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This book is dedicated to every young man and woman

who has ever confused attention for love,

and ego for strength.

To those who have walked hospital corridors,

township streets, and broken relationships

trying to find themselves in the eyes of others.

To the dreamers of Daveyton,

the builders of Vosloorus,

and the silent fighters inside Botshelong Hospital and beyond

May you learn that discipline is attractive.

Integrity is powerful.

And purpose is magnetic.

To everyone who survived their own chaos

and chose growth instead of revenge

this story is for you.

And above all,

to those becoming better than their past.

You are built to last.
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CHAPTER 1

The Cleaner Everyone Watched
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Botshelong Hospital never truly slept.

It only breathed differently at night.

At four-thirty in the morning, the corridors still carried yesterday’s pain. The walls remembered footsteps, arguments, prayers whispered in corners, and cries that security pretended not to hear. By the time the sun hinted at rising behind the cluster of flats near Daveyton, the hospital was already awake—stretching its tired bones, preparing to receive another day of sickness, healing, and secrets.

Nsizwa Mthembu pushed his mop bucket slowly down the corridor near Ward 7.

The wheels squeaked, a sound so familiar it no longer annoyed him. His hands were steady, his posture relaxed, his movement controlled. He wore the standard green cleaner’s uniform, sleeves rolled slightly above his elbows, revealing arms shaped by discipline rather than chance. Gym arms. The kind that told a story without words.

His earphones rested loosely around his neck. He didn’t play music while cleaning anymore. Not because it wasn’t allowed—because he liked hearing the hospital. The beeping machines, the murmured voices, the sound of life refusing to give up. It reminded him that no matter how confusing things became, some people were still fighting just to wake up the next morning.

“Morning, Nsizwa,” a nurse called softly as she passed.

“Morning, sisi,” he replied, polite, respectful, eyes forward.

She slowed her steps. Everyone did when they passed him.

Nsizwa pretended not to notice.

He had learned early that attention was dangerous. In Daveyton, attention could lift you or break you. It could feed your ego or put a target on your back. So he kept himself measured—never too friendly, never too distant. A smile when necessary. A nod when expected. Boundaries drawn quietly, without arrogance.

Still, women noticed.

They always had.

Some stared openly. Others watched through reflections in windows, pretending to adjust their uniforms. Even patients—women old enough to be his mother—sometimes held his hand a second too long when he cleaned around their beds.

“Yazi,” one of the security guards once joked, “if looks could undress, you’d be naked by now.”

Nsizwa had laughed it off. Inside, he’d felt tired.

Being desired without being known was exhausting.

He stopped near the nurses’ station, dipped the mop into the bucket, wrung it slowly. His movements were almost meditative. Clean, precise. As if order in small things could keep chaos away from bigger ones.

That was when the smell hit him.

Steaming food. Freshly cooked. Pap and stew, heavy with spice.

The kitchen doors down the corridor swung open, and voices floated out—women laughing, arguing over salt, complaining about supervisors. Nsizwa glanced up without meaning to.

That’s when he saw her.

She stood slightly apart from the others, stirring a large pot, her body angled inward as if she didn’t want to take up too much space. Her hair was tied back in a simple bun, a few stubborn strands escaping around her temples. Her face wasn’t loud. It didn’t beg to be admired. It invited patience.

She looked up—and caught him looking.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

Then she smiled.

It wasn’t flirtatious. It wasn’t shy. It was warm. Familiar. Like someone recognizing you in a crowd before you’ve even spoken.

Nsizwa felt something shift.

He looked away first, annoyed with himself.

He finished mopping the area, pushed the bucket forward, but his attention had already slipped. He could feel her presence behind the kitchen doors, like a thought you try to ignore but keep returning to.

“Hey, cleaner,” a voice teased.

He turned.

One of the junior nurses leaned against the wall, arms folded, eyes playful. “You missed a spot.”

He followed her finger. The floor was spotless.

He smiled politely. “I’ll redo it.”

She laughed. “Relax. I’m joking.”

She didn’t move.

Neither did he.

“Name’s Thando,” she added.

“I know,” he said gently. “You work nights.”

That surprised her. “You notice things.”

“I work here,” he replied, then picked up his bucket and walked away before the conversation could grow teeth.

That was how Nsizwa survived—by leaving before things became complicated.

But complication had already noticed him.

Zinhle Dube wiped her hands on her apron and exhaled slowly.

She hadn’t meant to stare.

Something about the way he moved had pulled her attention before she could stop it. Not just his body—though that helped—but the quiet seriousness in him. The way he existed without performing. Men usually announced themselves. He didn’t.

“Yoh, Zinhle,” her coworker whispered, nudging her. “That one, neh?”

Zinhle rolled her eyes. “What one?”

“Don’t play. Cleaner guy. Daveyton special.”

Zinhle returned her focus to the pot. “I’m here to work.”

Her coworker laughed. “We all say that until love clocks in.”

Zinhle didn’t respond.

Love wasn’t a joke to her.

She came from Vosloorus, from a two-room house where love meant sacrifice. Where her mother woke before dawn to catch taxis to Germiston. Where men came and went, promises dissolving like sugar in tea.

Zinhle had learned early not to rush her heart.

Still, when she thought of the cleaner’s eyes—steady, calm, uninterested in impressing—she felt a small, dangerous warmth bloom in her chest.

She told herself it meant nothing.

By lunchtime, Botshelong was alive.

Patients lined the corridors. Doctors moved with clipped urgency. Gossip traveled faster than stretchers. Nsizwa had cleaned three wards and was refilling his bucket when someone tapped his shoulder.

“Excuse me.”

He turned.

It was her.

Up close, she smelled like soap and steam. Her eyes were darker than he’d thought. Curious, but cautious.

“Yes?” he said.

She hesitated. “You—uh—you mopped near the kitchen earlier.”

“Yes.”

“There’s... there’s water on the floor inside,” she said. “Someone slipped earlier. Can you maybe check?”

“Of course.”

They walked together in silence.

Inside the kitchen, the floor was dry.

She glanced down, then back up, embarrassed. “I’m sorry. I think they already cleaned it.”

“It’s okay,” he said. “Better safe than sorry.”

She nodded. Then, before courage could escape her, she said, “I’m Zinhle.”

“Nkulunkulu,” he said softly, surprised by how easily her name settled on his tongue. “Nsizwa.”

They stood there, surrounded by noise, yet oddly alone.

“So,” she said, clearing her throat, “you’ve been working here long?”

“Two years.”

“Same,” she smiled. “Funny how we never talked.”

He shrugged. “Hospitals are busy.”

“Yes,” she agreed. Then, quieter, “But people notice who they want to notice.”

The words landed heavier than she intended.

Nsizwa met her eyes. Something unspoken passed between them—an acknowledgment, not a promise.

“I should get back,” she said quickly.

He nodded. “See you around.”

She walked away, heart racing, unsure why such a small exchange felt like crossing a line.

Nsizwa watched her go.

For the first time in a long while, he didn’t walk away from the feeling that followed.

That evening, in Daveyton, Nsizwa lay on his bed staring at the ceiling.

The day replayed in fragments—the smile, the voice, the way Zinhle said his name like it mattered. His phone buzzed.

A message from an unknown number.

Hey. It’s Thando from work 😉

He sighed.

Another buzz.

When are you taking me out?

He typed, erased, typed again.

I don’t mix work and relationships.

She responded almost instantly.

Shame. They all say that.

He put the phone face down.

In Vosloorus, Zinhle helped her mother prepare supper, her mind elsewhere.

“You’re quiet today,” Mma Dube said.

“Just tired,” Zinhle replied.

Her mother studied her, then smiled knowingly. “Hospital does that. Or people inside it.”

Zinhle didn’t answer.

Later that night, she lay awake, staring at the ceiling, wondering why a cleaner she barely knew had unsettled her so deeply.

Neither of them knew that Botshelong had already begun writing their story.

And hospitals, like love, rarely let anyone leave unchanged.
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CHAPTER 2

Steam, Silence, and Soft Eyes
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By the third morning, Nsizwa had stopped pretending he didn’t look forward to passing the kitchen doors.

It wasn’t something he admitted to himself openly. He was too disciplined for that, too aware of how quickly feelings could become habits, and habits become problems. But his body betrayed him. His pace slowed when he reached that section of the corridor. His eyes lifted instinctively, scanning through the narrow glass panel on the kitchen door, searching for a familiar bun of hair, a familiar posture.

Sometimes he saw her.

Sometimes he didn’t.

On the mornings she wasn’t there, the corridor felt colder.

That Wednesday, she was there.

Steam fogged the glass, but he recognized her immediately. Zinhle stood near the back, slicing onions with practiced rhythm, her face calm despite the sting that made others curse and complain. There was something patient about her movements, something rooted. Nsizwa paused longer than necessary, pretending to adjust his mop handle.

“You’ll wear a hole in that floor,” a voice said behind him.

He turned to see one of the older cleaners shaking her head, amused. “You young people like pretending you’re not interested.”

He smiled politely. “I’m just working, mama.”

She chuckled. “That’s what love always says before it lies.”

He pushed the bucket forward, heat creeping up his neck.

Inside the kitchen, Zinhle felt it too—the awareness, like someone calling your name without speaking. She glanced toward the door and their eyes met again, briefly, through glass and steam.

This time, neither of them looked away immediately.



They spoke properly that afternoon.

It wasn’t planned. It rarely ever was.

Nsizwa had been sent to clean the staff dining area early, before the lunch rush. Zinhle entered with a tray of utensils, surprised to find the room empty except for him.

“Oh—sorry,” she said. “I thought you’d be done.”

“I can finish later,” he replied.

She hesitated, then shrugged. “It’s fine. I’ll be quick.”

They worked in silence at first—him wiping tables, her arranging cutlery. The quiet wasn’t awkward. It felt intentional, like both of them respecting something fragile.

“You don’t talk much,” she said eventually.

He glanced up. “Neither do you.”

She smiled. “I talk when it matters.”

“And does this matter?” he asked before thinking.

She stopped arranging spoons.

She looked at him—not playfully, not coyly. Honestly.

“I think it might,” she said.

The air shifted.

Nsizwa cleared his throat. “I didn’t mean—”

“I know,” she interrupted gently. “Relax.”

He exhaled, relieved.

They finished their tasks, but neither rushed to leave.

“Where are you from?” she asked.

“Daveyton,” he replied. “You?”

“Vosloorus.”

He nodded slowly. “That explains it.”

She frowned. “Explains what?”

“You look like someone who had to grow up early.”

Her fingers tightened around a fork. “You don’t know me.”

“No,” he agreed. “But I recognize survival when I see it.”

That unsettled her.

Most men flirted loudly or made jokes that hovered too close to disrespect. Nsizwa observed. Listened. He saw without staring. It felt intimate in a way she wasn’t prepared for.

“Do you have a girlfriend?” she asked suddenly.

He didn’t lie. “No.”

“Why?”

He considered the question. “Because I don’t like expectations.”

She nodded slowly, filing that away.

“I don’t like being owned,” he added, softer now.

Zinhle swallowed. “Nobody likes that.”

“That’s not true,” he said. “Some people confuse ownership with love.”

She didn’t respond. Her silence told him everything.

By Friday, the hospital had started whispering.

It began with looks. Lingering pauses. Conversations that went quiet when Nsizwa entered a room. A cleaner and a kitchen assistant talking too much was nothing unusual—but people always noticed patterns before intentions.
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