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      To my parents - Cathleen & Johnny Du Plessis,

      

      You taught me that imagination is not a luxury, it is survival. That creativity is not frivolous, it is defiance. That dreaming is not naive, it is the most courageous act of all. Thank you for giving me the gifts of observation, intuition and a boundless imagination. They have guided me throughout my life.

      

      In the context of your world, designed to diminish you, you chose instead to expand me. You consistently lived beyond the limitations of what life presented, making so much more of what little was offered to you. My memory of you will always be how you made abundance bloom from scarcity.

      

      This book is dedicated to you. It exists because you saw me before I could see myself. Because you believed in my creativity before I found it. Because your enduring bond loved me beyond imagination.

      

      The Duppies... I Love You!
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      Janade du Plessis is an Africanist explorer who has travelled to 51 African countries, lived in seven of their metropolitan cities, and invested in over 250 small businesses across 25 countries. As co-founder of Launch Africa Ventures – Africa’s most active Tier-1 venture capital firm – he has earned a reputation as ‘The Founder Whisperer‘.

      

      When not transforming Africa's entrepreneurial landscape, he explores storytelling through fiction novels and documentary films that challenge perspectives. ‘In the age of prompt engineering and the rush for the next dopamine hit,’ he says, ‘storytelling keeps my creativity sharp and my social commentary on humanity truthful.’

      

      Janade is a fitness fanatic who enjoys hikes up Table Mountain, seeks out comedy clubs when travelling, and mentors entrepreneurs to help them scale their businesses.
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            WHEN LETTERS HAUNT

          

          JANUARY 6, 2025

        

      

    

    
      The Emirates First Class Lounge at Dubai Airport hummed with a quiet, insulated energy that made the rest of the world feel distant and unreal. Outside, the desert night stretched endless and dark, while inside – particularly in the private meeting room that Noah had booked – time seemed suspended in a bubble of disbelief.

      Two men sat across from each other, a small mahogany table between them the only physical barrier separating their worlds. The silence between them was thick, almost tangible, broken only by the occasional soft hitch in Jamie’s breathing as he fought to control his emotions.

      Jamie stared at a spot on the wall, his eyes red-rimmed and swollen, haunted by six months of sleepless nights. Tears tracked silently down his cheeks, leaving glistening trails that he didn’t bother to wipe away. His shoulders, usually squared with the confidence of a man who commanded respect in boardrooms across three continents, slumped under the invisible weight of grief. The stylish grey suit he wore – a gift from Kene on their last anniversary – hung slightly loose on his frame, testament to the pounds shed by sorrow.

      Six months.

      Six months since Kene had left. Six months of waking up reaching for someone who wasn’t there. Six months of starting sentences addressed to a ghost. Six months of catching himself buying Kene’s favourite biscotti at that little Italian bakery in Cape Town, only to remember halfway home that there was no one to share them with.

      The silence between them stretched for over twenty minutes. Noah shifted in his seat, the leather creaking slightly beneath him. His eyes never left Jamie’s face, concern etched in every line of his expression. Noah, always the handler, always the protector, seemed lost in the face of a pain he couldn’t manage or direct.

      ‘Those letters are beautiful, Jamie,’ Noah finally said, his voice gentle but firm, breaking through the heavy silence. He gestured to the leather messenger bag at Jamie’s feet, where Kene’s letters now resided. ‘You were lucky to have someone that loved you so deeply, so intensely, so freely.’

      Jamie’s gaze remained fixed on that same spot on the wall, but Noah continued, determined to reach through the fog of incredulity surrounding his friend.

      ‘You must always treasure that love and hold it close to you, because it was real.’ Noah leaned forward, trying to catch Jamie’s gaze, the fluorescent lights highlighting the silver at his temples. ‘Don’t ever forget how much Kene loved you, Jamie. In all my years, I’ve never seen anyone love another person the way he loved you.’

      Jamie finally looked at Noah, his eyes hollow with loss, reflecting a pain so profound it made Noah’s breath catch. ‘It’s all so final,’ he whispered, his voice raw and cracked like dry earth. ‘I would do anything to hear his voice again.’ He swallowed hard, more tears welling up, threatening to spill over. ‘I would give anything to hold him in my arms again. To feel his heartbeat. To tell him all the things I never said.’

      His hands trembled as he reached for the leather messenger bag, opening it with practiced reverence. He pulled out a single envelope, its edges softened by countless readings, and with gentle fingers extracted the letter inside.

      ‘This was from September 2018,’ Jamie said, his voice steadying slightly as he focused on the familiar words. ‘We were apart then. He was in New York. I had just moved, left him and moved to Johannesburg.’

      He unfolded the letter, taking a breath before reading aloud:

      
        
        14 September 2018

        

        My forever love Jamie,

        

        It’s 3.am here in New York, and this city that never sleeps keeps me company in my loneliness. I’ve spent all night pacing our apartment – yes, I still think of it as ours, even with half the closet empty and your side of the bed cold. Tonight, the space between Lagos, New York, and Johannesburg feels impossibly vast.

        

        I know you thought it best we spend time apart. ‘Space to figure things out,’ you said. But one night without you feels like a month, and I’m already counting the days until we find our way back to each other – because we always do, don’t we?

        

        I promised I wouldn’t call. I’ve honoured our promise six times tonight by hanging up before the line connected. But on the seventh try, my resolve crumbled like sand castles against the tide. I just had to hear your voice. I wish I could say it was important, that it couldn’t wait, but the truth is simpler and more complex: I needed to know you’re okay, you’re still in this world I’m in, even if an ocean separates us.

        

        When you answered, sounding sleepy and slightly confused (in my desperation to connect with you I calculated the time difference wrong, didn’t I my love?), I felt a familiar ache – the one that starts beneath my ribs and radiates outward until even my fingertips feel heavy with it. A mix of longing and relief tugging at me from hearing you say my name, even when tinged with the slight annoyance I know you try to hide.

        

        Do you remember the night in Lagos when the power went out across the city during the terrible storm? How we sat on our Gerard Avenue apartment balcony, watching lightning split the sky over the Atlantic, and I told you stories of my childhood to distract you from your fear of thunder? You were trying so hard to be brave, and I was trying so hard not to find it endearing. We failed spectacularly at both, didn’t we?

        

        Or the weekend in Bangkok, when we followed a stranger’s recommendation and found ourselves in a back alley hidden bar, listening to music so perfectly curated it could so easily be one of our Spotify favourites playlists? How your face looked in the dim light when you turned to me and said, ‘This is ours now – this day of adventure, this day of letting the day decide how we are invited to participate in it – that openness to each other no one else will ever have exactly like we do. Babe, this day will forever be a glimpse of us.

        

        These memories are islands I swim to when the distance feels too great. They keep me afloat when I’m drowning in board meetings and Excel spreadsheets blur before my eyes.

        

        The Gold-Starling building feels hollow without knowing you’re a block away, without the possibility of ‘accidentally’ running into you at our pretzel vendor. Remember how we used to pretend those were coincidences? As if the timing wasn’t meticulously planned on both our ends.

        

        New York feels different without you. The city holds memories of us at every corner – that terrible coffee shop where we had our first real New York couples fight, our grass patch at the Great Lawn in Central Park where you told me about your childhood in Cape Town, our late afternoon Saturday lunches at Pastis where I always have to tell you not to be so distracted, our summer evening gelato walks in different neighbourhoods, the Brooklyn restaurant where you first made me laugh so hard wine came out my nose (I still haven’t forgiven you, by the way LOL).

        

        I know you’re doing important work in Johannesburg. I understand why you needed to go home in South Africa, to be closer to your family, but also to reconnect with a part of yourself New York was slowly erasing.

        

        But understanding doesn’t make missing you any easier.

        

        My dad called yesterday. He asked about you, as he always does. ‘When is Jamie visiting Lagos again?’ he wanted to know. ‘I’m planning another dinner for Jamie.’ He still doesn’t understand what’s happening between us – how could he? I barely understand it myself. But he misses you too, in his own way. The Oga’s son who fell for a man who challenges the narratives he thought he knew about himself – it’s quite the story, isn’t it?

        

        I had to hear your voice tonight because the silence in our apartment has a weight to it I can’t bear alone. I had to know you’re okay because your well-being has somehow become tangled with my own. I know you thought it best we spend a little time apart, but my heart doesn’t understand the concept of distance where you’re concerned.

        

        Please don’t be mad I called. I did try my best not to reach out, but seven attempts at restraint seemed like a reasonable effort before surrender. I just had to hear your voice.

        

        I had to know you’re okay. I couldn’t sleep without reassurance.

        

        I had to hear you say hello, had to hear you because I love you so.

        

        I know you thought it best we spend this time finding ourselves separately. But Jamie, I never feel more myself than when I’m with you. Even when it’s hard. Even when we’re figuring things out. Even when we’re oceans apart.

        

        We will be together again soon. That I promise you.

        

        I just had to hear your voice tonight. Forgive me.

        

        Goodnight my forever love,

        Kene

      

      

      Jamie’s voice faded into silence. For a long moment, neither man spoke, the only sound the gentle hum of the air conditioning and distant announcements from the terminal beyond.

      Noah’s face had softened during the reading, his eyes reflecting a complex mixture of emotions – concern, compassion, and dilated pupils disguising what might have been guilt.

      ‘It’s so weird to read it,’ Jamie’s voice barely above a whisper, ‘and realise this is how he felt.’ His fingers brushed over Kene’s signature, as if trying to feel the man through the paper. ‘I remember getting this call, being annoyed he woke me up. I don’t think I fully understood what he was going through.’

      ‘Jamie...’ Noah began, then hesitated. ‘There’s something you should know.’

      Jamie looked up, his eyes sharp despite the redness from crying. ‘What is it? What’s in the file you’ve been carrying?’

      Noah placed his hand on the thick folder but didn’t open it. ‘Before I show you this, I need you to understand. Some decisions were made that affected both of you, decisions weren’t entirely transparent.’

      ‘Agency decisions,’ Jamie said flatly. It wasn’t a question.

      ‘Yes.’ Noah nodded, his expression grave. ‘But also personal ones.’

      Jamie’s brow furrowed. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘That night, when Kene called you...’ Noah paused, choosing his words carefully. ‘He didn’t just call once.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Our surveillance picked up seventeen attempts. Seven went through to your temporary number, but only one connected. The others were...’ Noah hesitated again.

      ‘Were what, Noah?’ Jamie’s voice had gone dangerously quiet.

      ‘Diverted. By us.’

      Jamie stared at him, disbelief warring with a dawning anger. ‘You intercepted his calls? Why would you –’

      ‘The Johannesburg mission was at a critical phase,’ Noah cut in. ‘You were making headway, getting close to the financial records we needed. The director felt your... personal situation might compromise your focus.’

      Jamie stood abruptly, his chair scraping loudly against the floor. ‘My personal situation? Is that what you call it?’ His voice rose slightly before he caught himself, glancing at the door to ensure they weren’t overheard. ‘You had no right to make decisions for me.’

      ‘I know now,’ Noah said quietly. ‘But at the time, I agreed with the assessment. You were our best chance at cracking the mission, Jamie. The evidence we gathered prevented financial catastrophes across companies and the country.’

      ‘So the end justifies the means?’ Jamie asked bitterly. ‘What else did you keep from me?’

      ‘There’s more. Some letters never reached you. Calls logged but never connected. And...’ he pulled out a document with an official header, ‘...a request from Kene to Gold-Starling’s HR department for a transfer to their Johannesburg office. Dated two weeks after this letter.’

      Jamie sank back into his chair, his legs unable to support him. ‘He tried to come to me?’

      ‘Yes. But his request was denied after a quiet word from our agency to certain contacts in Gold-Starling’s executive team. National security concerns were cited.’

      THE WEIGHT OF UNSPOKEN THINGS

      Jamie’s fingers tightened around the letter, the paper crinkling slightly under the pressure. The air conditioning hummed, a clinical counterpoint to the storm of emotion roiling inside him. Outside the window, a plane ascended into the night sky, its lights blinking like a coded message of departure.

      ‘Three years,’ Jamie said finally, his voice level with the precise control that had made him such a valuable operative. ‘Three years, Noah. Three years of Kene trying to reach me, to bridge the gap between us, and at every turn –’ He stopped, inhaled sharply through his nose. ‘At every turn, you were there. The agency was there. Moving pieces on a board like we were pawns.’

      Noah’s face remained impassive, but something flickered in his eyes – not guilt, exactly, but recognition.

      ‘We had a job to do,’ he said quietly. ‘A mission that saved lives.’

      ‘At what cost?’ Jamie carefully folded the letter along its well-worn creases, sliding it back into its envelope with a reverence that belied the anger in his voice. ‘I’ve been out for over a year now, Noah. Working on something that I passionately love. Living in Cape Town. Finally building something real.’ His voice caught on the last word, as if the concept of reality itself had become suspect.

      ‘I know.’ Noah’s voice softened. ‘And I’m glad for you, Jamie. You deserve that peace.’

      ‘Do I?’ Jamie’s laugh held no humour. ‘Because it feels like I abandoned him for this... this mission. This greater good that we keep telling ourselves justifies everything.’

      The silence between them thickened, punctuated only by the distant announcements of departing flights – connections being made and missed throughout the terminal.

      ‘I never meant to become this person,’ Jamie said finally, his voice stripped of its earlier heat. ‘Someone who could be so... compartmentalised. So divided.’ He looked up, meeting Noah’s gaze directly. ‘Cape Town is good. The work is good. But I can’t escape the feeling that parts of me are still out there, scattered across missions and identities. And now with these letters...’ He gestured to the leather messenger bag.

      Noah leaned forward, his posture shifting subtly from handler to something closer to friend. ‘The missions change us. You know that better than most.’

      ‘Three missions,’ Jamie said quietly. ‘That’s what you promised me. Three more and I’d be out clean. Could build a real life with him.’ His voice caught. ‘But they never end cleanly, do they? They follow you home.’

      ‘You never completely leave this world, Jamie,’ Noah said, his voice gentle but unflinching. ‘You had the choice to completely disappear as others have done before, change your identity entirely. You chose to keep your name, your connections. You chose to be with your family.’

      ‘And Kene made the same choice, didn’t he?’ Jamie’s voice was barely audible. ‘After he found out.’

      Their eyes met across the table, the weight of unspoken history between them.

      ‘Yes,’ Noah said finally. ‘After he found out.’

      Jamie’s gaze drifted to the window, where the Dubai skyline glittered like a constellation of artificial stars against the desert night. When he spoke again, his voice had changed – harder, more focused, the operative emerging from behind the veil of wariness.

      ‘We were never the same after that.’

      ECHOES OF SILENCE, WHISPERS OF BETRAYAL

      I just had to hear your voice tonight...

      The words from Kene’s letter seemed to hang in the air between them, each syllable vibrating with meaning that had gone unheard for too long. Outside, a storm was gathering over the Dubai airfield, pressure building in the atmosphere as distant lightning fractured the horizon.

      Jamie’s grief was transforming, the contours of his sorrow hardening into something more dangerous. The red-rimmed softness in his eyes calcified into something sharp, focused – a weapon being forged in the heat of revelation.

      ‘If I could just see those boxes of letters he left me,’ Jamie said, leaning forward suddenly. ‘The ones he brought to the house in those last months. If I could read them all, piece together what he knew...’ His voice took on an intensity that made Noah shift in his seat. ‘Would things be different now? Would we still be together?’

      Noah remained silent, his weathered face carefully neutral.

      ‘What gave the agency the right?’ Jamie’s question cut through the room, precise as a scalpel. ‘What gave you the right, Noah? To intercept our calls, to block his transfers, to put what – national security? – above what we had?’

      When Noah spoke, his voice lacked its usual certainty. ‘I knew, yes. But I didn’t make those decisions alone.’

      ‘But you knew.’ Jamie’s hands opened and closed, as if testing their capacity for violence. ‘You knew that would destroy us both. You knew, and you let it happen.’ His voice rose, trembling with barely contained rage. ‘Was it all just a mission to you? All these years, was I just an asset to be managed? A tool to be deployed?’ Each question landed like a blow. ‘Did you ever actually care about what happened to us? To me?’

      Noah’s shoulders slumped, the posture of a man carrying a weight he’d grown accustomed to but never comfortable with. ‘Jamie –’

      ‘No.’ Jamie cut him off, reaching for the messenger bag. He pulled out more letters, spreading them on the table with methodical precision. ‘Look at these. Look at what he was trying to tell me.’ His fingers moved over the pages, dancing across dates and passages as if connecting invisible dots. ‘It’s all here. He was tracking me, Noah. Tracking my movements, my missions. Through these love letters he wrote to me.’

      I just had to hear your voice because I love you so...

      The words echoed, ghostlike, as Jamie’s fingers traced passages with newfound understanding.

      ‘He knew, Noah. He knew all along.’ Jamie’s laugh was hollow, edged with disbelief. ‘And he was warning me. Over and over, between the lines, he was trying to warn me.’

      Jamie held up a letter, pointing to a paragraph with trembling fingers. ‘Look at this. From right before the Lagos mission. When I read it then, it seemed like he was just worried about my travel schedule. But now -’ His voice broke. ‘Now I can see he was warning me about the operative from Moscow, the one who nearly caught me in the hotel.’

      He grabbed another letter, his movements becoming more frantic. ‘And this one, before Abidjan. He mentions a storm coming, says he feels it in his bones. The same week the coup attempt happened.’ Jamie looked up, his eyes burning with accusation. ‘He knew, and you kept intercepting his warnings. You kept us apart. Why?’

      Noah’s voice, when it finally came, was quiet. ‘Because we knew you would have chosen him, Jamie. Over the mission. Over everything.’

      ‘You’re damn right I would have,’ Jamie said, his voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. ‘I would have walked away from all of it for him.’

      ‘And people would have died,’ Noah said simply. ‘The intelligence you gathered in Lagos alone prevented three terrorist attacks. The financial networks you exposed in Abidjan were funding child soldiers across West Africa.’

      ‘Don’t.’ Jamie’s hand slammed down on the table. ‘Don’t use that to justify what you did to us.’

      Noah said nothing, his silence an admission of its own kind.

      Jamie gathered the letters, his fingers careful despite his rage, positioning them in chronological order with the precision that had made him legendary in the field. ‘You knew I would have left this fucking world a long time ago,’ he said, not looking up. ‘You knew I would have chosen love.’

      The air in the private room felt thick, charged with the electricity of revelations and recriminations. Outside, the storm was moving closer, thunder rolling across the desert like distant artillery.

      I had to hear you say hello, had to hear you because I love you so...

      ‘Did you make the decision, Noah?’ Jamie asked, his voice suddenly calm. The shift was more terrifying than his anger had been. ‘Did you personally decide to keep his letters from me?’

      Noah looked away, unable to meet Jamie’s gaze. ‘No. But I didn’t fight it either.’

      Lightning flashed outside, briefly illuminating their faces in stark relief – two men bound by secrets, separated by betrayal, yet connected by a history too complex to sever completely.

      In that flash of electric light, Jamie looked like something ancient and terrible – a figure of judgement risen from the depths of doubt to demand accountability.

      PAPER PROPHECIES

      The Emirates lounge had emptied, leaving only the two men in their private sanctuary of revelation. Through the large windows, Dubai’s night sky had begun to brighten at its edges – dawn approaching with the relentless certainty of truth.

      Jamie’s fingers moved through the letters with the delicate precision of a bomb technician, each page potentially explosive with meaning. He paused at one, dated just months before everything fell apart.

      ‘Listen to this,’ he said, his voice steadier now, sharpened with purpose. He cleared his throat and began to read:

      
        
        My dearest Jamie,

        

        The markets speak a language few understand, but you and I have always heard the music beneath the numbers. I worry lately about the shadows between worlds – how easy it is to lose oneself in the spaces where reality blurs. Last week, I saw transactions moving between Nigeria and Moscow that reminded me of ghosts – present only at the corners of vision, disappearing when directly observed.

        

        Be careful, my love. The parallel paths you walk are narrowing, converging in ways I fear may bring danger. What I’ve seen in these financial streams tells a story of predators circling closer than you know. Guard your heart, guard your steps. Some games are played with higher stakes than even you might realise.

        

        Come home to me soon. Some truths can only be shared in the safety of our private world.

        

        Forever yours,

        K

      

      

      Jamie lowered the letter, his eyes meeting Noah’s across the table. ‘How did he know?’ The question hung in the air between them. ‘This was written two weeks before the Nigerian cyber-attack mission. Before anyone outside the agency knew about the Russian operatives in Lagos.’

      Noah’s face had gone pale. ‘Jamie –’

      ‘Don’t tell me it’s coincidence,’ Jamie cut him off, reaching for another letter. ‘Here’s another, just before the Cape Verde mission:

      
        
        Something in the Atlantic air carries warnings these days. The banking structures we discussed last month – the ones using cultural investments as vehicles for extraction – have appeared in my portfolio reviews. Names I recognise from your travels keep surfacing in transaction chains that shouldn’t exist. Be vigilant, my heart. The currents are stronger than they appear, and I fear you’re swimming too close to undertows that have claimed others.

        

        Return to shore soon. I’ll be waiting.

        K

      

      

      The silence that followed was profound, broken only by the soft rustle of papers as Jamie carefully returned the letters to their envelopes.

      ‘He knew,’ Jamie said again, the words heavy with implication. ‘Somehow, he knew about each mission, each danger. And these warnings...’ He gestured to the collection of letters. ‘They’re throughout his correspondence, hidden in poetic language, in metaphors that seemed romantic at the time.’

      Noah’s professional composure had fractured, uncertainty showing through the cracks. ‘Jamie, you have to understand –’

      ‘Was that why those last few missions felt like traps?’ Jamie’s voice was deadly quiet. ‘The ambushes that were too precisely timed, the security that was inexplicably heightened right before I arrived?’ His eyes narrowed. ‘Was someone trying to pull us apart deliberately, Noah? Did you feel it too?’

      The question lingered in the air, charged with suspicion and decades of institutional paranoia.

      Noah shifted, uncomfortable under the weight of Jamie’s scrutiny. ‘There are many parts you don’t know,’ he said finally. ‘Many factors to consider.’

      ‘I don’t care.’ Jamie’s voice was steel, tempered in the forge of revelation. ‘I’m going to gather every piece of this puzzle. I’m going to find out what tore us apart.’

      ‘Jamie –’

      ‘I was out,’ Jamie continued, ignoring the interruption. ‘I was building a life in Cape Town. I was finally free of this.’ He gestured vaguely, encompassing their clandestine meeting, the weight of secrets between them. ‘But now I see there were forces at work that I didn’t understand, connections I missed.’

      ‘It’s complicated,’ Noah said, his voice recovering some of its usual authority. ‘You have to see this as your story, Jamie, but there’s also Kene’s story. And it’s only when you understand both that the bigger picture will make sense.’

      Jamie stared at him, something dangerous settling in his expression – a decision crystallising behind his eyes.

      ‘Fuck that, Noah.’ His voice was quiet but carried across the room with perfect clarity. ‘I want back in. I want my operational status reinstated. Full clearance.’

      ‘What?’ Noah’s surprise seemed genuine. ‘After everything you’ve just learned –’

      ‘Because of everything I’ve just learned,’ Jamie corrected him. ‘I’m going back into the field. But this time, I’m finding out who was really behind all this.’ His hand pressed flat against the scattered letters, as if drawing strength from them. ‘And I will destroy them, Noah. The way they destroyed us.’

      Outside, the first light of dawn broke across the horizon, painting the sky in shades of fire.

      THE CHESSBOARD OF GHOSTS

      A flight announcement echoed through the private room’s intercom, a reminder that this suspended moment of truth and revelation existed within the ordinary world of departures and arrivals.

      Noah sat straighter now, the posture of the handler reasserting itself as he studied Jamie with new eyes. The operative he’d trained – the asset he’d cultivated – was transforming before him, disbelief and anger crystallising into purpose.

      ‘There are protocols, Jamie,’ Noah said, his voice measured once more. ‘Procedures for reinstatement. Psychological evaluations. Clearance reviews.’

      ‘Expedite them.’ Jamie was methodically returning the letters to the messenger bag, each movement precise, controlled. The trembling vulnerability of hours earlier had hardened into something cold and focused.

      ‘It’s not that simple –’

      ‘Make it simple.’ Jamie looked up, his eyes reflecting the clinical light of the lounge with predatory clarity. ‘Or should I take what I know to other interested parties? I’m sure there are several agencies who would be fascinated by what these letters suggest about internal operations.’

      The threat hung between them, both men fully aware of its implications.

      Noah’s expression shifted subtly – the calculation of a man reassessing the board, recognising that pieces had moved while his attention was elsewhere.

      ‘I’m trying to protect you, Jamie.’ There was something almost paternal in Noah’s tone. ‘There are many things you’re not aware of. Many factors to consider.’ He placed his hand on the thick folder he’d been carrying all night. ‘Things I’ve brought to help you understand.’

      ‘I don’t need your protection.’ Jamie’s voice was flat. ‘I need answers.’

      Noah looked down at the thick folder on his lap, the strain in his knuckles from this grip obviously visible. ‘Some of those answers are in here. But Jamie, I urge you – take time to process this. Don’t rush back into operational status seeking revenge. That path leads nowhere good.’

      Jamie made no move to take the folder. ‘Is that what you think this is? Revenge?’

      ‘Isn’t it?’

      ‘No.’ Jamie’s gaze was unflinching. ‘This is about truth. About understanding what really happened to us – to him.’ His voice softened almost imperceptibly on the final word. ‘And if people were manipulating us, interfering with our lives for their own agenda, then yes – they deserve whatever comes to them.’

      Noah’s silence conveyed volumes – the professional restraint of someone who recognised a dangerous determination when he saw it.

      ‘I hope,’ Noah said finally, ‘that over time, you’ll start to see the bigger picture. Some of what’s in these documents might help you understand –’

      ‘I don’t care about your bigger picture,’ Jamie interrupted. ‘I care about finding who was behind this. Who decided our lives, our relationship, was an acceptable casualty.’

      Noah studied him, resignation settling in his features. ‘You have to see this story as more complex than just your perspective, Jamie. There’s the story of you, yes – but there’s also the story of Kene. And it’s only when you understand both narratives that anything makes sense.’

      A bitter smile crossed Jamie’s face, there and gone like lightning. ‘You sound like a literature professor discussing character arcs, not an intelligence handler talking about real people’s lives.’

      ‘Sometimes the analytical distance helps us see patterns we’d miss otherwise.’

      ‘I’ll take my analytical distance in the field, thank you. Reinstate me, Noah. I’m not asking.’

      ‘This isn’t just about you and Kene anymore, Jamie. There are international implications, security concerns that extend beyond personal relationships.’

      ‘Save the national security speech,’ Jamie said, straightening his jacket with the practiced precision that had made him such an effective operative. ‘I’ve given enough to the cause.’ He paused, something vulnerable flickering briefly behind his eyes. ‘We both did.’

      Noah’s expression softened momentarily. ‘I’ll submit the paperwork for provisional reinstatement. But Jamie -’ He hesitated. ‘Be careful what you wish for. The answers you find might hurt more than the questions.’

      ‘Nothing could hurt more than this,’ Jamie replied, his hand resting briefly on the messenger bag where Kene’s letters lay. ‘Knowing we were pawns in someone else’s game.’

      ‘Whatever you believe, Jamie, I did care about both of you.’ Noah’s voice held an unfamiliar note – something almost like regret. ‘I still do.’

      ‘Prove it,’ Jamie said simply. ‘Get me back in the field. Help me find the truth.’

      The game had changed. The hunter had become the hunted.

      And somewhere in the shadowed architecture of international intelligence, someone who thought they’d successfully manipulated the lives of two men was about to discover that some ghosts refuse to stay buried, and some letters continue to speak long after they’re written.

      
        
        Jamie Ryan was coming back into the field.

      

        

      
        And this time, he was playing by his own rules.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: JAMIE’S STORY]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            POWER RIDE TO STELLENBOSCH

          

        

      

    

    
      The late afternoon sun slanted through the windows of their New York, Morton Street brownstone walk-up, painting Jamie’s living room in shades of amber and gold. His grad school textbooks lay scattered across the coffee table. It had been a long day of studying. As fatigue crept in, he settled onto the couch, Joseph S. Nye Jr.’s Bound to Lead open on his chest. The warmth of the sun and the quiet of the afternoon soon lulled him into sleep, into a memory from long ago...

      A CHILD’S PLAYGROUND

      The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across Glenhaven’s dusty streets as Jamie wheeled his GT Pro BMX out of the makeshift garage. The chrome handlebars caught the light, sending brief flashes across the yard’s patchy grass. It was 1985, and in this corner of the Cape Flats, every Sunday followed the same rhythm: morning church, followed by Sunday School, afternoon lunch with family, and – if you were lucky – a few precious hours of freedom before the streetlights came on.

      Jamie was ten years old, and freedom had a specific shape: his BMX, the wind in his face, and hopefully, time with Anthony.

      Anthony lived across the street, and at twelve, he existed in a mystifying space of being both Jamie’s older friend and someone Jamie reverently wanted to impress. Anthony had green eyes – rare and celebrated in their Coloured community (the term Coloured was a strategic approach to label the majority of the Cape Town population differently, in order to further divide Black people under the apartheid regime) – and moved with an easy confidence other kids gravitated towards. Jamie was different. He was the quiet one, the observer, the kid who took piano lessons instead of playing soccer after school. The kid they called ‘moffie’ (a localised term for the word ‘gay’) when they thought he couldn’t hear.

      Through the dreamy haze of memory, the afternoon unfolds: two boys, their bikes, and the vast unknown possibility of a Sunday afternoon. Neither knowing this particular Sunday would change everything.

      ‘Did you finish your lunch?’ Anthony asked, always concerned for Jamie’s well-being, though he already knew the answer. In their homes, you didn’t leave the table until every grain of rice was gone.

      ‘Yeah,’ Jamie replied, swinging his leg over his bike. ‘Where are we riding today?’

      Before Anthony could answer, the familiar sound of multiple bikes approaching drew their attention. Five more boys rounded the corner, led by Anthony’s older brother Shawn. Jamie’s stomach tightened as he studied each face. Kyle, always quick with a joke but never cruel; Bradley, who followed Shawn everywhere like a shadow; Clint and Barry, the inseparable cousins who lived down the block; and Thomas, who Jamie saw watching him during piano practice at school with an unreadable expression.

      ‘What’s he doing here?’ Thomas called out, and Jamie felt his cheeks burn. But Anthony just shrugged.

      ‘He’s with me,’ he said simply, though Jamie caught the slight hesitation in his voice, the quick glance at his friends to gauge their reaction. Jamie noticed how Shawn’s presence seemed to make Anthony more conscious of his every move, how the others looked to Shawn first before reacting.

      They started riding, their tyres humming against the tarred roads. They usually tended to stay close to home, doing lazy loops around the block where their parents could keep an eye on them. But today, with the older boys leading the way, they pushed further, past the familiar corners and into streets Jamie only saw from car windows.

      As they rode, Jamie watched how they moved as a group. Kyle and Bradley always trying to outdo each other with small tricks, Clint and Barry forming their own unit within the larger group, and Thomas – always slightly apart, always watching. The word ‘moffie’ drifted past more than once, followed by muffled laughter. Each time, Jamie saw Anthony’s shoulders tense slightly, saw him drift a little further ahead.

      They pushed on through neighbouring suburbs until they reached the Kuilsriver industrial park. The sun was lower now, casting long shadows across the empty parking lots. The boys stopped near a loading bay, gathering in a loose circle, their bikes scattered around them like fallen soldiers. Jamie hung back slightly, watching their interactions with careful attention.

      Shawn was clearly the leader, but his leadership seemed based more on age than any natural authority. Kyle and Bradley were the energy of the group, always moving, always pushing for more excitement. Clint and Barry formed a stable core – the ones who could either support or reject any suggested plan. Thomas remained the wild card, his quiet watchfulness matching Jamie’s own. And Anthony – Anthony was caught between worlds, between his brother’s influence and their friendship, between wanting to prove himself to the older boys and his natural inclination to include everyone.

      ‘We should head back,’ Shawn announced, checking his watch. ‘Ma’s going to kill me if we’re late for dinner again.’

      ‘Yeah, it’s getting late,’ Bradley agreed quickly, always the first to align with Shawn.

      Jamie could see the afternoon slipping away, could feel the familiar pattern asserting itself – the older boys would decide, and everyone would follow. But in a moment, he saw something else too: the slight slump in Kyle’s shoulders, the way Clint and Barry exchanged a disappointed glance, the spark of unexplored possibility in Thomas’s eyes. Even Shawn’s declaration had a hint of reluctance in it.

      Jamie’s heart was pounding so hard he could barely hear his own thoughts. This was usually when he stayed quiet, when he accepted whatever the group decided. But today, an energy shifted inside him. Maybe it was the whispered ‘moffie’ comments he’d been pretending not to hear all afternoon. Maybe it was the way Anthony kept wavering between staying close and drifting away. Or maybe it was something deeper, something that had waited for this exact moment to emerge.

      He took a deep breath, feeling the rough texture of his bike’s grips under his sweaty palms. The voice out of him was surprisingly steady.

      ‘What if we didn’t turn back?’

      Seven heads turned towards him, expressions ranging from surprise to confusion to a hint of interest. Jamie felt his throat tighten, but he forced himself to continue, drawing on years of watching, of understanding how each of them worked.

      ‘Stellenbosch is only twice as far as we’ve already come,’ he said, his voice growing stronger as he watched Kyle’s eyes light up at the challenge. ‘We could be there and back before dark.’

      ‘Are you mad?’ Shawn scoffed, but Jamie caught the slight shift in his posture – not dismissal, but concern about his responsibility as the oldest. Jamie needed to address that first.

      ‘Think about it,’ he continued, moving his gaze deliberately from face to face. ‘We’re already out here. We’ve got our bikes. When are we going to get another chance like this?’ He paused, letting the idea sink in. Clint and Barry were exchanging glances again, but this time with growing excitement.

      Jamie’s heart was still racing, but now it felt different – like electricity flowing through his veins instead of fear. ‘Everyone’s always telling us where we can’t go, what we can’t do. But look at us – we made it this far, didn’t we? And we did it together.’

      Thomas was nodding slowly, his usual watchfulness transformed into something like respect. Jamie felt his chest unlock – they were listening, really listening.

      ‘I know what you all think of me,’ he said, his voice quieter now, but somehow stronger. ‘The piano player. The quiet one.’ He caught himself, took another breath. ‘But I’m standing here telling you we can do this. We can go somewhere none of us has ever been before. And we can do it our way.’

      Bradley shifted uncomfortably, glancing at Shawn. ‘But if we get caught...’

      ‘Then we get caught together,’ Jamie interrupted, sensing the moment balanced on a knife’s edge. ‘But if we make it? If we do this?’ He let the question hang in the air, watching as the possibility took root in their imaginations.

      He turned to Anthony last, meeting his hazel eyes directly for the first time that afternoon. But Jamie wasn’t seeking his approval anymore. He was offering him a chance to be part of a bigger adventure – more than their careful dance of friendship and doubt.

      The silence stretched for what felt like hours but were only seconds. Kyle spoke up, his usual joking tone replaced with a more anxious tone. ‘I’m in.’

      ‘Me too,’ Thomas said quietly.

      Clint and Barry looked at each other, nodding in unison.

      Bradley was still watching Shawn, who was staring at the ground, his expression unreadable. Shawn looked up, and Jamie saw the moment he chose to let go of being the responsible one. ‘If we’re not home by dark, we’re all dead anyway,’ he said, shaking his head but smiling. ‘Might as well make it worth it.’

      Anthony hadn’t spoken yet, but Jamie could feel the shift in the group’s energy. They weren’t following Shawn anymore. They weren’t even following Jamie. They were following an awareness he’d helped them see in themselves – the possibility of being more than what everyone expected them to be.

      Jamie swung his leg over his bike, trying to hide how his hands were shaking with a mixture of adrenaline and disbelief at what he’d done. ‘Then let’s go,’ he said, ‘before we lose our nerve.’

      The initial surge of excitement carried them for the first few kilometres. Kyle and Bradley took turns leading the pack, their earlier competitiveness now fuelling their collective momentum. The familiar landscapes of their known world fell away behind them, replaced by increasingly unfamiliar territory.

      But as the afternoon wore on, Jamie noticed the first signs of strain. Thomas was falling behind more frequently, his breathing becoming laboured. The endless jokes between Kyle and Bradley died down to occasional forced bursts of bravado. Even Shawn’s confident bearing began to falter.

      They reached the junction where three roads split off in different directions, none of them marked with signs they recognised. The group came to a stop, the earlier enthusiasm evaporating in the face of uncertainty.

      ‘We should have turned right back there,’ Bradley said, pointing vaguely behind them.

      ‘No, we’re supposed to keep going straight,’ Kyle argued, but Jamie could hear the doubt in his voice.

      Jamie watched as the old patterns tried to reassert themselves – Shawn reaching for his role as decision-maker, Anthony looking torn between speaking up and staying quiet, the others waiting for someone else to take responsibility for whatever came next.

      But Jamie had watched more than just their group dynamics during the ride. He’d been noting landmarks: the peculiar bend in the road where a massive blue gum tree stood sentinel, the church spire that kept appearing and disappearing on their left, the gradual rise of the Stellenbosch mountains in the distance.

      ‘Look at the mountains,’ he said quietly, but with enough certainty that they all turned to listen. ‘See how they’ve been on our right this whole time? They’re supposed to be directly ahead of us if we’re going to Stellenbosch.’

      He could see understanding dawn on their faces as he continued, ‘And that church spire – it’s been on our left since we left the industrial park. If we keep it on our left and turn towards the mountains...’

      ‘We’ll be heading straight for Stellenbosch,’ Thomas finished, nodding slowly.

      Jamie walked his bike to the rightmost road, feeling their eyes on him. ‘This one. It curves in the right direction, and look – the pavement’s newer. It’s more likely to be a main road.’

      Nobody argued. One by one, they followed his lead, but how they did it had changed. It wasn’t the reluctant following he’d seen before when Shawn made decisions. A different trust was forming – one built on understanding rather than authority.

      As they rode on, Jamie naturally fell back to ride beside Thomas, who was still struggling. Not obviously enough for the others to notice, but Jamie could see it in the way he gripped his handlebars, in the slight wobble of his back wheel.

      ‘We can take a break,’ Jamie suggested, loud enough for everyone to hear.

      Thomas shot him a grateful look, trying to hide how heavily he was breathing. ‘I’m fine.’

      ‘I could use one,’ Jamie said, already slowing down. ‘And we should check if we’re still on the right track.’

      Jamie could see the relief in everyone’s posture as they stopped in the shade of a large tree. As they caught their breath and shared the last of Kyle’s water bottle, he studied their surroundings. The mountains were exactly where they should be now, and he could make out what looked like the outskirts of a town in the distance.

      But the sun was getting lower, painting the sky in deep oranges and purples. They’d have to push hard to make it before dark. Jamie was about to say this when they heard it – the distinctive sound of a police van’s engine, followed by the crunch of tyres on gravel behind them.

      The relaxed atmosphere evaporated instantly. In 1985 South Africa, a group of Coloured boys on a deserted road at dusk could mean only one thing: trouble.

      The van pulled up alongside them, its white bulk throwing long shadows across their faces. The window rolled down with a mechanical whirr, revealing a single White officer, his face already set in the hard lines they all knew too well.

      ‘What do you boys think you’re doing out here?’ His Afrikaans accent made the words sharp, dangerous.

      Jamie felt the group instinctively draw together, saw Shawn step forward to take responsibility as the oldest. But in a fraction of a second before anyone could speak, Jamie caught a restrained tension in the officer’s eyes – a flicker of uncertainty. He was alone, facing eight of them. Even if they were kids, the numbers made him nervous.

      ‘We got lost, sir,’ Jamie said, stepping forward before Shawn could speak. He kept his voice soft, respectful, but clear. ‘We’re trying to find our way back to Bellville.’

      The officer’s eyes narrowed, but Jamie held his gaze, letting him see nothing but earnest concern in his face. ‘Lost? All the way out here?’

      ‘Yes, sir. We’re not very good at this,’ Jamie said, allowing a small, self-deprecating smile. ‘We’re more the studying type, really. Books and music, and such.’ He gestured vaguely at the group. ‘This was supposed to be our big adventure, but we’ve made a proper mess of it.’

      Jamie’s plausible explanation shifted the officer’s expression – the barest softening around his eyes. Jamie pressed on, reading his response. ‘My mother’s going to be so worried. She always says I should stick to my piano practice instead of trying to be like the other boys.’

      The officer’s posture changed subtly. ‘Piano, hey?’ His voice lost some of its edge.

      ‘Yes, sir. Though right now I wish I’d paid more attention in geography instead.’

      A ghost of a smile crossed his face. ‘I was always better with books myself. Used to get lost on my own street sometimes too.’

      Jamie felt the tension in the group behind him start to ease, following his lead. They were no longer a threat to be controlled, a bunch of nerdy kids who’d gotten in over their heads.

      ‘Tell you what,’ the officer said, his voice almost friendly now. ‘You boys are about two kilometres off course. Take this road back,’ he pointed, ‘turn left at the big intersection. That’ll get you back to Bellville.’

      ‘Thank you, sir,’ Jamie said, letting genuine relief colour his voice. ‘We appreciate your help.’

      He nodded, added with a hint of conspiracy, ‘Best get moving though. It’ll be dark soon.’

      As the van pulled away, Jamie could feel seven pairs of eyes boring into his back. The silence held until the van disappeared around a bend, broken in a rush of released breath and nervous laughter.

      ‘Holy shit, Jamie,’ Kyle whispered, forgetting to watch his language. ‘How’d you do that?’

      Jamie shrugged, but he could feel warmth blooming in his chest – not pride exactly, but recognition. He’d seen what needed to be done and found a way to keep everyone safe. Not by confrontation or submission, but by finding a hidden connection to make them human to each other.

      ‘We should head back,’ he said, not wanting to draw attention to what happened. ‘It will be dark soon.’

      The ride home was quieter than the journey out, each of them lost in their own thoughts. But it was a different quiet than before. The earlier tensions – the whispered ‘moffie’ comments, the uncertain dynamics – replaced by a shift to respect.

      They split up near their neighbourhood, everyone heading to face whatever punishment awaited them at home. Anthony lingered behind with Jamie, walking his bike slowly beside him.

      ‘Jamie,’ he started, stopped, struggling with what he wanted to say.

      ‘It’s okay,’ Jamie told him, meaning it in ways he couldn’t quite explain yet. ‘We should practice our sorry faces for your mom.’

      Anthony laughed, but his eyes were serious. ‘Yeah, we’re going to need them.’

      The punishment later became a neighbourhood legend. Both sets of parents coordinated their response with military precision. Bikes stripped of their front wheels, groundings synchronised across households, and a particularly memorable lecture from Jamie’s father about responsibility somehow turned into a story about his own childhood adventures he tried – and failed – to make sound cautionary rather than exciting.

      ‘What were you thinking?’ Jamie’s mother demanded, her voice caught between anger and fear. ‘Anything could have happened to you out there!’

      ‘I’m sorry, Ma,’ Jamie said, but even as he accepted his punishment, he could feel new strength inside him, steady as a heartbeat. The same strength facing down a police officer was now helping him face his parents’ disappointment with a quiet dignity seemingly surprising them.

      Later, Jamie heard through the grapevine Anthony got an extra week of grounding for being the older one who ‘should have known better.’ But when Jamie caught his eye across the street the next morning as they left for school, there was a difference in his expression – a question, maybe, or a realisation neither of them was quite ready to put into words.

      Lying in bed with his muscles aching and his mind still racing, Jamie realised he himself would shape the rest of his life: he never felt more himself than in those moments when he was helping others see the best in themselves. It wasn’t about being validated by Anthony or proving himself to anyone else. It was about recognising the quiet power he’d always had – the power to read people, to understand their fears and hopes, and to help them see past the labels they all carried.

      BOUND TO LEAD

      The late afternoon sun cast long, dusky shadows across the brownstone living room, as the amber glow began to soften. The book slid from Jamie’s chest as he stirred on the couch, its pages rustling softly. A familiar sound of footsteps on the stairs outside brought a smile to his face before he was even fully awake.

      ‘Special, your bike is blocking the hallway again,’ a voice called out, warm with affection and mild exasperation.

      Jamie blinked, orienting himself between the dream-memory and the present moment. As he lifted the book, a line caught his eye: ‘Soft power lies in the ability to attract and persuade rather than coerce...’

      ‘Babe, I had the most interesting dream about the meaning of the book I’m reading for class,’ Jamie called back, his voice still thick with sleep. ‘And it happened in one of my childhood memories.’

      Christopher appeared in the doorway, grocery bags in hand, his curiosity evident. ‘Oh? Tell me about it.’

      Jamie sat up, marking his place in the book. ‘It was about this bike ride I took when I was ten...’ He paused, smiling at the memory. ‘It was about much more. It was about the day I first understood what real power looks like.’

      The last rays of sun caught the silver of his old GT Pro propped in the hallway, and for a moment, he was ten years old again, discovering the quietest voice can carry the most weight, the greatest strength lies not in proving yourself to others, but in helping them believe in themselves.

      ‘Let me put these groceries away,’ Christopher said, ‘I want to hear everything.’

      Jamie stretched, fully awake now, the memory-dream still vivid in his mind. That Sunday afternoon in 1985 shaped so much of who he’d become – a grad student studying global macro-economic trends, focusing on soft power and persuasion, still finding ways to help people see the best in themselves.

      Some lessons, it turns out, you never finish learning. You find new ways to understand them, new depths to explore, new stories to tell about the moment you first discovered your own quiet strength.

      ‘Well,’ Jamie said, following Christopher to the kitchen, ‘it all started with a bike ride to Stellenbosch...’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ON TREVOR’S TERMS

          

        

      

    

    
      NEW YORK, 2022 - IN A LEAGUE OF HIS OWN

      Jamie had a five-sectioned notebook dedicated entirely to Operation Trevor.

      Studio blueprints. Staff schedules. Cover identities. Contingency plans A through Z. And his masterpiece – ‘The Trevor Noah Pandemic Hair Documentation Protocol.’

      Now, pacing outside NEP Studio 52, Jamie checked his watch – 10:47 am. His carefully orchestrated plan was unravelling faster than a cheap sweater. Noah’s text arrived an hour ago: Your 2 pm meeting moved to 11 am. Non-negotiable.

      ‘Honestly, how many damn operatives do you manage, Noah?’ Jamie muttered, scrolling through his phone for alternatives. The security guard – Malik according to his name tag – was watching him with practiced patience.

      Jamie approached with his most disarming smile. ‘Let me guess – no ticket, no entry?’

      ‘You must be psychic,’ Malik replied, not unkindly.

      ‘Actually, I’m a cultural anthropologist,’ Jamie said, seamlessly transitioning to Cover Story #4. ‘I’m documenting Trevor Noah’s first show back in studio with a live audience. It’s for the South African National Archives.’

      ‘The South African what now?’ Malik’s eyebrow rose slightly.

      ‘National Archives,’ Jamie repeated smoothly. ‘We’re creating a permanent record of global South African influence.’ He leaned in conspiratorially. ‘But between us? I’m here for the hair.’

      ‘The hair,’ Malik repeated flatly.

      ‘The pandemic-induced natural hair evolution,’ Jamie clarified, pulling out his phone to display a meticulously crafted timeline. ‘Look at this curl pattern progression. Early pandemic: tight, controlled 3B pattern – probably using hotel shampoo. Mid-pandemic: expanding into 3C territory as product access improved. And now?’ He paused dramatically. ‘We’re potentially witnessing the emergence of a 4A-3C hybrid curl system.’

      A flicker of amusement crossed Malik’s face. ‘You flew from South Africa to document Trevor Noah’s hair?’

      ‘Well, technically I’m here for a meeting,’ Jamie admitted, ‘but my boss doesn’t know I’m trying to sneak into Trevor’s show instead of attending a due diligence assessment.’

      ‘Aah…’ Malik said, but he was fighting a smile now.

      ‘Listen, when the leading WhatsApp groups in Cape Town are demanding curl pattern verification, you don’t let geography stand in your way.’ Jamie glanced at his watch again. ‘Look, I’ve got about ten minutes before I have to run to a meeting – don’t ask – but I could use your help making history here.’

      ‘Making history,’ Malik repeated, his professional facade cracking slightly.

      ‘Think about it – your name in the acknowledgements section of Curls of Comedy: The Trevor Noah Pandemic Evolution.’ Jamie spread his hands dramatically. ‘I’m thinking book deal, documentary series, maybe even a Netflix special. Spike Lee could direct!’

      Malik laughed. ‘Man, you are something else.’

      ‘So I’ve been told,’ Jamie grinned. ‘And I’ve got at least seven more increasingly outlandish pitches ready to go.’

      ‘Creative,’ Malik acknowledged, ‘but still not happening.’

      Jamie sighed dramatically. ‘I guess I’ll have to go with Plan H.’

      ‘Do I want to know what Plan H is?’

      ‘Probably not. But if you see what appears to be a pizza delivery uniform while ‘Waka Waka’ plays mysteriously from all directions...’ Jamie shrugged. ‘You might want plausible deniability.’

      Malik shook his head, laughing despite himself. ‘You know, most people would have given up by now.’

      ‘Most people haven’t spent their lives getting into places they weren’t supposed to be,’ Jamie replied with a wink. ‘It’s a specialty.’

      ‘There’s a story there,’ Malik grinned.

      ‘Oh, my friend, there are several,’ Jamie responded. ‘And each one more improbable than the last.’

      ‘I’d like to hear one someday,’ Malik said, his posture relaxing slightly. ‘But it won’t get you into the show.’

      ‘Well, can’t blame a guy for trying,’ Jamie sighed, checking his watch again. ‘I’ve got to run to this meeting, but this isn’t over.’

      As Jamie turned to leave, Malik called after him: ‘You know, there’s a public standby line opening at 2 pm for any unclaimed seats.’

      Jamie spun around, eyes wide. ‘Are you serious? Why didn’t you lead with that?’

      ‘Because watching you come up with increasingly elaborate infiltration plans was the highlight of my morning,’ Malik admitted with a grin.

      ‘I feel both betrayed and respected,’ Jamie laughed. ‘I’ll be back at 1:30 sharp.’

      Jamie was still smiling as he headed to his meeting with Noah. Temporary setback, not defeat.

      CAPE TOWN, 1987 - CONTROLLING STAKES

      Jamie’s meeting with Noah had gone predictably long. As he approached the studio again, he spotted Malik checking IDs at the standby line.

      ‘Just missed the cutoff, didn’t I?’ Jamie called out.

      Malik looked up, his face lighting with recognition. ‘By about an hour. But I’ve got a fifteen-minute break in five minutes if you want to grab a coffee. Your infiltration plans were too intriguing to ignore.’

      Ten minutes later, they were sitting in the studio’s side alley, steam rising from paper cups in the cool April air.

      ‘So,’ Malik said, ‘you mentioned getting into places you weren’t supposed to be. Professional habit?’

      ‘You could say so,’ Jamie smiled. ‘The funny thing is, it all started when I was twelve. Did I mention I grew up in apartheid South Africa?’

      ‘You didn’t,’ Malik said, settling in. ‘… must have been...’

      ‘Challenging,’ Jamie supplied. ‘Especially when you’re a Coloured kid who plays classical piano.’

      ‘Classical piano?’ Malik raised an eyebrow. ‘That I didn’t see coming.’

      ‘All this talk about getting into places we’re not supposed to be – it reminds me of my first real lesson in power,’ Jamie continued. ‘Not who has it, but how it gets used against you... and how you can turn it around.’

      ‘I’m listening,’ Malik said, sensing the shift in Jamie’s tone.

      ‘State Bank National Youth Piano Eisteddfod – one of those fancy piano competitions where they pretend talent is all that matters.’ Jamie’s laugh held no humour. ‘The type of place where they send you a letter saying, ‘All Welcome’ but make sure you know you’re not welcome at all.’

      ‘I know exactly the type,’ Malik nodded. ‘The sign says, ‘Open to all’ but somehow it always ends up all White.’

      ‘Exactly. But my mother – man, you should have seen her on the day of the competition.’ Jamie’s voice softened with memory. ‘She wore her best red evening dress, this fur half-coat she was so proud of… the days when wearing fur was still acceptable, hey! Hair done perfect, makeup flawless.’ Jamie paused, remembering. ‘Me? I wore my school uniform. Grey pants, blue shirt – the government-mandated special. Figured it was the safest choice.’

      ‘The things we learn to think about,’ Malik said quietly.

      ‘Right? And the venue – man, the Cape Sun Hotel. This massive glass and steel monster right in the middle of Cape Town. Those external elevators making it look like a spaceship landed in the wrong century. My whole childhood, it was this symbol of everything we couldn’t have. ‘Whites Only’ signs everywhere, but somehow even more intimidating because they were gold-plated, you know what I mean?’

      Malik nodded slowly. ‘Making exclusion look expensive doesn’t make it hurt less.’

      ‘Exactly.’ Jamie leaned forward, his eyes distant. ‘The moment we walked in... you ever feel a room full of people asking, ‘Why are you here?’ without saying a word?’

      ‘Every damn day in some places.’

      ‘You know exactly how it felt. Every eye in the lobby asking the same question: “What are you doing here? Who let you in?” Jamie’s voice took on an edge. ‘But my mother – she had this way of moving through spaces – wearing her pride like armour. She got us through the marbled lobby like a general leading troops through enemy territory. Head high, grip tight on my hand, navigating through a sea of suits and suspicious stares like she’d been doing it her whole life.’ Jamie shook his head in admiration.

      He remembered the elevator ride with crystal clarity. ‘We made it to the lifts – another small victory. My mother did this thing – lifting her chin enough to demand respect but not so high they’d call it defiance. It’s a dance, you know? One wrong move and...’

      ‘And quickly you’re labelled. You’re ‘aggressive’ or ‘difficult,’’ Malik finished.

      ‘Exactly. We get to the ballroom level, thinking the worst is behind us. That’s when this woman at the reception desk takes one look at us and says we can’t go inside. Just like that.’

      He could still hear his mother’s voice bouncing off those voluminous ceilings: ‘What do you mean we can’t go inside?’

      ‘It was the moment everything changed for me,’ Jamie continued. ‘Watching my mother – this force of nature who’d raised us all, who worked harder than anyone I knew – being treated like she was nothing. Something just... clicked.’

      ‘What did you do?’

      ‘I stepped forward with what I now call my ‘elegant thug’ voice – super-polite, over-articulated English making them squirm because they can’t figure out how you learned to speak like that.’

      Malik grinned. ‘Oh, I know exactly the one. The ‘I’m going to be so proper you can’t ignore how wrong you are’ voice.’

      ‘Precisely! So there I am, all of twelve years old, saying in my most proper English: “Ma’am, I am performing today. I’m on at 6:15 pm. Is there a practice room where I can warm up?”’ Jamie mimicked his younger self’s tone, making Malik chuckle despite the tension of the story.

      ‘When she said no practice room, I hit her with: “No practice room? I didn’t think this event would be so amateur, so unprepared.” With enough bite to make her uncomfortable, you know? Making her wonder how this little Coloured boy knew enough about proper competitions to judge them.’

      The memory of sitting on those plastic chairs in the corridor while piano music leaked through the ballroom doors was still vivid. His mother, straight-backed and proud, making small comments about each performance they could hear: “…very average performance … such a basic piece.” Jamie smiled at the memory. ‘She was doing what she always did – building up my confidence.’

      ‘6:15 came with absolute precision,’ Jamie continued. ‘The doors swing open, this old White man appears in the doorway. He looks straight past me at my mother, and says, “Lady, you have to wait out here.”’ Jamie’s voice tightened. ‘Just like that. Not even pretending it was about rules or protocol. Just letting us know we didn’t belong in there.’

      ‘But she’s my mum,’ Jamie remembered saying, the words coming out before he could stop them.

      ‘And my mother...’ Jamie paused, collecting himself. ‘She licks her thumb, smooths down my wild eyebrows, and gives me this hug – man, I can still feel her hug today. Like she was saying “Go show them who you are, but remember who you are.”’

      ‘Go do your best, okay?’ Jamie mimicked his mother’s voice, soft and controlled. ‘It’s all she said. But I knew what it cost her to keep her voice steady. See, apartheid was brutal in so many ways – taking people’s land, destroying communities, forcing families apart. But these smaller cruelties cut the deepest. Telling a mother she couldn’t watch her child perform? What system treats people in that manner?’

      Malik leaned forward. ‘What did you say to her?’

      Jamie’s smile turned fierce. ‘My best? No, Mummy, watch me win this!’

      ‘I turned to the old man and said, “Leave this door open while I play so my mummy can hear me.” And you know what? He did. Maybe he was too surprised to say no, or maybe...’ Jamie shrugged. ‘Maybe even he could see how wrong it all was.’

      ‘Walking onto the stage...’ Jamie shook his head at the memory. ‘The applause was what we called ‘mediocre plus’ – a surprised, forced clapping. My heart was pounding, but the moment my fingers touched those keys...’

      He paused, his hands moving slightly as if feeling phantom piano keys. ‘The first twelve bars of Rachmaninoff’s Second Piano Concerto – it’s all it took. I wasn’t the little Coloured boy they were all staring at. I was ... music.’

      ‘By age twelve, I was already obsessed with Rachmaninoff. My primary school music teacher introduced me to his work – I think she recognised something in me would resonate with those tortured, beautiful compositions. I consumed everything about him – every piece he’d written, every note, every emotion.’

      Jamie’s voice grew more intense. ‘I was deep in the third movement when I looked up, wanting to gauge the audience before my final crescendo. I saw it – they’d closed the door. My mother couldn’t hear anymore.’ His hands clenched. ‘So I took all my restrained anger, all my frustration at what we’d been forced to deal with since walking into the hotel, and I put it into those final notes. I hit the last note of the Allegro Scherzando like I was trying to break the piano. The whole thing shook – I’m pretty sure I scared the entire audience. You know in these White spaces, a Black boy commanding a piano is more dangerous than one with a gun… or as Trevor would say to Julius Malema, more dangerous than one with a butter knife.’ Jamie laughed.

      ‘I held the final note. Held the whole room in silence. Holding the moment, my right hand raised between the keys and an animal’s satisfaction of seeing their kill. Without looking up, I released the note, giving permission to the music to continue, gesturing it to continue living on where it needed to be heard. Slammed down the key hood, bowed down with the grace of someone that doesn’t need to be told they’re good – I already knew it.’

      ‘Then I ran. Didn’t wait for their reaction, didn’t care about protocol. I needed to get to my mother. I could hear a ‘wow’ and a rapture of applause as I ran down the stage, through the middle passage to the door. Slammed it open, right into her arms. I was safe again.’

      Jamie’s voice softened. ‘She made up some excuse about catching the last train. I’d memorised the schedule when we first arrived at the station – knew it wasn’t the last train. It was her way of protecting me from the inevitable disappointment.’

      ‘The old man came running after us at the lift, all smiles and ‘Madam’ this and that, asking us to come back in. The judge was announcing the winner.’

      He paused, letting the memory settle. ‘A few days later, my school teacher showed me a newspaper clipping. There’s a photo of a blonde girl sitting at a piano. The article talked about how the competition winner had received R5 000.’

      Malik’s face darkened with understanding. ‘They gave it to someone else.’

      ‘Second place winner, actually.’ Jamie’s voice was matter of fact now. ‘That day, I decided I would never use that bank that had sponsored the prize money. Ever. My own little protest.’

      He met Malik’s eyes. ‘You know what the real kicker is? The competition taught me a crucial lesson that I’ve used every day since, in business, in relationships, in life. It taught me talent isn’t enough. Being exceptional isn’t enough. You have to understand the game, understand power – who has it, who doesn’t, and how to get it anyway.’

      ‘Corporate apartheid disenfranchised our society,’ Jamie added, his tone clinical now, professional. ‘One of the most divisive instruments allowing the whole system to thrive. They could pretend it wasn’t about race because it was about ‘merit’ or ‘tradition’ or whatever other excuse they came up with.’

      The sound of laughter from Trevor’s studio drifted through the wall, and Jamie smiled slightly. ‘You know what’s funny? The bank? They’re one of my biggest clients now. Every time I walk into their boardroom, wearing a suit costing more than the prize money, I think about the little boy in his school uniform, holding his mother’s hand. And I smile.’

      Malik studied him for a long moment. ‘No wonder you’re out here trying to see Trevor. You two got more in common than just the hair.’

      ‘Maybe it’s why they’re so scared of letting us in anywhere,’ Jamie mused. ‘They know once we get through those doors, we don’t adapt – we transform the whole damn room. It’s happened in music, in fashion, in culture today… Right now we dominate these spaces. And we are the generation to transform the corporate boardrooms.’ He glanced at his watch and grimaced. ‘Speaking of getting through doors...’

      ‘You’re still not getting into the show,’ Malik grinned.

      ‘Can’t blame a guy for trying,’ Jamie laughed, standing up. ‘Though I still have Plans I through Z waiting in the wings.’

      ‘I’m almost afraid to ask,’ Malik said, rising to head back to his post.

      ‘You should be,’ Jamie winked. ‘Plan I involves three trained pigeons, a fake Xhosa language consultant credential, and a surprisingly convincing Trevor Noah costume. Don’t worry – I’ll fill you in on the details when I return.’

      CAPE TOWN, 1992 - DIE STERTJIE

      Jamie returned from his meeting with Noah to find Malik on a short break, checking his phone in the staff area beside the lobby.

      ‘You’re back,’ Malik observed. ‘I’m beginning to think you like being told ‘no.’’

      ‘I like the challenge,’ Jamie corrected, dropping onto the bench beside him. ‘And I’ve always believed ‘no’ is the beginning of an interesting negotiation.’

      Malik laughed. ‘The piano competition story makes a lot more sense now. You’ve been like this your whole life, haven’t you?’

      ‘You want to hear something wild?’ Jamie leaned forward. ‘The piano competition? It was the beginning. By the time I got to high school, I’d turned getting into spaces I ‘didn’t belong’ into an art form.’

      ‘How so?’ Malik asked, pocketing his phone.

      ‘Picture this: It’s 1992, and I’m at this prestigious private school where White kids went.’ Jamie’s lips curved into a knowing smile. ‘The type of place where the cricket pitches looked like they were maintained by NASA and the buildings had more history than most countries. Got in on a double scholarship – music and mathematics.’

      He paused, letting it sink in. ‘Here’s the thing – every other scholarship kid only needed one area of excellence. But for me? One wasn’t enough. Had to prove myself twice over to get through the door.’ A familiar bitterness crept into his voice. ‘It’s okay, I can live with that – it’s what I kept telling myself.’

      ‘Man, that’s messed up,’ Malik shook his head.

      ‘Oh, but wait – it gets better.’ Jamie leaned forward. ‘At the end of the first year there, I won seven out of eight class prizes. Was walking out of Prize Giving Day feeling pretty good about myself when I hear this mother – pure privileged upper-middle-class accent, you know the type – say loud enough for everyone to hear: “At least he was decent enough to leave one prize for another deserving student.”’

      Malik winced. ‘They always gotta add some little dig.’

      ‘Right?’ Jamie’s eyes gleamed. ‘I did this slow 180-degree turn, lifted my chin enough to acknowledge her comment, making sure she saw me seeing her. And in my head, I’m screaming NEXT YEAR I’LL TAKE THEM ALL, YOU WENDYBAG! But on the outside I just gave the look – a perfect mixture of awareness and dismissal. ‘Enough to let her know her comment landed, but also it didn’t touch me.’

      Jamie’s voice took on a more reflective tone. ‘It was on the train, actually, when I realised how much the school had already stripped away from me. It started right at the beginning. With ‘die stertjie’ – my ponytail. It was the first piece of myself they took.’

      Jamie settled back, the memory washing over him. ‘It was the welcome days before school started. Day Three, I’m feeling confident. It’s academic day, after all – my territory. An hour in, the school principal himself pops into the classroom.’

      Jamie remembered the moment with crystal clarity: how his heart rate shot up when the principal appeared in the doorway. ‘Here’s the thing – I knew it was about me before he even opened his mouth. When you grow up Coloured in Cape Town, you develop a sixth sense for these moments. The principal whispers to the teacher he needs to see one of the scholars outside.’

      ‘And without waiting to hear my name,’ Jamie continued, ‘I was already on my feet, stepping out of my desk. The whole room froze. I could see the uncertainty, almost fear, in their eyes – I’d moved too fast, responded before being called. Already breaking their unspoken rules about knowing your place.’

      Malik nodded slowly. ‘They hate when we show we know what they’re thinking.’

      ‘Exactly. So we’re outside, and he starts this little walk around the quad, speaking in this soft, deep voice: “Jamie, we have strict hair policies at this school. Please cut your long tail by tomorrow. I’m being generous to you to say tomorrow in case you want to go to the barber of your choice. For the rest of the boys, we would normally cut it here at school.”’

      Jamie’s eyes sparkled with remembered defiance. ‘I made this tiny change in my walking pace, enough to throw off the principal’s stride. In my loudest, most innocent voice – the one to make sure everyone in the quad could hear – I said, “You want my barber to cut my hair? Why? Because it’s not as straight as the boys here?”’

      Malik let out a low whistle. ‘You didn’t.’

      ‘Oh, but I did. “Sir, hair is hair, mine is exactly like these except their medulla is straight and mine went on a couple of adventures along the way, took a couple wild turns, but boy did it have fun.”’ Jamie grinned at the memory. ‘The man looked like he’d swallowed his own tongue.’

      ‘Started backpedalling immediately – “It’s not what I’m saying at all...” But I was already walking away, heading to my housemaster’s house to get it cut. Lost my stertjie that day, but you know what I gained?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Understanding. You see, in those spaces, they expect you to either rebel or submit. What they don’t expect is for you to play their game better than they do.’ Jamie’s smile turned sly. ‘By the end of the year, I had half the school in my pocket.’

      ‘How’d you manage that?’

      ‘Started small – helping a few first-team rugby players with their homework. But I saw the pattern: these privileged kids had money but no time, thanks to all their sports and all afternoon activities. Meanwhile, I knew plenty of smart kids who had time but no friends.’

      Jamie leaned forward, warming to his story. ‘Before long, I was running the largest homework network in the southern suburbs. Had agents in seven different schools. By my final year, my little enterprise was making three times what average families at the school brought in annually. Not bad for a kid who wasn’t supposed to be there in the first place.’

      ‘The funny thing is, every identity they tried to strip away from me became another tool in my arsenal. They took my hair? I made myself so academically superior they couldn’t touch me. They tried to isolate me? I built a network making me indispensable.’

      ‘By the time I graduated, I had the highest academic honours, was squad leader of the marching band, held some Springbok colours, provincial records in athletics, did ballet – yes, ballet,’ Jamie grinned at Malik’s expression, ‘and was the only student who’d landed a summer internship at The Argus – the premier newspaper in Cape Town. The same people who didn’t think I belonged there couldn’t function without me.’

      ‘But it came at a cost, didn’t it?’ Malik’s question was gentle but pointed.

      Jamie nodded. ‘Always does. Every time you adapt, you leave a part of you behind. The accent, the way you dress, the cultural nuances... But here’s the thing I learned: losing parts of yourself is how you find out who you truly are.’

      ‘And who were you?’

      ‘Turns out, I was a lot of things they never expected. The kid they wanted to cut down to size? Ended up running an underground economy right under their noses.

      The sound of audience laughter filtered through from the studio, and Jamie gestured towards the wall. ‘What I admire about Trevor, you know? He figured out how to add without subtracting. How to move between worlds without losing himself in the translation.’

      ‘It’s what you’re doing now?’ Malik asked. ‘Still moving between worlds?’

      Jamie thought about Kene waiting at home, about Noah and his missions, about all the different versions of himself he juggled daily. ‘Let’s say I’ve gotten better at it. These days, I don’t think of it as losing or gaining identities – it’s more like... expanding my repertoire.’

      NEW YORK, 2000 - ALL THAT GLITTERS IS NOT GOLD

      ‘You want to hear the irony?’ Jamie said, falling into step beside Malik as the security guard made his rounds. ‘Remember how I said I got good at getting into spaces I wasn’t supposed to be in? Well, by the time I got to Gold-Starling Bank, I’d turned it into an art form.’

      Malik raised his eyebrows. ‘Gold-Starling Bank? A whole different level of exclusive.’

      ‘Exactly. The analyst programme – thousands of applications each year, only forty spots. And let me tell you, those spots were practically pre-assigned: senators’ kids, business titans’ offspring, clients’ precious heirs.’ Jamie’s mouth quirked in a sardonic smile. ‘Generational wealth preservation is what they called it when they wanted to sound sophisticated about nepotism.’

      He remembered walking into those gleaming offices for the first time – drawing attention as the only African on the programme. ‘The three-week selection programme was brutal. But I figured out pretty quickly what the real test was.’

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘Power. Not just having it or wanting it, but understanding it. How to recognise it, how to serve it, and most importantly,’ Jamie’s eyes glinted, ‘how to take it without them noticing until it’s too late.’

      A memory surfaced, making him laugh. “Africa!” Jamie shifted into a pitch-perfect imitation of a Managing Director’s urgent bark. “You know the guy from Nigeria you told me about? Get him on the phone! Why is he a client of Morris Stanford Bank? We need to bank him!”’

      Malik winced. ‘They called you ‘Africa’?’

      ‘Three years in, they didn’t even bother learning my name anymore – I was just Africa. But here’s the beautiful part: I didn’t just accept it – I weaponised it.’ Jamie leaned forward, his voice dropping conspiratorially. ‘Picture this: I’m at the Bloomberg terminal, and this MD comes rushing over, all worked up about some Nigerian businessman. Instead of getting offended, I look him dead in the eye and say, “Greg, back up buddy. You mean Dangote? Bro, you don’t just call to speak to Dangote. In Africa, you call your guy, to call his guy, and viola... the call happens. Give me a day to make the connections. 11 am tomorrow, we’re calling Lagos... Oga!”’

      Malik burst out laughing. ‘You didn’t!’

      ‘I did. And it worked every time.’ Jamie’s smile had an edge to it now. ‘They thought they were reducing me to a continent, but I turned the continent into my kingdom. See, what they didn’t understand was being ‘Africa’ gave me an edge none of those legacy kids had – a whole narrative they couldn’t touch.’

      He remembered the gradual transformation: how his colleagues’ dismissive ‘Africa’ slowly evolved into respect. How their assumptions about his connections became a self-fulfilling prophecy as he built relationships across the continent, turning stereotype into strategy.

      ‘It was like this elaborate performance art,’ Jamie continued. ‘They expected me to know everyone in Africa? Fine. I made it my business to know everyone worth knowing. They thought all Africans were the same? I played up the differences, taught them to appreciate the nuances they never knew existed. Before long, I wasn’t the token African – I was their bridge to an entire market they couldn’t access without me.’

      ‘Man,’ Malik shook his head admiringly, ‘you flipped the script on them.’

      ‘But here’s the real kicker,’ Jamie leaned in conspiratorially. ‘The more I played into their expectations, the more I could subvert them. They’d come to me about some mining deal, but I’d steer them towards infrastructure projects, renewable energy, women’s entrepreneurship programmes. They thought they were getting their ‘Africa guy’, but what they were getting was...’

      ‘A Trojan Horse,’ Malik finished, grinning.

      ‘Exactly! And they never saw it coming because they were too busy congratulating themselves on their diversity hire. The whole experience reminded me of my mother’s words about our old neighbourhood. “Jamie,” she’d tell me, “the best way to change the rules is to play by them so well people forget why they made them in the first place.”’

      ‘Sounds like a wise woman,’ Malik nodded.

      ‘She was. Still is. And she would have appreciated the irony of how things turned out. All those years of code-switching, of learning to navigate White spaces – they became the perfect training ground for corporate America. But this time, I wasn’t surviving in their world; I was reshaping it, one deal at a time.’

      The sound of audience laughter drifted through from Trevor Noah’s studio, and Jamie smiled. ‘You know, it’s what I love about Trevor’s success. He didn’t adapt to American television – he made it adapt to him. Kept his accent, his perspective, his way of seeing the world. And eventually, they all had to acknowledge his difference wasn’t just acceptable – it was valuable.’

      ‘Like you with Gold-Starling? Would you ever work for them again?’

      ‘In a heartbeat,’ Jamie proclaimed without hesitation. ‘Gold-Starling Bank is simply the best banking institution on this planet! And it’s the only global institution able to find creative ways to fund the infrastructure development on the entire African continent. But do you know why Gold-Starling has never done it… because us Africans have simply never asked!’

      Malik laughed out loud. ‘Man, you really are something else. You have a perfect answer for the simplest questions.’

      ‘You know what they say – if you can’t beat them, join them, and quietly restructure their entire organisation from within.’ Jamie checked his watch. And I’ve got another meeting in an hour.’

      ‘Still determined to see Trevor's hair evolution before you go?’ Malik grinned.

      ‘It's a cultural imperative,’ Jamie said solemnly. ‘The WhatsApp groups back home are waiting.’

      ‘You know what?’ Malik said, checking his watch. ‘My shift's ending. How about a drink? I know a place a block away.’

      Jamie's eyes lit up. ‘Lead the way.’

      The café was warm and inviting, a small jazz combo playing in the corner. They settled into a booth with drinks, the conversation flowing naturally.

      ‘You know what I've been thinking about all day?’ Malik said. ‘How you keep turning limitations into advantages.’

      Jamie considered this. ‘I wouldn't call it a philosophy. More like... survival that evolved into something better. Every time they tried to define me – as the coloured kid, as the scholarship student, as ‘Africa’ – I found a way to redefine the terms of engagement.’

      ‘That's what I admire about Trevor,’ Malik nodded. ‘He does the same thing. Takes all the categories people try to put him in and somehow uses them to create something entirely new.’

      ‘That’s the real power move, isn’t it?’ Jamie leaned forward. ‘Not rejecting their definitions or accepting them, but transforming them into something of your own making.’

      ‘Like turning ‘Africa’ into your brand at Gold-Starling.’

      ‘Or turning a piano competition rejection into fuel for a lifetime of success.’ Jamie raised his glass. ‘To transcending definitions rather than being limited by them.’

      They clinked glasses, a moment of perfect understanding passing between them.

      ‘So,’ Malik said with a grin, ‘you going to try again tomorrow to see the show?’

      Jamie laughed. ‘What do you think? I don’t just have a plan – I have an entire strategic framework.’

      ‘I'm almost afraid to ask.’

      ‘You should be. It involves a diplomatic credential, three different accents, and a detailed knowledge of Trevor’s favourite childhood snacks.’

      ‘Don’t tell me more – plausible deniability, remember?’

      As they parted ways, Jamie felt the satisfaction of a day well spent. He might not have achieved his original mission, but he’d gained something perhaps more valuable – a genuine human connection in a world that had spent the past two years keeping everyone apart.

      ‘Until next time,’ Jamie said with a wink. ‘And when Trevor’s hair finally reaches its ultimate evolution, remember – you heard it here first.’

      ‘I’ll keep an eye out,’ Malik laughed. ‘And I’ll be ready for whatever plan you come up with next.’

      As Jamie walked back to his hotel, he thought about all the different versions of himself he’d had to be throughout his life. But maybe, he reflected, the real art wasn’t in becoming different people for different spaces. It was in bringing all those experiences together into something entirely new – something that was uniquely, undeniably his own.

      
        
        Just like Trevor had done.

      

        

      
        On his own terms.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LIVING WITH THE GHOSTS OF SPRING STREET

          

        

      

    

    
      The city had changed, but the ghosts remained.

      Jamie stood at the floor-to-ceiling windows of the Spring Street penthouse, watching dust motes dance in the late afternoon sun. More than one year after the towers fell, lower Manhattan still felt like a war zone, though not in ways outsiders would notice. The wounds were invisible now, carved into the psyche of everyone who’d been there that day. He pressed his forehead against the cool glass, letting his breath fog the pristine surface. Seventeen floors below, yellow cabs crawled through the Soho streets like anxious insects.

      Behind him, Juan sprawled across their obscenely expensive leather sofa, still in his High-Line Merchant Bank suit but with his tie loosened and collar unbuttoned. He hadn’t changed out of his work clothes in two days. None of them slept much since that treacherous day. The television droned quietly in the background, Bloomberg’s endless scroll of numbers providing white noise to fill the silence they couldn’t quite bear to break.

      The Gold-Starling quarterly review sat in Jamie’s briefcase, marked with the highest performance ratings in his analyst class. Again. He’d stayed at the office until 2 am for six weeks straight to ensure it. His body ached with exhaustion, but the praise in his Managing Director’s eyes made it worthwhile. It was always worthwhile.

      Was it though? The doubt crept in, familiar and unwelcome. Do they know how many times you rewrote that analysis? How many versions you discarded before it was perfect enough? Jamie pushed the thoughts away. Perfection wasn’t optional. Not for him. Not when everyone else seemed to achieve it without effort.

      The elevator’s soft chime announced William’s return from Morgan Sloan Investment Bank. Jamie didn’t turn around, but he pictured his friend’s reflection in the window – another impeccable suit, another carefully maintained facade. William’s voice on the phone with his family back in Houston grew softer lately, his lies about his success more elaborate. The sound of expensive shoes on hardwood was followed by the clink of crystal against crystal. William went straight for the Macallan 25.

      ‘Deutsche Handel’s Bank’s sniffing around the Miller deal,’ William said, his voice carrying that artificial casualness they’d all perfected.

      Jamie closed his eyes. On the trading floor at Gold-Starling, he’d heard whispers about Deutsche Handel’s interest hours ago. He hadn’t said anything. Couldn’t say anything. The rules of their friendship were complex enough without adding the weight of insider trading to their shared sins. Besides, he’d learned long ago being the best meant keeping certain cards close to his chest, even from the friends he loved most.

      The last rays of sunlight caught the edge of a framed photograph on the bookshelf – the memory of the four of them outside Heaven nightclub in London flashed before Jamie, their faces younger, less guarded. Jamie remembered the night with painful clarity: the thrum of house music through ancient brick arches, Andreas’s massive frame blocking the entrance, Juan’s designer clothes catching strobing lights. Before New York. Before the towers. Before they’d learned how much the world could take from you in a single morning.

      Andreas would be home soon. He always worked latest at Morris Stanford Bank, as if putting in extra hours could somehow prove he belonged there, could justify his existence in this glittering, brutal city that nearly broke all of them. Jamie watched his own reflection fade in the darkening window, replaced by the city’s constellation of lights. Each window held its own story of loss, of survival, of secrets kept in the name of survival.

      The penthouse had been their sanctuary and their prison for almost a year now. Dieter from Deutsche Handel’s Bank ‘helped’ them secure it – though help wasn’t quite the right word. Nothing in their world came without cost, without compromise. Juan carried the heaviest weight of the particular arrangement, though he never spoke of his late-night meetings with Dieter. Some sacrifices didn’t need words to be understood.

      Jamie’s phone buzzed – another email from the office. Another demand for perfection. His fingers moved automatically to respond, muscle memory built from thousands of late-night exchanges. On the couch, Juan’s breath evened out into something close to sleep, his first real rest in days. William disappeared into his room, the Macallan his only company.

      The elevator chimed again. Andreas. Jamie identified him by the particular weight of his footsteps, the quiet rustling of another pristine suit. None of them kept clothes at their desks anymore. Not since that September morning when they’d learned how quickly life could change, how fast you might need to run.

      ‘You’re still standing guard?’ Andreas asked softly, moving to join Jamie at the window. In the glass, their reflections overlapped – two ghosts keeping watch over a city of shadows.

      Jamie didn’t answer. Didn’t need to. They’d all developed their own ways of surviving: William’s lies to his family, Juan’s silent sacrifices, Andreas’s punishing hours. Jamie’s was this – standing sentinel, watching, feeling, carrying the weight of understanding everyone’s pain but his own.

      Andreas moved to the bar, his movements deliberately measured, as if any sudden gesture might shatter the penthouse’s fragile peace. ‘You heard about the Morrison deal?’ he asked, pouring two fingers of Scotch without looking at Jamie.

      ‘Heard enough.’ Jamie watched his friend’s reflection, noting the slight tremor in Andreas’s hands emerging in these quiet moments. ‘Family business. Succession issues. The usual.’

      ‘Not usual,’ Andreas said quietly. ‘The son. Factory accident three years ago.’ He didn’t elaborate. Didn’t need to. They both understood how grief could become a family’s foundation, how loss could echo through boardrooms and balance sheets.

      Jamie’s gift for reading people had become almost supernatural since the towers fell, as if trauma had heightened his sensitivity to others’ pain. In client meetings, he caught the undertones more senior bankers missed – the family tension behind a CEO’s hesitation to sell, the pride masking a founder’s fear of obsolescence. While the partners pitched numbers and synergies, Jamie quietly noted the way a client’s hands tightened on family photos, how their eyes lingered on old company logos.

      ‘The kid’s got something special,’ he’d overheard his MD tell another partner. ‘The Watson deal – thirty years of family business, and somehow Jamie knew exactly what was holding them back. Things the father hadn’t even told his own board.’

      What Jamie couldn’t explain was how familiar the pain looked – the need to preserve something precious, to protect what you’d built against a world wanting to reshape it into something else. He saw it in the junior analysts too, especially Thabo from Johannesburg, seconded to NYC two weeks before 9/11, struggling to maintain his identity in a culture demanding conformity.

      But do they see you? The real you? Or just the performance you’ve perfected? The thought came unbidden, making Jamie’s hands tighten imperceptibly on the windowsill. He was so good at reading others, yet couldn’t shake the feeling that if they saw his true self – uncertain, flawed, still trying to prove he belonged – they might find him lacking.

      Andreas set the second glass down beside Jamie. ‘You’re doing the thing again.’

      ‘What thing?’ Jamie asked, though he knew.

      ‘The thing where you’re mentally cataloguing everyone’s pain but yours,’ Andreas said. ‘The thing where you disappear behind that perfect analyst mask.’

      Jamie took the Scotch without responding. Andreas was the only one who ever called him on it – perhaps because they shared a similar armour. Andreas, with his impeccable suits covering the weight he’d lost since September; Jamie, with his flawless analyses hiding the doubt that plagued him. Both of them pretending to be unbreakable for different reasons.

      ‘Morrison’s going to be a difficult client,’ Andreas said after a pause. ‘The son was supposed to take over. Father can’t let go now, feels like he’s betraying the boy’s memory by selling.’

      Jamie nodded. He’d already anticipated this dynamic, prepared three different approaches based on how the father might respond. Perfection was his currency, his shield. If he could just be valuable enough, insightful enough, maybe they wouldn’t notice the cracks in his foundation. Maybe he could finally believe he deserved to be there.

      The memory of London surfaced unexpectedly again, triggered perhaps by the photograph still visible on the shelf. Heaven nightclub, those summers before everything changed. Jamie and William in the DJ booth, spinning house tracks while Juan worked the crowd below. Andreas at the door, his imposing frame and Russian accent perfect for security work. They’d been playing double lives even then – investment banking analysts by day, underground club scene by night.
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