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This book is dedicated

to the daughters of the Cape Flats

and beyond—

to the girls whose laughter was cut short,

to the women who learned to survive in silence,

and to those who found the courage to leave, speak, and begin again.

Your lives mattered long before your stories were told.

Content Note

This novel contains themes that may be distressing for some readers.

Daughters of the Cape Flats addresses issues including gender-based violence, domestic abuse, child harm, and loss. These topics are approached with restraint and respect, without graphic description, but they remain central to the story.

Readers are encouraged to approach this book with care for themselves and others. Support resources may be helpful for those personally affected by these issues.

This content note is offered not to discourage reading, but to ensure that readers may engage with the story informed and prepared.

This book is dedicated to the daughters of the Cape Flats — seen and unseen, heard and unheard — who learned to be strong when they should have been protected. For those who survived and those who didn’t.
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Chapter One:
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Morning Blues

Lena woke before the sun.

Her body knew the pain before her mind did. The rib that burned when she breathed. The ache deep in her hip that made turning impossible. She stared at the ceiling long enough for the memories to return—his voice, the smell of alcohol, the sound of something breaking that wasn’t glass.

She did not cry.

She hadn’t cried for years.

In the bathroom mirror, her face looked like it belonged to someone else. One eye swollen. A faint line of dried blood along her lip. She touched it carefully, as if being gentle might change the truth.

The children stood quietly in the doorway.

They had learned when to be silent.

Her daughter’s eyes were wide. Her son’s fists were clenched. They were children, but something hard had already begun to live inside them.

“This is the last time,” her daughter said, her voice steady in a way that frightened Lena more than fear ever had.

Lena slowly sat down.

For the first time, she believed it.

Not because her husband would change—but because she would leave.
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Chapter Two:
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Behind Closed Doors

The kettle boiled long before Lena reached the kitchen.

The sound cut sharply through the small house, bouncing off walls that had heard too much over the years. She moved slowly, wincing as she lowered herself into the chair. Every motion reminded her of the night before, though she refused to let her mind return there.

Outside, the Cape Flats was waking up.

A radio played somewhere down the street. A dog barked. Children’s voices drifted through thin walls as neighbours prepared for school and work. Life went on, as it always did, regardless of who had cried through the night.

Lena poured tea with shaking hands.

She had learned to hide pain well. Years of practice had taught her how to smile without lifting her lip too much, how to turn her body so no one noticed how carefully she moved. On the Cape Flats, women learned these lessons early.

Her daughter, Thandi, stood near the sink.

“You’re not going back today,” Thandi said quietly.

It wasn’t a question.

Lena looked at her then — really looked. At the heaviness in her teenage daughter’s eyes. At how childhood had been folded away too quickly, replaced by something sharper, harder.

“I still need to fetch your brother from school,” Lena replied.

“I’ll do it,” Thandi said. “I’ll do everything if I have to.”

The room fell silent.

From the neighbour’s yard came the clatter of a gate. Someone laughed. Somewhere else, a door slammed — too loud, too hard — and Lena’s breath caught in her chest.

Behind closed doors, anything could happen.

The neighbour across the street had once seen bruises on Lena’s arms. She’d clicked her tongue sympathetically and said, “Men are like that sometimes.” Another woman had whispered that it was better to stay — better than being alone.

Lena had believed them.

She had believed staying meant protecting her children. She thought silence was a shield.

She was wrong.

That afternoon, a social worker came to the house.

She spoke gently, carefully, her words practised but kind. She talked about safety, about options, about shelters that were always full. Lena listened, nodding slowly, feeling the weight of years press down on her chest.

“So you want to leave?” the woman asked.

Lena hesitated.

Across the room, Thandi met her eyes. Her son sat quietly on the floor, lining up his toy cars as if order could be forced onto chaos.

“Yes,” Lena said at last.

The word felt strange. Fragile. Like glass.

But it didn’t break.

Later, alone in the bedroom, Lena traced a crack in the wall with her finger. She remembered nights spent staring at the same ceiling, counting breaths, waiting for sleep that never came.

She remembered believing this was her life.

That night, when the door closed behind her husband and the house remained quiet, Lena didn’t feel relief. She felt something more frightening.

Possibility.

For the first time in years, the silence did not belong to violence. It belonged to her.

And she intended to keep it.
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What We Learn to Carry
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