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To the daughters of dusty townships and glittering cities, to the mothers who sell magwinya(fat cakes) with dreams bigger than malls, to the sisters who sit in tender meetings with straight backs and straight faces and to the ones who refused the envelope, the shortcut, the silence...

This is for you: The builders, the brave and the boundary-drawers.

May your hands stay clean, your heart stay loud and your legacy stand taller than any skyscraper built on lies.

Author’s Letter to the Reader

Dear Reader,

Before you step into Ayanda’s world - into the glittering boardrooms and shadowy backrooms where dreams are sold and souls are tested - I want to tell you why I wrote this story.

The Thin Line isn’t just fiction, it’s a mirror.

It reflects the tension many of us carry every day.  The pull between doing what’s easy and doing what’s right, between surviving and standing, between profit and principle. I’ve watched good people get lost in bad systems. I’ve seen ambition weaponized and silence bought. I’ve felt the sting of knowing that sometimes, the real cost of a contract isn’t written in ink, it’s written in compromise.

This book is for the young woman with a dream in one hand and a dirty offer in the other. For the businessman who wonders if his values are outdated. For anyone who’s ever said, “Just this once,” and later wished they hadn’t.

Ayanda’s journey is not a warning. It’s a war cry - to rise with integrity, even when it's not applauded. Especially when it isn’t.

There is a line. It’s not as thin as they say and once you see it, truly see it - you can’t unseen it.

I hope this story moves you and challenges you. Maybe even convicts you.

But most of all, I pray it gives you the courage to walk the line and never cross it.

With purpose and conviction, 

Modiehi Anne Motaung

Author of The Thin Line Thank you for holding this book in your hands. May it leave something strong in your heart.

Prelude 

Before the Line Was Drawn

There was a time Ayanda Ndlovu didn’t know the difference between a deal and a trap. When ambition whispered louder than conscience. When the taste of struggle was so bitter, even sour success felt sweet.

She was just another township girl with a borrowed blazer, a borrowed laptop, and a borrowed belief that “if you don’t cheat the system, the system will cheat you,” and maybe it almost did. But one decision, one moment, one line — changed everything.

This is not a story about saints. This is a story about survivors who chose to build with clean hands anyway, even when the mud was everywhere, when the cement cracked and even when the money said, “Just one compromise.”

Before she became a headline..., before she sat in boardrooms with her back straight and her hands still... Ayanda was a young woman staring at the line - and wondering if stepping over it was the only way to win.

This is the story of what happened when she chose not to.
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Bricks and Blueprints

The air in Johannesburg crackled with its usual urgency—horns blaring, taxis slicing lanes, ambition spilling from every high-rise window. Ayanda Ndlovu sat in the back of an Uber, staring out at the blur of glass and grit. Her resignation letter was folded in her handbag like a quiet revolution.

Today, she was leaving Mzansi Infrastructures for good. Five years as a civil engineer, three promotions passed over, and two degrees collecting more dust than recognition. She was tired—tired of building empires for men who couldn't pronounce her name properly but who signed her drawings without ever checking the math.

Her phone buzzed. A message from her best friend, Zanele:

"Girl, you sure? No plan B?"

Ayanda smiled faintly. There was no plan B. Only a plan A, battered but burning with intent: Start my own consultancy. Compete for tenders. Build. Own. Win.

She typed:

"Only way out is forward."

The Uber stopped in front of her block in Braamfontein. It was a modest building—clean, a little faded, like her dreams. She climbed the stairs with purpose, every step echoing the boldness of someone who was betting it all.

In her tiny bachelor flat, the walls were pinned with blueprints, maps, and motivational quotes. One, scrawled on a sticky note above her kettle, read:

"Legacy over salary."

She boiled water for rooibos and pulled out her laptop. It was time to register her company: Ndlovu BuildTech (Pty) Ltd.

The CIPC website loaded slowly. She didn’t blink.

Company Name: Ndlovu BuildTech

Director: Ayanda Ndlovu

Field: Civil Engineering, Construction, Project Management

It was done. In five minutes, she was no longer an employee. She was a director.

By noon, Ayanda was at a shared workspace in Rosebank, renting a hot desk she could barely afford. She had applied for a small business development grant and had an application for a Level 1 BEE certificate pending. On the desk was her lifeline—a red file labeled “Tender Opportunities.”

She whispered to herself, “No more watching from the sidelines.”

The first tender was from the Gauteng Department of Human Settlements. A R4 million road surfacing project in a township near Tembisa. She printed the bid documents, made a checklist, and started preparing her proposal.

She worked until her eyes burned, sleeping on the beanbag in the corner. The next morning, she was up early, polishing the cover letter and calculating margins. At 8:30 a.m., she walked into the department building, high heels clicking against marble, spine straight, and face calm.

The receptionist didn’t look up when Ayanda greeted her.

“Delivery of bid documents,” she said, smiling.

“Box B,” the woman muttered.

Ayanda slid her envelope into the cold metal box. Done.

But nothing happened. Two weeks passed. Then three. No callback. No confirmation. Just silence. She emailed. Called. Got rerouted. Waited, then, late one Friday afternoon, her friend Zanele called in a low voice.

“Friend... that tender you applied for? It’s already been awarded.”

“What?” Ayanda sat up.

“A company called Tirisano Partners. They got it. But listen, Ayanda, something's off. The company doesn’t even have a website.”

Ayanda’s chest tightened. She pulled up the database, searched the name. The directors? A 22-year-old with no engineering background and a political surname. That was her first real lesson.

Access Doesn’t Mean Entry.

The system was clogged with gatekeepers, brokers, and middlemen—people who smiled at your ambition and profited off your struggle. She needed a new strategy.

A week later, she sat across from Mkhulu Duma, her late father's old comrade, at a chesa nyama in Alexandra.

“I thought you’d never ask,” he said, tearing into his wors. “So you want to play the tender game?”

“I want to play it right,” Ayanda replied.

He chuckled.

“Right is relative, my girl. This is South Africa. Nothing is straight, not even the roads.”

He tapped his phone. “There are people who can help. You just need to understand how things move.”

“I’m not trying to bribe anyone.”

“Who said anything about bribes? Just... relationships.”

She knew what that meant. Facilitation fees. Consultants. Names that opened doors. Mkhulu scribbled a number on a napkin.

“Call Thabiso. Tell him I sent you. He’s discreet. And very effective.”

Ayanda stared at the napkin for hours. Then she folded it and tucked it in her file. Didn’t use it, not yet.

Instead, she poured her energy into learning. She attended free webinars, followed government tender briefings, networked at uncomfortable breakfasts full of smug men in blazers. She pitched. She lost. She pitched again.

Four months in, her bank balance was R1, 400. She had sold her car. Cancelled her gym membership. Ate pap and beans most days. Still no contracts.

Then came a miracle or so it seemed. A small R800, 000 tender for renovations at a school in Orange Farm came up. Ayanda submitted her bid. She barely slept. This time, she got the call.

“You’ve been shortlisted,” the voice on the line said.

She screamed and danced then called Zanele.

They wanted to meet with her. She dressed in her best blazer, put on lipstick, and walked into the boardroom like she’d already won. A man with sharp features and a Rolex leaned in after the presentation.

“You’re impressive,” he said. “Very prepared.”

“Thank you.”

He lowered his voice. “But to be honest with you... decisions are rarely about paper. You’ll need to add a facilitation note. Ten percent.”

Ayanda blinked. “Excuse me?”

“R80, 000,” he said. “Call it relationship maintenance.”

Her mouth went dry.

“I don’t do bribes,” she said.

He smiled, like someone who’d heard that before. “Okay. Then I guess we’ll see who gets the contract.”

That night, Ayanda sat in her flat, staring at her bank app. She had rent due in five days. Her laptop battery was dying, like her hope. She opened her red file and pulled out the napkin.

Thabiso – 082...

She reached for her phone, paused. Put it down then picked it up again.

The next morning, she called.

“Thabiso speaking.”

“Hi. This is Ayanda. Mkhulu Duma said I should reach out.”

There was a silence.

Then: “Ah. You're the lady engineer. The one who wants to stay clean.”
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