for this. You call him and make sure I am out of here before that!” I growled and slammed my fists on the table. Did he really think I would agree to spending any more time in this hell hole? 
“He’s the first person I called.” Sammy said calmly. He was done fighting with me.
“And?” I asked. He looked over his shoulder before he spoke.
“He said you know what will happen if you mention him,” he said so softly I had to lean forward to hear him. Still I could not believe the words coming out of this man’s mouth. Would the Minister seriously kill me to protect his secrets? 
“I can't spend the night here, Sammy” I moaned, shaking my head, thinking of the grimy conditions I would be subjected to. What a pathetic, whimpering shell of a man I had been reduced to.
“You have to,” he replied.
“Who’s the judge? Find out what the fuck he wants. Everyone can be bought,” I pleaded.
“All your assets are going to be entered as evidence, you can’t touch anything. You can’t move anything around. This isn’t just a murder charge. They're looking at money laundering and a few other things. Now, I still have access to your Cayman bank account, so at least you still afford me,” he smiled, “and whatever you need while you’re still in here.”
“So you expect me to be treated like a common criminal? I’m supposed to stay here till TOMORROW? And then what?” I asked. My jaw tightened and my fists were clenched. The thought of sleeping in close proximity to the degenerate residents of the Windhoek Police Holding Cells caused heat to rise up from my neck to my cheeks.
“You’ll go to court. You either plead guilty or-” Sammy said and I saw red.
 “There is no chance in hell I am pleading guilty to ANYTHING. I didn’t kill her. I didn’t do any of these things,” I screamed, flinging the file across the room and the papers came flying out of it, trickling slowly towards the ground. At that moment the guard who had been keeping watch came inside to see what had caused the commotion. Seeing the papers on the ground and me on my feet, he let out a chuckle.
“Do you want us to show you how to behave?” the officer asked me. Sammy sprung to his feet quickly.
“No no. His hand slipped. He’s fine. We’re fine,” Sammy said, gathering everything up and smiling at the officer who promptly walked out of the room.
“Anthony,” he said, sitting down. “We are not in the position that you think we are in, okay? Read the email, familiarise yourself with what they have on you. I think our best bet will be pleading not guilty to the white collar stuff, and guilty…” he said as my eyes bulged and
 continued, “...for culpable homicide. We can argue it out at trial, but at least you could get bail.”
“I’ll read it.” I grunted after a few moments.
“Great. I’m gonna prepare your case. They’ll call me once the general has made her decision on the charges and I'll come right back for your processing and for them to take your official statement,” he said, now standing. “DO NOT talk to anybody.” 
I didn’t respond nor look up at him as he left the room. My breathing had not slowed down. The papers were laying in front of me, mocking me.
I looked at the words. It was like I was hearing her voice one last time. Finally I would, in its entirety, know what she took from my computer.
“Hi,” the eerie letter began, “I have been in a relationship with businessman Antonio Belo for several months now…” her calling me Antonio instead of Anthony, like I wasn’t someone she knew more intimately than that, stung more than I’d have liked it to. “...In the time that I have known him, I have come to discover some things that have shocked and horrified me. 
On top of being a terrifying and abusive partner, he is a key player in a massive criminal syndicate, and the list of his crimes is appalling.” I laughed. The bitch was creative, I had to give her that. I continued reading. “I have been able to obtain evidence of some of these things, and I thought I should pass it on to you. Many people have been hurt by this individual, I myself fear what will happen to me if he finds out, but I cannot stay silent.”
I read the paragraph several times. There were a few print outs of the documents she attached to the email. These included implications that I regularly bribed the police, namely Sergeant Fabiolo, to skirt above the law and to antagonise my business rivals; text messages between myself and a few high ranking public office bearers that painted our relationships as 
parasitic; emails that proved my companies did not qualify for several governmental tenders I’d been awarded; bank statements that could mean I was laundering money through Iniquity; and a summary of some of the information I‘d been been hoarding with the purpose of blackmailing and extorting my associates. 
What the fuck was going on? How the hell did I find myself in this situation? How did she manage to put this all together? Was she right in saying she successfully distracted me? Was she really willing to go to these lengths? 
I sat back in my chair and stared at the ceiling. What the fuck? What was going to happen next?
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At 5am the police let me make another phone call, so I could have a change of clothes arranged. The attorney general was still looking over my case. Apparently this was a massive night in Windhoek and I could only imagine what people were saying about me on Sowlite.
Mathias’ number rang for a long time before he answered. It took me a few seconds to speak. 
“Mathias. Bro. It’s Anthony,” I said. I wasn’t sure I would even get a response. The last time we spoke was not pleasant for either of us and I wasn’t too sure Lola hadn’t told him what she uncovered about the fire that destroyed his life.
“Anthony. Dude. What the fuck? Where are you?” He asked, alarmed.
“They’re keeping me in some interrogation room till I get charged, man. Everything got fucked up,” I said.
“What the fuck happened dude? They’re saying you killed Lavinia to keep her quiet about some shit. What the hell??” he said softly. 
“Yeah, I’m sure everyone on Sowlite is so happy right now,” I mumbled.
“It's a jungle. No one knows what to believe,” he said, almost as if he wanted me to explain myself.
“What do you believe?” I asked him. Part of me wanted my friend to tell me he thought I was innocent, that he was certain I was not capable of this.
“I don’t know. You came to my house with a gun. You’d been drinking. You were gonna shoot me, weren’t you?” he blurted out. 
“I wasn’t. I thought maybe you could answer some questions I had. I wasn’t thinking straight. She fucked with my head bro, I swear” I explained.
“And then you shot her?” he asked. 
“I didn’t. I promise.” I assured him. 
“Oh, so she shot herself?” he asked. It was a question I knew I would hear a lot. I took a long breath, unsure how to respond. I wanted to laugh at how cruel and clever this all was.
“She did,” I said, hoping that it did not sound like the dumbest story in the world.
“Oh come on, Anthony. Is that the best you could come up with? This can’t be what you go and say in front of the judge. You know that will sound ridiculous right?” Matthias sounded frantic. 
“It is. She must have known that no judge on earth would buy it. Even if I’m able to prove that she targeted me, that I’m not some criminal mastermind, it looks like I had many reasons to kill her.” I was talking mostly to myself. The more I pieced things together, the more clear it was in my mind.
Matthias let out a long sigh.
“Anthony. I know you will do what you think is best, but if you just tell the truth and stop with these schemes you’ll be okay.” He sounded sympathetic almost, but I could see through it. 
“This is not a scheme! This was a carefully crafted plan. This is exactly what she wanted! She knew she would die!” I screamed. How  could I be the only one who could see it? 
“Oh and she predicted that you’d be a drunken gun wielding lunatic too? It’s no coincidence you came after me and then her next! And now she’s dead! And you continue to lie and talk bullshit, just to save yourself! That’s what the Antonio Belo is so good at huh? It won’t work this time, I promise you.” he then started speaking softly, “Just tell the damn truth for once.”
“I AM TELLING THE TRUTH!” I was no longer able to contain my voice.
“You know what, this is pointless, goodb-” he started
“W-w-wait. Don’thangup!” I said quickly. “Please. I can’t call anyone else. I need your help.” he was silent for a moment before sighing again.
“You need to tell the truth when you get onto the stand if you want anybody out here supporting you.”
“I haven’t been able to get a hold of Nami all day. Have you spoken to her?”
“I have,” he said. I could tell he wanted to continue but was struggling to find the right words. “She’s left. She went back to Paris. Says she’ll be a while.”
“What the fuck are you talking about? We were just together a few days ago. She would have told me if she was leaving the fucking country.”
“You’ve been trending since this morning. Something about human trafficking?” Mathias’ voice was shuddering. 
“This was all Lola, okay. She has been setting me up since the beginning,” I said. I could feel my body trembling and my eyes were glossy. Mathias was quiet for a while. “What happened to Namutenya?” I asked.
“She just doesn’t wanna be around for everything that’s going down. She’s had so many brands canceling contracts, she had to deactivate Sowlite because of the death threats. She called Thibault and he got her on a private jet. She’s gone, dude.”
I pressed my hand to my head. “I never got the chance to go online today. I got out in the morning, and I followed her to the club…” my voice trailed off into nothing. My stomach was in knots again and my temple was hot. 
“You know, I knew you’d do anything for money, and I knew you really don’t care about anyone but yourself, but this is shocking, Anthony. This is fucked up. You are a fucked up person. You killed a girl tonight. All this shit I read about you? You’ve been blackmailing people? How the fuck do you live with yourself?” Mathias’ voice became more shrill with each word. I could not believe that I would be surrendering to Lola.
“It was an accident.” I muttered. “I killed her by accident. We were fighting for the gun…” I said. He was silent for another moment.
“For your sake, I hope your judge is willing to hear you out.” he responded morosely and hung up before I had a chance to speak. I stared at the phone for a long time. 
A part of me wondered if this was what he wanted all along. I thought, maybe I was wrong to rule him out, maybe he did help Lola.
At 7am, the attorney general came to a decision that would determine my fate. The information was first sent to the head of the Windhoek Police, who disseminated it to the detectives investigating the case. A charge sheet was filled out and after that Sammy was sent a copy. By the time he got back to the station, several journalists were already calling him to comment on it.
I was the last to hear what my charges would be. An officer walked into the room as the sun was appearing outside and I had my face pressed against the cold hard desk again. 
“Mr Belo, you have been found to have violated the Prevention of Organised Crime Act, including obstructing the course of justice, the Anti-Corruption Act, the Combating of Trafficking in Persons Act, the Abuse of Dependence-Producing Substances and Rehabilitation Centres Act, the Income Tax Act and the Criminal Procedure Act, ” the officer said to me, reading aloud from a stack of paper. “Congratulations, you’ve officially been charged. You really kept the madam awake through the night huh? I heard she consulted with the justice minister, that’s how big of a catch you are,” he said with a chuckle. I did not respond.
When they were ready to take my statement, there were at least ten people in the room with us. They stared at me intently as I began speaking with Sammy by my side.
“My name is Anthony Shaanika Belo, of four three five Tahyana Lane, Weberstein Estate, Egersdorp, Windhoek. My ID number is eight nine zero five zero six three five seven eight one.
On the fifteenth of December , I called Lavinia Halwoodi on the phone after finding out she had been going through my things and sharing false information about me. She told me she was at my nightclub and that she was going to burn it down. 
When I arrived, we spoke briefly before she pulled a gun out and aimed it at me. I was terrified for my life so I tried to take the gun from her. In the struggle, it went off and she got shot. I tried to apply pressure to the wound, but she did not survive,” I said without stopping to take a breath.
I was then escorted from the interrogation room down a corridor and out the back, where a pickup truck was waiting. I climbed inside and was driven to Windhoek Central Prison. Alone in the back of the vehicle, I stared out at the sky. The sun was rising, the birds were chirping and I would later find out that Sergeant Hashali had a television interview on Good Morning Namibia, where he updated the public on my perceived mental state, the charges I was facing and the likelihood they would prove I was guilty through thorough investigation into the matter.
I was booked into the prison where I was stripped of my luxury clothing, my jewelry and my shoes and handed green overalls two sizes too big for me. The room I would sleep in was a massive hall lined with bunk beds from end to end, with a communal bathroom through the door in the left corner.
Most of the men were waking up, getting dressed, reading books and minding their own business. A few looked up at me and one or two said ‘hello’, but my presence went largely unnoticed. 
As I sat down on my own cot, the fourth one in the second row of three, I looked around at the people I would be sharing the space with and realised there was no way to tell the difference between them and me. We all wore the same faded jumpsuits and we all had anguish and isolation in our eyes. Just like I was about to become, they were faceless, nameless numbers who no longer existed. I sat on my bed, unable to speak.
It was difficult to get comfortable on the wire spring mattress with the sun shining brightly on my face and about twenty men shuffling about, but when I eventually fell asleep, I dreamt of Tulela. I thought about when I first met her, how quickly we became absorbed by each other, how desperate we both were to be in each other's orbits, and how toxic the whole affair was. We were so similar. We both came alive in the night, we loved the intensity of the club life, we were unapologetic, we were wild.
The first night we met, we fucked in my office. Two weeks later we were doing cocaine in Sandton. I was addicted to her, she was addicted to me. She loved it when I yelled, when I called her a bitch, when I hit her.
When she told me was pregnant I congratulated her, then she told me I was the father. I had no interest in playing that role. How would I tell everyone I knew that a strung out drug addict was going to be the mother of my child?
The night before she died, she caused a scene at Vibrant by grabbing the microphone from the stage and announcing to everybody that I was a liar and a cheat. After that I spoke to her in my office and I told her I never wanted to see her again.
The next morning she was outside my house, dragging her keys across my car, screaming so that all my neighbours poked their heads out their windows to take a look. We fought loudly and she hit me a few times before Spider dragged her away. 
In the evening I went to her university hostel room and found her alone. I pushed her to the ground before she could say anything, then I put both my hands around her neck. She gasped and struggled for a few moments before going completely still. 
In my dream she was still alive and she was still taunting me. I thought I had won. I thought I'd escaped her, but I should have known all along that knowing Tulela would be the worst mistake of my life. She was ridiculing me while sweet, precious Lola stood by her side, cheering her on. It didn’t have to be like this. 
I woke up after only three hours of sleep when the warden informed me I would be transferred to court for an appearance just after lunch. My clothes were drenched in sweat and my mouth was dry. Taking a shower was the most disgusting thing I’d ever done in my life and I wasn’t so sure that I was actually clean afterwards. I dressed myself in the grey suit Sammy arranged for me and on our way to the courthouse, he pulled a stack of newspapers out of his briefcase and handed them to me with the instruction to read them all and understand what the current perception around my case was.
"Namibia's Notorious Nightclub Owner Arrested: Murder, Money Laundering, and Political Scandals Rock the Nation,” I read aloud from the New Dawn Newspaper.
The Windhoek Sun went with “Namibian Police Launch Internal Investigation Following Shocking Belo Arrest: Links To Top Officials May Have Aided Illegal Business Dealing”. I read the words over and over.
“Whistleblower Dead, But Antonio Belo’s Secrets Have Already Been Spilled,” said Otjomuise Times. I read the first few lines. “In the shocking murder of 28 year old Lavinia Halwoodi, the whistleblower who rang the alarm on Antonio Belo’s devious deals, it seems that there is more than meets the eye for this Windhoek business mogul…”
I scanned some of the other articles where they talked about my early years as a party planner, my quick rise to power and influence, my business associates, my alleged clandestine
personal services, the possible romantic relationship between Namutenya and I, Violet’s two page assessment of my character, which included words like ‘shifty’, ‘callous’ and ‘narcissistic, the cancellation of the Devil’s Playground festival, and NBC’s plan to produce a short documentary of me.
It was as if journalists knew every single thing  about me, even stuff I hadn’t thought about in years. I looked over at Sammy. 
“Everyone’s against me. What are they saying on social media?” I asked him, life completely drained from my voice.
“Oh the usual. Women are calling you a pig, calling for you to be locked away for good, praying for victims of ‘femicide’,” he said, “but none of that matters. Let’s not focus too much on it. The judge will decide today whether they’ll consolidate everything into one trial or not. We can fight racketeering easily, and then we’ll just have to prove that you did not intentionally shoot that girl.”
I nodded and leaned my head against the car’s window with my eyes closed. My heart was racing and I tried breathing through my nose to calm myself down, but I was haunted by the thought of Lola’s face right before she died. I tried to avoid thinking about it too deeply but couldn’t stop myself from wondering what she tried to say to me with her last few breaths. 
Maybe she wanted to gloat. Or maybe she wanted to laugh in my face because I did exactly what she wanted me to. Her smile was clear in my mind now. I didn’t imagine that happening. She wanted me to kill her.
Because God thought it was a great time to fuck with me, my judge was female and just by the way she looked at me when I walked into the courtroom, I was sure she also subscribed to all the man hating propaganda that was so common these days. How could I possibly have a fair trial when Lola knew I would be going up against the power of women’s overreactivity?
The pews of the small room were packed with unfamiliar faces. Many of them had cameras and phones pointed at me and I wondered, briefly, if I looked good on camera or if my eyes were sunken from the lack of proper sleep. I kept my head down, staring at my suit as the judge, with a neat afro, spoke and opened the session. 
The prosecutor, seated in the bench to the left of Sammy and I, was a short brown skinned man with round glasses. He was sorting through the papers in front of him and whispering softly to himself.
When it was his turn to speak, he strutted up and down the room.
“Your honour, the accused is Mr Antonio Belo, charged with the premeditated murder of one Miss Lavinia Halwoodi. The two were in a relationship together for 6 weeks before she discovered damning information against the accused which she then presented to the police. Just four hours after that, the victim was shot dead inside the nightclub owned by Mr Belo. The police arrived on the scene shortly after the gun went off, as per witness statements, as they were already on their way there due to an emergency alert sent by the victim while on the way to what she thought would be a brief conversation, but soon turned violent. Exhibit A shows that Mr Belo called the victim at five-oh-six in the evening yesterday, presumably when he convinced her to head to the club. Officers found Mr Belo alone with the deceased in his arms as he, no doubt, attempted to hide her body. She had one bullet wound in her abdomen and was officially pronounced dead by paramedics who arrived at the scene at just after eight o’clock.There were
also signs of asphyxiation on the victim.” The prosecutor spoke quickly but clearly. 
I tried to keep my back straight and my chin high because I knew that all of the eyes in that room were on me. Every time I turned my head in one direction or the other, I would hear cameras flashing, so I tried to maintain a singular, calm expression. When Sammy stood up to speak I tuned him out because I didn’t need to hear the same words over and over again. I thought about Tulela, about Lola, about Kathryn, about Namutenya, and I stared blankly in front of me.
When they read out the different charges and asked me what my plea was, I said “not guilty” to them all and Sammy added he was confident in my innocence.
The judge denied granting me bail because I had family in Angola I might’ve run away to. I was remanded to custody and sent back to the prison where I would need to wait two months before my next court appearance. That meant I would miss Christmas, the New Year, and Valentine’s Day.
I went back to my cot and I was never the same again. I spent many hours staring at the ceilings, listening to the world around me, avoiding trouble as much as I could. I kept to myself and made friends reluctantly. They would tell me what they heard and read in newspapers. Ou Stix, three cots down from me, had a cousin who visited him regularly and was particularly interested in the fact that he was locked up with me. 
Every few days, he would tell me stories about people celebrating my downfall, Pastor Bendo giving a sermon about the dangers of the nightlife, Lola’s martyrdom, Mathias’ new found success throwing massive Ceever Liquor parties, Bridget’s tell all autobiographical book
titled ‘Dancing With The Devil: My Relationship With Antonio Belo’ as well as her newfound career as a motivational speaker and, worst of all, the opening of Kaledon Hashali’s new nightclub Obsidian. He did not divulge what information he gave her in exchange, but I was certain a group of girls somewhere out there knew the colour of my toothbrush and my morning routine. I was irritated whenever he brought up some new bit of information that was circling and would roll my eyes each time.
One day, he didn’t update me. By then, even my fan mail had ceased. I thought it was kinda strange and wondered if something happened to his nosy cousin. Did she forget to tell him what they were saying about me? Or did he forget to pass the message on? Eventually a week of no news turned into three and the curiosity was killing me. I stopped him in the lunch hall and jokingly asked what else the grapevine had to offer. He looked at me like he had no idea what I was talking about, before remembering and chuckling heartily.
“She got bored of speaking about you,” he said while scooping soulless mashed potatoes onto his plate, “I guess you’re happy now, huh. They’ve moved on to the next topic.”
I advanced in the queue but my appetite was ruined and my stomach was in knots. No matter how bad it ever got in this disgusting place, I never thought I’d reach the day when I was too boring to discuss. But alas, I faded into obscurity, emptiness and, what I always feared most, loneliness.















[bookmark: _d9anb0coex8z]Epilogue

Just under two months before Lola Halwoodi died gruesomely on the floor of the popular Windhoek nightclub Iniquity, she was sitting in a jazz lounge called Blue Sunflower on the top floor of the Heyden Hotel in the city. She was crouched in the corner with a hood over her head and dark sunglasses covering her eyes. She did not know she would soon be meeting her demise and that she would become famous for it, but she was keen on getting another glimpse of the illustrious and charismatic businessman named Antonio Belo. When she saw him for the first time, she thought he wasn’t particularly good looking in real life.
For weeks she had spent hours staring at his social media pages, in awe of how lavishly he lived despite how evil she knew him to be. It hadn’t taken her long to figure out where he liked to go, and once she engineered an adequate disguise, it was easy for her to watch him for hours at a time. 
Lola was what you would call “obsessed” with Mr Belo. Before taking an interest in him, she’d only ever seen him on television or in the newspaper. It took a very cryptic letter from her younger cousin Tulela, who her parents took in when she was eight and Lola was ten, for him to come onto her radar, and since then, she used what was left of her mother’s large life insurance policy to follow him wherever she could. The rest she would leave to Mathias Kauandenge’s charity after she died, but this was also something she did not know yet.
She wasn’t really sure what she hoped or thought would come of watching Antonio, but it became such a large part of her routine that she could not stop herself. She was curious about who he was, and intrigued by how unscrupulous he seemed, with a new woman on his arm every five minutes. 
She felt helpless in the face of this massively popular figure, but certain she had to do something to stop him from ever hurting anyone ever again, the way he hurt Tulela.
If only she’d stopped her from falling in love with him, if only she’d reacted more strongly when she mentioned how angry and violent he could be, if only she’d returned to Windhoek in time to stop her from taking her own life; things could have turned out differently. And now here she was, helpless against a man that seemed to have every single person in this godforsaken city under his spell. 
She groaned as she sipped on her wine. Lately it made her more lightheaded than she expected it to, but she couldn’t keep herself away from its ability to numb all the pain she felt inside. Her mother was dead, her father was dead and the only person who ever understood her was gone too. And now someone like Antonito Belo was going to continue his tirade, because the world was unfair and people like him always came out on top. 
She continued eyeing him, watching his hands caress the actress Iyaloo Hamunyela’s small frame, disgusted by how easy it was for him to be happy.
The next day, Lola could not get out of bed and she wasn’t sure if it was the booze, or the strange ailment that had been sucking the life out of her for several weeks. A followup appointment at the doctor’s later that day would answer that question, at the same time making it clear to her how she was going to balance the scales of the universe.
When she got to her physician’s office, she expected to hear the same thing he said the last time. She was sure Dr Barwe would tell her that her dizzy spells were nothing serious and that her loss of appetite was due to stress. What she could not have anticipated, not even in a million years, was that she was seriously ill and that she only had a few weeks left to live.
She went numb as he explained to her that scans found cysts in her lower abdomen that could not be removed surgically. She stared blankly at a poster of the human body’s internal organs while he explained that they would do what they could to make her last few moments on earth as comfortable as possible.
At home, Lola got into bed once and did not get back up for another couple of days. She thought it was quite funny that she was the last member of her family still alive, and that she would be checking out soon as well. 
When she inevitably accepted that she would not make it to the new year, Lola had an idea she thought was absolutely brilliant. What if, instead of just watching Antonio and hoping journalists looked into her emails, she met him and entered his life? What if instead of hoping he exposed his true nature on his own, she nudged him along a little bit? Holding onto the silver chain around her neck, she wondered what would happen if the world really saw him for who he was. 
It seemed far-fetched until she saw a poster for a party happening a week later, held by a close friend of Antonio’s. She thought that maybe she could show up and maybe she would bump into him. It couldn’t hurt, right?

The End














