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Chapter One
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The rain hit the pavement in heavy drops, soaking through Lucia’s tattered hoodie as she huddled under a dimly lit bus stop. The cold bit at her skin, but she barely felt it. Hunger gnawed at her stomach, but she had learned to ignore it. The city never stopped moving, never slowed down—not even for someone like her.

She pulled her knees to her chest, tucking her arms inside her hoodie in a futile attempt to trap warmth. The streets of Johannesburg had never been kind, but on nights like this, they felt especially cruel. People passed by without sparing her a glance. A man in a suit walked briskly under an umbrella, his polished shoes splashing through puddles. A woman wrapped in a thick coat checked her phone as she hurried past.

Lucia had become invisible.

She used to be one of them—once upon a time. She used to have a home, a warm bed, a world that made sense. But that life had been ripped away, piece by piece, until all she had left was this: cold nights, empty stomachs, and the gnawing fear that tomorrow might be worse than today.

She exhaled shakily and closed her eyes, trying to block out the noise of the city.

A sudden burst of laughter made her flinch.

Across the street, a group of young people—probably university students—huddled under the bright glow of a restaurant. They were warm, safe, lost in the ease of conversation. Lucia’s chest tightened. That used to be her dream—to go to school, to build a future. But dreams didn’t matter when survival was all that was left.

Her stomach twisted painfully. She hadn’t eaten since yesterday morning when she managed to find a half-eaten sandwich in a bin outside a café. Now, even the thought of scavenging felt exhausting.

A car horn blared, jolting her back to the present. The bus stop provided little shelter from the rain, and the wind was picking up. She had to find somewhere better before the night swallowed her whole.

Lucia rose on shaky legs, her joints stiff from the cold. She adjusted the strap of her worn-out backpack—her only possession in the world—and started walking.

A City That Didn’t Care

She didn’t have a destination. Most nights, she just walked until exhaustion forced her to stop. Under bridges, in alleyways, behind abandoned buildings—anywhere she wouldn’t be chased away.

Her feet carried her toward the heart of the city, where the streets pulsed with life despite the rain. Neon signs flickered over shop entrances, music blared from passing cars, and vendors called out to late-night customers.

The scent of grilled meat drifted from a roadside stall, making her stomach clench. She slowed her steps, watching as a man handed over cash and received a steaming skewer of meat in return.

Lucia swallowed hard.

She knew better than to beg. Most people either ignored her or looked at her with disgust. But hunger had a way of stripping away pride.

Summoning what little courage she had left, she stepped forward.

“Excuse me, sir,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. The vendor, a middle-aged man with tired eyes, glanced at her.

She hesitated, shame burning her throat. “Do you... do you have anything extra?”

The man’s expression hardened. “This isn’t a charity,” he snapped, waving her away. “Move along.”

Lucia flinched. She wasn’t even surprised. Without a word, she turned and walked away, forcing herself not to look back.

She knew how this city worked. If you had nothing, you were nothing.

A Chance Encounter

By the time she reached the quieter side of town, the rain had eased to a drizzle. The streetlights flickered overhead, casting long shadows on the pavement.

Lucia was about to turn into an alley when a deep voice stopped her.

“You okay?”

She froze.

Slowly, she turned to see a man standing a few feet away. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and dressed in a black coat that looked expensive. His presence was commanding, but his eyes—dark and thoughtful—held something else. Concern.

Lucia’s body tensed. She had learned to be wary of men, especially those who offered kindness. There was always a price.

“I’m fine,” she murmured, lowering her gaze.

The man studied her for a moment before reaching into his pocket. “Here,” he said, holding out a folded R200 note.

Lucia’s eyes widened.

She wanted to take it—needed to take it—but hesitation rooted her in place.

“Why?” she asked.

He shrugged. “Because you need it.”

Lucia swallowed. The hunger, the exhaustion, the bone-deep despair—it all crashed over her at once. She took the money, her fingers trembling.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

The man gave a small nod before turning to leave.

Lucia clutched the note tightly, her heart pounding. She didn’t know who he was, but tonight, he had saved her.

And she had no idea that their paths would cross again.

Lucia stood there for a moment, staring at the crumpled note in her hand as if it were some sort of magical artifact. She didn’t know what to make of the man’s kindness. Was he justaanother stranger looking to ease his conscience? Or was there something deeper to his gesture?

She wasn’t sure if she was even worthy of the help. The weight of the money in her hand felt almost like a betrayal—like she was too broken to accept kindness. But then again, hunger had a way of erasing any pride, and she knew the feeling of desperation far too well.

She had to eat.

Turning away from the alley, Lucia quickly found a small, rundown corner store. The shelves inside were stocked with cheap canned goods, stale bread, and some dusty bags of chips. She picked up a loaf of bread, some peanut butter, and a bottle of water. The total came to R30, which left her with R170—far more than she had hoped for.

Her stomach growled audibly as she paid for the items, and she didn’t waste any time heading back toward the bus stop. The streets were quieter now, the evening’s bustle slowing to a sleepy hum. The rain had mostly stopped, but the air was thick with the smell of wet pavement and city grime.

She ducked into the bus stop again, settling on the cold concrete bench. The bread tasted stale, but it was food. Her stomach filled, and for the first time in days, she felt some relief. But as she chewed, her mind kept drifting back to Bernard—the man who had given her the money.

He wasn’t like the others. He didn’t look at her with pity or judgment. He had looked at her like she was... human.

Lucia shook her head. She couldn’t afford to entertain such thoughts. Her life was too far gone, too broken for anything resembling hope. She had learned long ago not to believe in happy endings.

Yet, there was something about him that lingered in her mind.

She ate the rest of the bread and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. When she was finished, she stood up, adjusting the strap of her backpack. She couldn’t stay at the bus stop forever. It was just a matter of finding somewhere else to hide until the night passed.

But before she could leave, a figure appeared on the street ahead of her.

It was Bernard.

His silhouette cut through the light from a streetlamp, his features sharp even in the darkness. He was walking slowly, as though he had been searching for something—or someone.

Lucia’s heart skipped a beat.

“What are you doing here?” she asked before she could stop herself.

He stopped a few feet away, his eyes searching her face. “I was hoping I’d see you again.”

Lucia didn’t know how to respond. A thousand thoughts raced through her mind, but she couldn’t find the right words.

Bernard took a step closer, his voice softer now. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine,” she said quickly, though the lie was evident. She didn’t know why she said it. Maybe it was pride. Maybe it was fear. But she didn’t want him to see her as someone to pity.

His gaze softened, and for a moment, Lucia thought he might reach out to touch her, but he didn’t. Instead, he just stood there, watching her.

“Listen, I know this sounds strange,” Bernard said, his voice hesitant, “but would you like to get something to eat? I know a place nearby. Nothing fancy, but... I think you deserve a warm meal.”

Lucia’s heart twisted. She hadn’t eaten at a real restaurant in years—hell, she hadn’t even had a proper meal in months. The thought of sitting down at a table with someone who actually cared about her was almost foreign.

“I don’t think—”

“Please.” His eyes held a sincerity that made her pause. “Just one meal. I’m not asking for anything in return. Just... let me do something kind for you.”

She looked at him for a long moment, unsure what to do. The walls she had built around herself were thick and tall, but there was something in his eyes—something that made them crumble, piece by piece.

She swallowed. “Okay.”

His face lit up with a small smile.

“Great. I know just the place.”

They walked through the winding streets in silence. Lucia’s heart thudded in her chest with every step, and though the air was cool, her skin felt warm. There was something about Bernard—something about the way he made her feel like maybe, just maybe, there was still hope.

They arrived at a small diner nestled between two old buildings, its neon sign flickering in the dark. The place was quiet, but warm, with soft yellow lights casting a welcoming glow. Bernard opened the door for her, and the bell above it jingled as they stepped inside.

The waitress behind the counter smiled at them. “Table for two?”

Bernard nodded. “Please.”

Lucia followed him to a booth by the window. She slid in slowly, still unsure of how to act. The world felt strange, sitting in a booth in a restaurant, as though she didn’t belong. But Bernard seemed so at ease, and he made her feel like it was all normal.

“What’s your name?” she asked quietly as they settled in.

“Bernard,” he replied. “And you?”

“Lucia.”

He studied her for a moment, his brow furrowing slightly. “Lucia,” he repeated, like the name was something he wanted to remember. “I’m glad I met you.”

Lucia looked away, unsure of how to respond. She didn’t want to get used to this feeling—of being seen, of being cared for. It was too dangerous. Too easy to get hurt.

But despite her walls, she couldn’t deny the warmth spreading through her chest.

The waitress brought over their menus, and Bernard ordered for both of them—a simple meal of stew and bread. The waitress left, and Bernard turned back to Lucia.

“So, tell me about yourself,” he said gently.

Lucia shifted uncomfortably in her seat. What could she say? Her life was a series of broken pieces, scattered across the streets. But something about Bernard’s calm demeanor made her want to share.

“I don’t have much of a story,” she said, the words tumbling out before she could stop them. “I grew up in foster care... but it wasn’t a happy place. I left when I was 16, and... well, I ended up here.”

Her voice cracked slightly as she spoke, and she quickly looked away. She hadn’t shared her story with anyone in a long time, and it hurt—so much it almost felt like she was opening old wounds. But somehow, with Bernard, it didn’t feel as painful.

“I’m sorry,” he said softly, his voice full of empathy. “That sounds rough.”

Lucia nodded, but she didn’t want his pity. She wanted him to see her as she was now—broken but still fighting.

Before she could respond, the food arrived. The smell of the stew filled the air, and Lucia’s stomach rumbled in response. Bernard smiled and passed her a spoon.

“Eat,” he said. “It’s not much, but it’s hot. And you deserve it.”

Lucia looked at him, her heart full of conflicting emotions. She took the spoon from him, her hand trembling slightly. She took the first bite, and for the first time in a long time, it wasn’t just about survival.

It was about something more. Something she hadn’t dared hope for in a very long time: kindness.
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Lucia’s hands trembled slightly as she continued to eat, the warmth of the food filling her body and soul. For the first time in months, her hunger wasn’t the loudest thing in her mind. Bernard’s presence, calm and reassuring, occupied every space around her, making the world outside feel distant, almost irrelevant.

The stew was simple but comforting, the rich flavors mingling with the bread’s crusty warmth. She hadn’t realized how much she missed the sensation of eating something made with care, something that wasn’t scavenged from the streets. Her stomach filled, and for the first time in days, she felt like herself again, even if only for a brief moment.

Bernard seemed to sense her gratitude without her needing to speak a word. He ate quietly, but there was an easy comfort between them, as if the silence wasn’t awkward but shared, like two people who understood the quiet moments.

“So, what do you do?” Lucia finally asked, breaking the silence.

Bernard looked up from his bowl, his eyes warm, though there was a flicker of hesitation behind them. “I’m a freelance graphic designer,” he said, shrugging a little. “It’s not much, but it keeps me busy.”

Lucia nodded, unsure how to respond. She wasn’t used to asking personal questions. It was always about survival, about what was needed in the moment—who could help her find shelter or food, who would ignore her, who would push her out of their way. She had learned to navigate the streets, to find safety in the shadows. But this was different.

“You like it?” she asked, surprising herself with her curiosity.

Bernard paused, then smiled a little. “Yeah, I do. It’s not always easy, but it gives me the freedom to work on what I’m passionate about. I get to help businesses create their brand, tell their story.”

Lucia didn’t know why she felt so drawn to his words. It was just a job—just like any other. But the way Bernard spoke about it, as if it was something that gave him purpose, made her wonder what that felt like. To have a purpose.

“Sounds nice,” she said, forcing a small smile.

He tilted his head slightly. “It’s not perfect, but it works for me. What about you, Lucia? What do you want to do?”

Lucia’s heart skipped a beat.

What did she want to do? She had once dreamed of becoming a teacher, of helping others, but those dreams felt like they belonged to someone else, someone who hadn’t been torn apart by her past. Now, her only goal was survival. She wasn’t even sure how to dream anymore.

“I...” She stopped, unsure how to answer. Her throat tightened, and the words felt stuck. “I used to have dreams. But they...”

She trailed off, unable to finish.

Bernard studied her quietly, his gaze gentle but intense, as though he was trying to
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