
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


CAPE FLATS: WHEN SILENCE WAS NOT ENOUGH


Copyright © Andy Anderson 

All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events is coincidental. Printed in

South Africa



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1

[image: ]










The first bell rang while the sun was still low enough to cast long shadows across the yard.

By the time the second bell followed, the children were already moving in lines that were never straight, carrying bags too heavy for their backs and expressions too old for their faces. Some ran. Some dragged their feet. A few stood still, as if waiting for instructions that never came.

The school sat where it always had, pressed between a main road and rows of houses packed so tightly they seemed to lean on one another for support. Paint peeled from the walls no matter how often it was refreshed. Windows were repaired more times than replaced. The fence had been patched so often that no one remembered what it had originally looked like.

Inside, order was expected. Outside, survival.

He stood near the entrance, watching them arrive.

It was not part of his job description, not officially. But he had learned that the way children arrived told him more than any report ever could. Who came early. Who came late. Who came alone. Who came already angry. Who came quiet in a way that meant they had learned not to speak.

He knew the signs.

A child who avoided eye contact too carefully.

A child who flinched at sudden noise.

A child who clutched a bag like it was the only thing keeping them upright.

The register would tell him who was absent. The yard told him why.

By mid-morning, the day had settled into its familiar rhythm: lessons interrupted by raised voices, chairs scraping against the floor, the hum of exhaustion that never quite left the building. He moved between classrooms and corridors, responding to small crises that added up to something much larger.

A fight over a pencil.

A child crying in the bathroom.

A teacher asking, quietly, if he could speak to a boy who had stopped answering questions altogether.

None of it made the news. None of it shocked anyone anymore.

It was during the break that he noticed the boy.

He was sitting alone near the far wall, away from the others, knees pulled close to his chest. He did not eat. He did not watch the games unfolding nearby. He stared at the ground as if it held something he was trying to remember.

Nine years old, he guessed.

That age sat strangely between worlds. Too old for innocence, too young for understanding. Old enough to feel weight. Young enough not to know where to put it.

He approached slowly, careful not to startle him.

“Morning,” he said.

The boy did not look up.

“Are you okay?”

A pause. Then, almost imperceptibly, a shake of the head.

He sat beside him, leaving enough space to make it clear that this was not an interrogation. He had learned that closeness had to be offered, not imposed.

“Do you want to talk?” he asked.

The boy swallowed. His voice, when it came, was barely audible.

“I don’t want to go home.”

He did not ask why.

Some questions, he knew, were not meant to be rushed.

They sat there until the bell rang again. When the boy stood, he hesitated, as if unsure whether to leave or stay. He placed a hand lightly on the child’s shoulder.

“Come see me later,” he said. “Anytime.”

The boy nodded, but his eyes remained distant.

That afternoon, the ambulance siren cut through the neighbourhood with the same urgency it always did. By the time it faded, most people had already returned to what they were doing. Sirens were common. They no longer demanded attention.

He only learned what had happened later.

A child.

Nine years old.

Dead.

No one used the word suicide at first. No one wanted to. They spoke around it instead, choosing language that softened nothing but made it easier to survive the telling.

By the end of the day, the school felt heavier. Teachers spoke in low voices. Children were dismissed early. Parents arrived with questions no one could answer.

He stayed behind after the gates were locked, sitting in his office long after the light outside had faded. The chair across from his desk remained empty.

He thought of the boy by the wall.

Of the words he hadn’t said.

Of the way the child had looked at the ground, as if already preparing to disappear.

Outside, the evening settled in. Somewhere down the road, people were gathering for the weekend. Music would rise. Arguments would follow. Life would continue.

Inside the quiet office, he understood what this story was going to ask of him.

Not answers.

Not solutions.

Witnessing.

And the unbearable responsibility of noticing too late.
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The next morning arrived without ceremony.

There were no sirens, no announcements, no public acknowledgement of what had happened. The road outside the school filled as it always did. Taxis pulled in and out of the rank with practiced impatience. Parents dropped children at the gate and turned back toward work, already late, already thinking about something else.

The absence was quieter than he expected.

The boy’s name was not spoken aloud. Not yet. Teachers avoided one another’s eyes. Children sensed the shift immediately, the way they always did, though none of them had the language for it. They moved through the corridors with a strange restraint, as if sound itself might break something.
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