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This book explores themes of workplace relationships, emotional pressure, and personal boundaries.
It is intended for adult readers.
Any corporate systems, events, or internal processes described are fictional and used only to support the narrative.
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To those who have ever had to choose themselves in silence...
while still learning how to love out loud.
To the ones who stayed too long...
and the ones who finally learned to walk away from what was breaking them.
And to every version of me that learned that peace is not found in control...
but in truth.
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Shona Claudinah is a South African writer who explores emotional storytelling, human connection, and the complexity of love under pressure.

Her work focuses on relationships, personal growth, and the quiet battles people face behind closed doors, especially when life forces them to choose between control and connection.

When she is not writing, she is building, reflecting, and finding meaning in everyday moments that shape who we become.

This is her storytelling space, where honesty meets emotion on every page.
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Some stories are not just about love.
They are about pressure.
About silence.
About what happens when connection is tested in public spaces, private fears, and impossible choices.
This is a story about two people who were never supposed to become “us”...
until they did.
And then had to learn what it means to stay “us” when everything around them tried to break it.

Not everything here is easy.
Not everything is clean.
But everything is honest in the way real connections often are complicated, unexpected, and deeply human.
If you have ever had to choose yourself while still choosing someone else...
this story is for you.
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Chapter 1: Highly Unprofessional
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“I need a boyfriend. Today.”

Zoleka Maseko did not panic.

She believed panic was for people who lacked preparation, discipline, and a properly colour-coded calendar.

Zoleka had all three.

Which was why it was deeply unfortunate that she was currently staring at an email that read:

Looking forward to meeting you and your partner tomorrow.

Tomorrow.

Zoleka blinked once.
Then twice.
“No,” she said calmly.

She closed the email.
Opened it again.
Still there.

“No,” she repeated, this time with less conviction.

Across her office, Lerato did not even bother looking up from her phone.

“What did you do?”

“I didn’t do anything,” Zoleka said, already standing up and pacing. “I simply... enhanced my professional image.”

“You lied.”

“I communicated strategically.”

Lerato slowly lowered her phone, her expression flat.

“What did you say?”

Zoleka hesitated.

“That I have a partner.”

Silence.

“A business partner?” Lerato asked carefully.

Zoleka exhaled.

“...A life partner.”

Lerato’s head snapped up.

“Zoleka.”

“Relax.”

“You don’t even like people.”

“I like people in theory.”

“You argued with a waiter last week because he smiled too much.”

“He was being excessive.”

Lerato stared at her.

“The client wants to meet him.”

Zoleka waved a hand dismissively, already reaching for her blazer.

“People want a lot of things.”

“Tomorrow.”

Zoleka froze mid-step.

“...Tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow.”

Silence filled the office.

Then Zoleka grabbed her handbag with purpose.

“Okay,” she said, her voice steady, controlled, slightly unhinged. “I’m going to find a boyfriend.”

Lerato blinked.

“That’s not how that works.”

Zoleka was already walking towards the door.

“Watch me.”

Thirty minutes later the elevator doors slid open.

Zoleka stepped out, heels clicking with determination, her mind already running through options she absolutely did not have.

She turned the corner and walked straight into a wall.

A very solid, very human wall.

Hands caught her by the arms before she could fall.

“Careful.”

That voice.

Zoleka looked up.

And immediately frowned.

“You.”

Thulani did not move.
Did not step back.
He simply looked down at her as if this were the most entertaining part of his day.

“Me,” he said calmly.

She pulled her arms out of his grip.

“Of course it’s you.”

“You sound disappointed.”

“I am.”

The corner of his mouth twitched, as though he were trying not to smile.

“You almost knocked yourself out, and you’re still insulting me. Impressive.”

Zoleka folded her arms.

“What are you doing here?”

“Working,” he said. “You?”

She opened her mouth, then paused.

Slowly... her eyes narrowed.

Thulani noticed immediately.

“That look concerns me.”

“Good,” she said.

He leaned slightly closer.

“What did you do?”

Zoleka tilted her head, studying him like a solution she did not like... but might need.

Then, without warning

“I need a boyfriend.”

Thulani blinked once.

“...I’m sorry?”

“A boyfriend,” she repeated. “Temporary. Professional. Low effort.”

Silence.

Then he laughed.

Actually laughed.

Zoleka’s expression hardened.

“I don’t see what’s funny.”

“Everything about this,” he said, still amused. “You? Asking me?”

“I didn’t say you. Yet.”

“You’re looking at me like you’ve already decided.”

She did not deny it.

That was his first warning.

His smile faded slightly, curiosity taking over.

“Why do you need a boyfriend, Zoleka?”

She exhaled once.

“I may have told a client that my partner would be attending a meeting tomorrow.”

“And?”

“And I don’t have one.”

“Obviously.”

“And you,” she said, ignoring that, “are available.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“Available?”

“Free. Unattached. Annoying, but presentable.”

His eyes lit with something dangerous.

“Annoying?”

“Focus.”

He studied her for a long moment.

Then folded his arms, mirroring her.

“You want me to pretend to be your boyfriend.”

“Correct.”

“For a client meeting.”

“Correct.”

“Tomorrow.”

“Yes.”

Silence stretched between them.

Then Thulani smiled.

Slow. Intentional. Dangerous.

“This is a bad idea.”

Zoleka lifted her chin.

“I’m aware.”

“You don’t like me.”

“I tolerate you.”

“Barely.”

“We don’t need to like each other.”

He stepped closer.

Just enough to make the air shift.

“No,” he said quietly. “But we do need to be convincing.”

Zoleka held his gaze.

Unmoving.

“Can you do that?”

Another pause.

Then—

“I can do anything,” he said.

And just like that...

Zoleka realised two things at the exact same time:

This might actually work.

And she had just made a very dangerous mistake.
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Chapter 2: Absolutely Not... Okay Fine
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Zoleka did not sleep well.

Not because she was nervous.
She did not get nervous.
She simply... recalculated outcomes at 2 a.m. with unnecessary precision.

And every possible outcome led to one conclusion:

This was still a bad idea.

Meanwhile...

Thulani slept like a man with no regrets.

Which, unfortunately, made him even more annoying.

Morning.

Zoleka walked into the building as though she owned it.

Chin high. Blazer sharp. Expression unreadable.

Lerato was already waiting for her at reception.

“So,” Lerato said slowly, “you found a boyfriend?”

“Yes.”

“In 24 hours?”

“Technically less.”

“Is he real?”

Zoleka paused just long enough to be suspicious.

“Define real.”

Lerato stared at her.

“Zoleka...”

“He exists,” she said quickly. “That’s what matters.”

“That’s not reassuring.”

“It’s efficient.”

The elevator dinged.

The doors opened.

Zoleka stepped in—only to find Thulani already inside.

Leaning against the wall.

Looking far too relaxed for a man she had just emotionally recruited into chaos.

“Morning,” he said.

“You’re early,” she replied.

“I like to arrive where I’m needed.”

“You’re not needed yet.”

“Yet,” he repeated, smiling slightly.

The elevator doors closed.

Silence.

Then—

“We need rules,” Zoleka said.

“Of course we do,” Thulani replied immediately.

“This is not personal.”

“Nothing between us is personal,” he said smoothly.

She ignored the way that sentence landed.

“Rule one,” she said. “We are in character only during the meeting.”

“Character?”

“Yes. Boyfriend and girlfriend.”

He tilted his head slightly.

“You’ve already assigned roles. Interesting.”

“Rule two,” she continued, ignoring him again, “no unnecessary physical contact.”

His eyes flicked to her.

“Unnecessary?”

“You know what I mean.”

“I don’t think I do.”

“Don’t start.”

A pause.

Then—

“Rule three,” Thulani said, “if we’re going to sell this, we need consistency.”

Zoleka frowned.

“Consistency?”

“You can’t look at me like you’d rather throw me off a building in front of clients.”

“I don’t look at you like that.”

“You do.”

“That’s your interpretation problem.”

The elevator dinged again.

Neither of them moved.

“So,” Thulani said softly, “are we going to argue in front of your client too?”

Zoleka looked at him.

Then exhaled slowly.

“No.”

“Good.”

“We will argue internally.”

“Of course we will.”

Boardroom.

The client sat at the head of the table.

Polished. Impressive. Observant.

The kind of person who noticed everything.

Zoleka walked in first.

Controlled. Confident.

Then—

Thulani entered beside her.

And something in the room shifted immediately.

Not dramatically.

Subtly.

Like the air had just become more... interesting.

“Good morning,” Zoleka said smoothly.

“Good morning,” Thulani echoed.

And then he did it.

He reached for her hand.

Just naturally.

Like it belonged there.

Zoleka froze for half a second.

Then recovered instantly.

Her grip tightened. Her expression remained controlled.

“My partner,” she said calmly.

“Pleasure,” Thulani added, squeezing her hand lightly.

Zoleka’s jaw tightened slightly.

Not because of the contact—

but because of how easy it looked for him.

The client smiled.

“You two look... comfortable.”

Lerato would have laughed at that sentence.

Zoleka did not.

“We are,” she said.

Thulani glanced at her.

“Very,” he agreed.

Later — meeting in progress

Zoleka was explaining legal terms with precision.

Confident. Sharp. In control.

Thulani sat beside her, calm, observant.

Too calm.

Then he leaned slightly towards her.

“You missed a point,” he whispered.

Zoleka did not look at him.

“I didn’t.”

“You did.”

“I didn’t.”

“You always rush when you’re challenged.”

That made her pause.

Slowly, she turned her head slightly.

“Excuse me?”

“I’m helping,” he said innocently.

“You’re distracting.”

“Same thing, in your case.”

Her foot nudged his under the table.

Hard.

He did not even flinch.

Just smiled.

The client cleared his throat.

“You two... seem very in sync.”

Zoleka and Thulani both turned at the same time.

“Yes,” they said together.

Too quickly.

Silence.

Lerato, watching from the side, leaned slightly towards Ayanda.

“They’re lying so badly,” she whispered.

Ayanda nodded.

“But they’re enjoying it.”

After the meeting

The client left impressed.

The doors closed.

Silence settled over the room.

Zoleka immediately dropped her “loving partner” expression.

“You touched my hand for too long,” she said.

“You held it back,” Thulani replied.

“Because I had to.”

“You didn’t have to squeeze it like a warning.”

“You were being annoying.”

“I was being convincing.”

“You were being extra.”

He stepped slightly closer.

“You didn’t correct me, though,” he said quietly.

Zoleka paused.









d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
)

“}i\ W





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
1] l*

y..... JA






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





