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Mother’s vow to ‘save one more teen’
Pietermaritzburg campus. 

“After the attack the university 
organised that we move from Mbali 
to a white suburb,” she says. “This 
was before the Group Areas Act was 
repealed and people didn’t want us 
there.” 

She believes Nkanyezi was “iso-
lated” because “those people” didn’t 
want their children “to play with a 
black child”.

After the Magubane family moved, 
part of their house was gutted.

“We were told it was an electrical 
fault but we weren’t sure if it might 
have been those people who attacked 
us in Mbali or the people who were 
against us living in that white neigh-
bourhood,” she said.

She believes that these and other 
events added up and Nkanyezi’s 
father’s death was the “trigger” for 
his suicide.

According to Sadag’s Zane Wilson, 
“only through educating people 
across the country about the triggers, 
signs and symptoms and treatments 
for depression and suicide can we 
hope to get people talking and com-
ing forward for help”.

Education is important not only 
to give parents the tools to recognise 
suicidal behaviour in their children, 
but also to deal with a tragedy once it 
has happened. 

“There’s a stigma against suicide,” 
says Magubane. “After Nkanyezi 
passed someone came up to me and 
said: ‘I pity your son.’ I said: ‘Which 
son are you talking about because my 
son has died?’ ”

“He said, ‘I’m talking about that 
one. I pity him. He is rotting in hell 
because he killed himself’.”

“I want to say to parents in this 
situation: don’t be affected by those 
things. It shows people are ignorant 
about mental disease,” she says.  
“After I found the body I called the 
police, but they took more than six 
hours to arrive.”

She looks at me intently through 
her black-rimmed glasses from 

across the table. “When they finally 
came there were so many police 
vans it felt like they had come to 
fetch a criminal.”

She frowns at the memory.
“I was in shock; it was like I  

was dreaming,” she pinches her arm 
as if to test reality. 

“I can’t describe the pain,” she 

says. “I wouldn’t like anyone to 
experience the pain of losing a 
child.”

A tear rolls down her left cheek. 
She takes off her glasses and reaches 
into the bosom of her bright pink 
top for a tissue. She has come here 
to tell me her story. She hopes it will 
save the life of someone else’s son or 
daughter. 

“I was angry,” she says, her kind 
face racked with pain. “I’m such 
an open person. I would sit with 
my children and talk to them. Why 
couldn’t he tell me?

“I was angry with God that I went 
to help somebody else because he 
says we must love one another, and 
when I come back my own son is 
hanging.”

The steady eye contact she has 
maintained is broken as she looks 
down at her hand and gently strokes 
the gold wedding band on her ring 
finger. “I felt embarrassed and very 
ashamed that I hadn’t played a role 
as a parent. It was like I had failed.”

She quickly wipes away a second 
tear and looks up. “But then I said, 
‘No, no, no, Fikile, you did your best. 
You cannot punish yourself like 
this.’ 

“It was a tough journey,” she says. 

“I was very depressed. I wanted my 
curtains drawn. I was comfortable 
with darkness more than light. I was 
comfortable with silence more than 
noise.”

A look of stubborn conviction 
appears on her face. “I said to 
myself, even if I save one life I’m 
prepared to share my story. I’m pre-
pared to shed those tears again and 
again as long as I know I’m going to 
save somebody.”

“Nkanyezi means 
star,” says Fikile 
Magubane as she 
points to the book 
on her lap. On 
the cover there is 
a fading orange 
star. “It’s not a 
bright star. It’s a 
dying star: a star 
that’s in pain.” 
Magubane’s Son, 
Are You Standing 
or Hanging? is a painful account of 
her son Nkanyezi’s  suicide at the 
age of 15. 

She says she felt compelled to 
write the book, and hopes it might 

help others to save 
their children from 
the same fate. Her 
new book, Help, which 
describes the roles 
that  different sectors 
of society can play in 
combatting suicide, 
will be out next month.  

Son, Are You 
Standing or Hanging? 
is published by Shuter 
& Shooter. Help will 

be published by Mym Publishers 
next month. 

As an excerpt of Kate Shand’s 
book on the same subject reads: 
“I have a son my son is dead I had 

a son. It becomes a 
mantra and the words 
can drive a person 
mad.” Boy: The Story 
of My Teenage Son’s 
Suicide is a vivid and 
emotional account of 
Shand’s experience 
of losing her son, 
John Peter. At 14, he 
hanged himself in his 
parents’ house. 

“As much as I hope 
the book will help others, ulti-
mately it forms a most important 
part of my healing and ongoing 
transformation,” she says. 

Boy is published by Jacana. 
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Two mothers write about losing their children

• Changes in your child’s  eating 
and sleeping habits such as 
trouble falling asleep and loss of 
appetite. 
• Dramatic changes in your 
child’s personality, for example 
sudden mood swings or deep 
sadness.
• Using drugs or alcohol.
• Risk-taking behaviour: when 
your teen places himself or 
 herself in a dangerous situation.
• Writing poetry or drawing 
pictures about death and sui-
cide, or a preoccupation with 
the idea of death, can be indica-
tors of suicidal thoughts.
• Talking about suicide or 
about killing oneself.
• Giving valuable possessions 
away and putting affairs in 
order such as changing a will.
• Saying things like “The world 
hates me, I’m not going to be 
here for much longer”, “It would 
be better if I wasn’t here” or “I 
want out”.
• Social withdrawal and loss of 
interest in activities and people 
that your child used to partici-
pate in and care about. 
• A drop in your teen’s personal 
hygiene such as not bathing 
regularly or wearing the same 
clothes for extended periods. 

Sources: sadag.org and webmd.
com. If you are, or someone you 
know is exhibiting any of these 
signs, call the South African 
Depression and Anxiety Group 
on 0800 21 22 23 or SMS 31393.

Warning 
signs to 
watch for
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