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Chapter One: The Aftermath
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I woke up with a pounding heart, heavy breathing, and a sweaty forehead from one of the most terrifying nightmares I’ve ever had. They’ve been getting worse since my mother died — and since we were cut off from the rest of the world by walls and soldiers.

I live with my grandmother and my little sister, Hope. She’s five. Just as I stretched in my corner spot on the floor, she came dashing toward me, jumped onto my lap, and shouted at the top of her tiny lungs.

Hope: Big Brother! Wake up!

Lucky: Okay, okay! I’m up!

(I hug her gently, then let go.)

Hope: You’ll be late. They’ll finish the beans.

Lucky: Don’t worry. I’ll be back with your favorite beans today.

Hope: You promise?

Lucky: I promise.

My grandmother always said, “If an old woman can get up before you in your youth, you’ll inherit nothing but bad luck.” She’s old now, with eyesight fading more every day. Sometimes she can’t even tell who is standing in front of her. Hope helps her around the shack when I’m out scavenging for food and clean water with other young South Africans living through conditions worse than unemployment.

Our home isn’t really a house — it’s a shack made of wooden boards and plastic sheets, maybe thirty percent corrugated iron if we’re being generous. But it keeps our heads dry when it rains, and in times like this, that’s enough. At least I still have a family. Many don’t, not in this raped and mutilated land of tears and bloodshed.

During the “cleansing” — that’s what the terrorists called it — bombs and bullets tore through the country. Many died, many were left homeless, injured, or stranded with no food, no water, no shelter, and no way to call for help. People scattered across provinces, hiding in mountains, running from merciless men in red uniforms and black balaclavas.

Some managed to cross into neighboring countries, only to face xenophobic attacks and arrests. How the tables have turned, I thought. What we once did to them is now being done to us.

My family was among the few who tried to return home after the attacks, hoping to rebuild. The government increased security everywhere — soldiers, police, checkpoints — promising to protect us and restore order. That was eight years ago. Since then, food and safe water have become luxuries. Supermarkets, malls, small businesses — all gone. What little remains is hoarded by the wealthy in the mountains or restricted to the cities, places we’re no longer allowed to enter until the terrorists are found. Rights we once took for granted were taken in the blink of an eye.
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"From ashes, to the winds, from the winds
to the eyes of the unjust.”
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