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CHAPTER ONE
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Starting young.

––––––––
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Cape Flats morning did not arrive with birdsong. It came with sirens fading into the distance and the sound of metal gates clattering open.

Levi stood at the window of their council flat, watching the street wake up. A broken bottle still lay where it had been thrown the night before, glinting harmlessly now, as if it had not been part of something worse.

The sky was blue—too blue for a place where people died without names.

His mother had already left for work. She always did before sunrise, stepping lightly so the children would not wake, kissing foreheads already burdened with too much knowing. His father’s side of the bed was cold, empty the way it had been for years. Some men left with bags. Others just slipped out of lives.

At twelve years old, Levi was the man of the house. No one said it out loud. It was simply understood.

He tied his sister’s school shoes because her fingers were still clumsy with sleep. He counted slices of bread because food had learned how to disappear fast.

Outside, a group of older boys laughed too loudly, moving like they owned the pavement. Everyone knew their colours. Everyone knew their name. The gang’s name carried more weight than a funeral hymn.

On the Cape Flats, names mattered. Not yours—but theirs.

Levi did not walk in the middle of the street. You never did. You stuck close to walls, past burned-out cars and graffiti warnings sprayed like promises. Someone had written NO MERCY in red paint on a stop sign. It had been there so long it felt official.

A girl from the next block walked past, head down, school uniform stretched tight over a belly that did not belong on someone her age. People pretended not to see her. The Flats had learned that looking too long could get you hurt.

The father was gone, of course. They always were.

Gone to another girl.
Another life.
Another problem.
At night the shots came. Not every night—but often enough.

Bang.
Bang.
Bang.
Levi had learned the difference between fireworks and gunfire before he learned long division. Fireworks echoed. Bullets snapped.

When the shooting started, people did not scream. They froze. Parents pressed children to floors. Dogs stopped barking. Curtains stayed closed, because curiosity here could kill you quicker than fear.

The gangs ruled the street. The law was something that belonged to other places—on television shows and in parts of the city Levi only saw from buses. Here, justice wore a hoodie and carried a gun.

Drugs moved faster than ambulances. Pills swallowed futures whole.

Every week someone died. Some weeks it was many. The radio said numbers like they were weather reports.

“Thirty-four this week,” the announcer said once.

Levi counted faces instead.

He wondered sometimes if Heaven and Hell were just names for places you never escaped. If living like this was being trapped in a bowl, swimming circles until the water ran out.

Chains did not always clink. Some were quiet. Some were invisible.

People on the Cape Flats lived careful lives. Everyone had rules.

Do not stare.
Do not snitch.
Do not walk alone.
Do not walk too fast.
Do not walk too slow.
Even the community patrols moved softly, knowing that courage without backing was suicide dressed as bravery.

Fear was a common language.

Tears visited every household eventually.

Levi held his sister’s hand tighter as they reached the school gate. He waited until she was safely inside before turning back.

Childhood was something you protected here—not because it lasted, but because it ended too early.

Behind him, the street swallowed sound again.

Ahead of him, life waited—unforgiving, unnamed, and watching.
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No Shields

––––––––
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The first funeral Levi attended was not announced.
It simply appeared.
A crowd gathered where the shot had been fired, feet shuffling around a dark stain that nobody tried to clean. Someone had placed a candle there, already half-melted though it was still morning.

The man who died had been walking home from the shop with bread under his arm.

That was the whole story.
No deeper reason.
No explanation.
On the Cape Flats, death did not knock.
It stepped in like it belonged.
People spoke in low voices, shaking heads, clucking tongues. Mothers pulled children closer—not to shield them from seeing, but to remind them where they belonged.

The body was gone by the time the police arrived. The questions came late, like promises no one believed in.

“Wrong place,” someone said.
“Wrong time,” said another.
Levi learned early that those words were a lie.

There was no right place.
There was no right time.
The radio spoke numbers again that week. Thirty-something. The announcer’s voice stayed calm, professional, as if reading football scores.

Levi wondered how many names had been tucked inside that number—how many kitchens had fallen silent, how many mothers stared at walls that could not answer them.

At school, desks were not always full. Sometimes a seat stayed empty longer than it should have. Teachers asked few questions.

Everyone knew better.

In this place, curiosity could make you brave, and bravery could make you dead.

Gang boys lingered outside the gates. Not hiding. Never hiding. They leaned against fences, chewing, laughing, showing off new shoes bought with money that tasted wrong.

They were young—too young—but they stood like people who believed the street owed them something.

Recruitment did not look like violence at first.
It looked like belonging.
“You wanna eat?” one of them asked a boy Levi knew from class.

Just that.
Simple.
Deadly.
Some boys said no and stayed small. Others said yes and grew fast—muscles tense, voices harder, eyes colder. Within weeks they stopped coming to school. Within months their names were whispered. Within a year, maybe they were gone.

At home, Levi’s mother came back tired in a way sleep could not fix. Her hands were cracked from cleaning other people’s kitchens.

She asked how school went.

He said fine.

Everyone said fine here.
It meant we survived today.
At night, the shooting returned like routine. Levi counted seconds between bangs. He counted breaths.

When his sister cried, he pulled her close and lied well.

“It’s fireworks,” he said—even when it was not.

Somewhere down the road, a boy not much older than him would fall. Someone else’s child. Someone else’s future.

Tomorrow, people would walk past that same corner like nothing happened.

Life did not stop on the Cape Flats.
It adjusted.
Gangs did not fear God or law. The law felt like a rumour. Drugs became currency. Pills were swallowed to make fear disappear, to
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