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“In the future, everyone will be world-famous for 15 minutes.”


- Andy Warhol
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Elliott Gotkine


Elliott Gotkine is an Emmy-winning journalist. In a career spanning twenty-five years and three continents, he has worked as a correspondent for CNN, Bloomberg Television and the BBC (although he left the Beeb after accidentally putting Guy Goma on air). Along the way, he’s interviewed world leaders, titans of industry… and Guy. He now freelances for CNN, most recently out of the network’s bureau in London, where he lives with his two children and his one-eyed dog, Molly.
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Reunited: Elliott Gotkine & Guy Goma, London, Feb 2024. Photo: Edmond Goma





Guy Goma


Guy Goma was born in 1967 in Brazzaville, in the Republic of the Congo (not to be conflated with the confusingly named Democratic Republic of the Congo next door). After fleeing the civil war, Guy, a finance graduate, gained global notoriety when he was accidentally interviewed live on the BBC in what became known as the greatest case of mistaken identity in TV history. Fame – but not fortune – soon followed. Twenty years on, Guy Goma remains an iconic public figure, adored as much for his nostalgia value and the good humour he showed on that unforgettable day in May as for the joy he brought into peoples’ lives. He is married (sorry, ladies) and lives in East London.









ACT ONE









CHAPTER 1


Mayday


For an early summer’s day, May 8, 2006 wasn’t especially remarkable. It was cloudy, damp – perhaps a little cool for the time of year. You might have remembered nothing at all about that day if not for a shared moment of such stupefying joy that, 20 years on, its mere mention still brings a knowing smile – even guffaws – to the millions of people around the world who’ve watched it. Except perhaps the two men metaphorically mangled by the greatest car crash in the history of TV news. I should know. I was one of them.


At the time, I was working for the BBC. I’d recently returned from a three-year stint working in Peru and Argentina: first as a stringer – a kind of glorified freelancer – in Lima and then as the broadcaster’s official South America Correspondent, based in Buenos Aires. My new job in London saw me doubling up as a producer-cum-reporter for the Business & Economics Unit, and it was here, on that fateful Monday morning, that I found myself in charge of the business segment of News 24 (since renamed to The News Channel).


The spot lasted around five minutes and went out at 20 minutes to the hour. When there was ‘important’ business news (like phone bills going up), the main programme would pinch it. When there was important general news (and literally anything was more important than regular business news), the segment was trimmed. Often it was dropped altogether. I could hardly blame them: it was dull, intellectually shallow fare where an interviewee’s availability was usually all that was needed to qualify him (and, very occasionally, her) to be invited on air. Producing it was a slog: a thankless task, akin to lugging a big boulder up a vertiginous gorge – and then seeing it roll all the way back to the foothills – every hour. For eight hours. Every day. But at least Sisyphus knew the gods were watching. No one watched the business slot.


Okay, maybe not no one. Some people – and not just BBC employees – did watch it. And that’s what helped turn what would have been a petit faux-pas into a comically epic disaster movie watched by more people than the King’s Christmas Speech.


On this particular day in May, there was at least a fairly high-profile story into which my colleagues and I could sink our teeth. A High Court judge was due to rule on the case brought by Apple Corps, the Beatles’ record label, against Apple Computer, which was accused of breaching an agreement to stay out of the music biz. Since the story ticked all the Business Unit’s boxes – money, the consumer gadget du jour in the form of the iPod, and a cast of courtroom characters comprising the Fab Four and a multi-billion-dollar behemoth – the BBC had pulled out all the stops. It sent a satellite truck and a correspondent, Rob Pittam, to report live from outside the court. Back in the studio, we had an ‘expert’ booked to talk about it. But at 10.30am – ten minutes before we were due to go live – there was still no sign of him.


I assumed he’d washed up in one of the two receptions which served BBC HQ in White City. Stage Door was where guests brought in by car were usually dropped and where celebrities, like Jonathan Ross, would park their rides. At the other end of the labyrinthine building was Main Reception. Also known as Stage Six, this was where you arrived if you entered off the street, through the famous revolving doors. In search of my missing expert, I called down to Main Reception.


Me: Do you have a Guy Kewney there?


Receptionist: Yes.


Me: I’ll be right down.


I ran down the stairs, rushed through the security barriers, and scanned the waiting area like a Terminator tracking its target. But there was no sign of the pale, red-bearded geek I’d seen online a few moments earlier when I looked him up. Where is he? Did he nip to the bathroom? We’re on air in six minutes! I breathlessly approached the receptionist:


Me: Hi. Which one’s Guy Kewney?


Receptionist: [pointing to a Black man]: That guy over there.


Me: [noting she was pointing to a Black man]: Are you sure that’s Guy Kewney?


Receptionist: Yes.


Me: [approaching the man, and still a bit sceptical this was my guy]: Are you Guy Kewney?


‘Guy Kewney’ [after a brief pause]: Yes.


Me: [reasoning that I must have seen the wrong picture online and noting that we were on air in just five minutes] Come with me!


We raced up the stairs and ran down the interminably long hallway into the waiting arms of the floor manager.


‘Guy?’ she asked.


‘Yes.’


She led him directly to the studio, where a makeup artist appeared, and made to powder Guy’s face, but he said it wasn’t necessary. I took up my usual position in the control gallery.


A few moments later, the interview began.









CHAPTER 2


Goma’s Odyssey


Guy Goma was running for his life.


For weeks, the fighting had been advancing on his upscale neighbourhood in Brazzaville. Now bullets were slicing through the saturated air, just inches from his ears. Militias, mostly from the minority Mbochi ethnic group, allied with former (and current) president, Denis Sassou Nguesso, had swarmed south from their stronghold around Oyo, on the banks of the Alima river in Congo’s central rainforests. Now war had come to the country’s riverside capital, named for the Italian-born aristocrat-turned-explorer Pierre Savorgnan de Brazza.


Back in 1880, de Brazza – on behalf of his adopted France – had duped the local Makoko into signing an agreement used to justify colonising his kingdom. ‘In a sign of Brazza’s distance and rogue diplomacy,’ writes JP Daughton in The Tragedy of the Congo-Océan Railroad, ‘it was months before anyone in Paris even knew of the treaty and two years before the National Assembly ratified it.’


As dubious a deal as that was, there wasn’t any fighting. Now – a little more than a century later – war had come knocking on Guy’s door. Gangs of militia fighters with names like ‘The Cobras’ were looting and brutalising their way through Brazzaville as they sought to topple President Pascal Lissouba and intimidate his supporters ahead of elections Sassou Nguesso had no hope of winning. As they did so, they took potshots at southern Kongo people: people like Guy.


‘It became like a jungle,’ he recalls. ‘It was anarchy.’


That morning, at around 5am, Guy had been the first of his neighbours to rise. Per the unofficial pact they had, that meant it fell to him to check in on the others to see if anyone had been shot in the night. He called out to the house next door. They, in turn, checked in with the neighbours out back. Both were fine. But the neighbour to the rear had troubling news: the Cobras were looking for Guy, a sometime youth leader and football coach (affectionately known as ‘Coach Guyana’). Guy’s father had retired as Congo’s chief civil engineer but was now freelancing as a bongo player in church, and – more relevantly – a vote-counter at the upcoming elections.


‘You need to start running before something happens,’ Guy’s neighbour told him. So he ran.
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Pierre Savorgnan de Brazza (1905), portrait by Nader





It was too dangerous to leave the house via the front door, and not just because the street abutted an unguarded canal into which unsuspecting Congolese could be swept during the rainy season – or after a drunken night out. Instead, Guy – who, back then, was in pretty good nick – leant out the first-floor sidewindow and leapt into his rear neighbour’s garden, which was shaded (and sheltered) by palm trees. Guy landed softly on his sandals, turned to the right, hit the yellow-washed wall and shimmied over it. Then over the next one. And then the next, into an alleyway, and out the other side.


Guy, in tracksuit bottoms and a T-shirt, his earthly possessions in a basket, ran fast. But the Cobras spotted him and began to shoot. With bullets zipping past him but somehow failing to hit their mark, Guy just kept on running. He ran till they stopped shooting at him. Till he was out of range, and his lungs burned. By then, he was three kilometres from home, but he may as well have been in Timbuktu. This wasn’t home anymore. How could it be?


Guy passed a police base. Bullet-riddled bodies lay strewn on the ground. The streets around him teemed with refugees fleeing the city with whatever they could carry. Amid that throng of humanity, and against all the odds, Guy spotted a friendly face, atop a friendly body, straddling a friendly motorbike.


‘What’s the matter?’ asked Dieudonné, a childhood chum from Guy’s neighbourhood.


‘Those people – the Cobras – are behind me,’ said Guy, fear and panic etched on his face.


‘Come on,’ said his friend, beckoning him onto the bike. ‘Let’s go.’


The north was a Cobra stronghold, so heading upcountry wasn’t an option. Instead, they cleaved close to the airport. They rode for about an hour, until they ran out of fuel and had to stop at the nearby house of one of Dieudonné’s friends. For three days, they laid low. But as word spread, neighbours began whispering that Dieudonné and his host were traitors for allowing a ‘stranger’ to stay in the area, putting them all in danger. Guy knew he couldn’t hang around, so they decamped to another friend’s pad. From there, they stayed down by the Congo River, the thunderous body of water which the Belgian King, Leopold II, had used to loot the neighbouring Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) of its land, rubber and people, leaving his own humanity to drown in its waves.


Here, on the banks of the Congo, Guy had more than Cobras to fear. Crocodiles – real ones – lurked beneath the waters. As did hippos. Fortunately, neither animal nor militiaman discovered Guy and his friend. He would have met a different fate had he stayed in his family home in Brazzaville.


Guy’s parents had left as soon as the war broke out. But a lull in the fighting prompted them to return with some of the Goma siblings, including the penultimate son, Rodolph, who was 24 at the time. Along the way, they were stopped by Cobras. They put a gun to Rodolph’s head and accused him of being an enemy combatant, which of course he wasn’t. What he was, was his mother’s son, and she was having none of it.


‘If you want to kill somebody, you may as well kill me,’ she told the tattooed gunmen, as she stepped forward to protect her boy. Not only was Rodolph not a fighter, she said, but he’d never even held a gun. The Cobras let them pass.


As soon as they got home, Guy’s parents turned their house into a makeshift sanctuary. They took in priests, nuns and the elderly; they didn’t care if they were Mbochi or Kongo. When Lissouba’s soldiers stopped by for food, they fed them. Ditto for Sassou Nguesso’s militias (though when it came to feeding fighters, it wasn’t like they had a choice). Neutrality should have shielded the Gomas. But when the Cobras learned that government forces – their enemy – had been feeding from the same trough, they ordered everyone to leave the house. Then they burned it to the ground. They destroyed the houses next door with rocket-propelled grenades. The street was left in ruins.


Guy’s folks, at least, were safe. Having previously insisted they’d never leave their Brazzaville home, they realised they had no choice but to move back to the relative safety of the village where Guy’s father had been born.


‘Thank God,’ exclaims Guy, a devout Christian, who owes his life to the Catholic Church for rejecting his father when he tried to join the priesthood. The seminary argued that because Guy’s father was an only child, he ought to marry, have kids and carry on the family name instead.


Dominique Goma took the advice a little too literally. He married businesswoman Antoinette Nkengue, and had eight children: seven boys and one girl. Guy, born the day after Christmas 1967, was number five. Along the way, Dominique went to study in pre-independence Algeria, whose universities happily accepted students from other parts of the French Empire. On his return, he became Congo-Brazzaville’s chief civil engineer, building motorways and bridges, sometimes literally on quicksand. After he retired, he took charge of the vote count in his area ahead of elections planned for later that year. It seemed like a good idea at the time. But it made him and his family even more of a target for Sassou Nguesso’s militias.


Thanks to his father’s position and salary, Guy remembers a comfortable childhood in Brazzaville – no mean feat in a country where income per capita was less than $500 and life expectancy just 52. The siblings slept two, sometimes three, to a room. Crime was low. Playing out on the streets at all hours, with friends, family and neighbours, was the norm.


Guy, like his father, excelled at his studies, earning a Degree in Finance, and a Masters in Money & Finance, at Brazzaville University. He went into business. In an ironic twist, given he would later be misreported as being a cab driver, Guy started a small taxi company, comprising two cars and a minivan, all painted in requisite two-tone green and white. At weekends, he would venture into the forests to the north of the capital, where he would buy wood, plantain and pineapples to truck back to Brazzaville. He’d then sell these products in the city’s main market, doubling – and sometimes quadrupling – his money.


At home, Guy’s parents inculcated a sense of unity and esprit de corps in the Goma children. As Guy puts it: ‘The culture and education from our parents was that the first must look after the second, the second after the third. So it is like a chain where we are looking after each other.’ Life was good. Until it wasn’t.


The first cracks in the shattering of Guy’s cosseted world emerged on June 5, 1997, when the army raided Sassou Nguesso’s fortress-like residence in search of weapons. They found them soon enough, as firefights broke out with the former president’s bodyguards. Civil war swiftly followed.


In truth, the seeds of Congo’s conflict had been sown five years earlier, in 1992. That’s when Sassou Nguesso, after a dozen years in power as a Marxist dictator, failed even to make the second round of the country’s first multi-party elections. Crushed and humiliated, the former paratrooper nevertheless conceded defeat. But as he was leaving the presidential palace to make way for Lissouba, he thought: You know what? I’ll hang on to my personal presidential guard for now, thank you very much. So he sulked off to his Oyo stronghold with a small army. They trained in the nearby Tsambitso forests, home to elephants, lowland gorillas and buffalo, and emerged from this tropical milieu as the rebranded fighting force now known as the Cobras. The following year saw the eruption of what is commonly viewed as Congo’s first civil war. Around 2,000 people were killed before the conflict came to an end in 1995. The following year, Sassou Nguesso slinked off to Paris to plot his return with the help of his old friend and crony, Jacques Chirac.


Chirac, the President of France from 1995–2007, was delighted to host Sassou Nguesso, whom he considered a personal friend. The two were united in their scorn for the wave of democratisation sweeping across the African continent, whose borders made no allowance for the patchwork of ethnic groups that straddled them. Given that Sassou Nguesso could only command the support of his fellow Mbochi – who constituted at most 15% of the Congolese population – he knew he had no chance of winning free and fair elections. And so he couldn’t help but agree with Chirac that democracy wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. Moreover, the man in the Elysée Palace owed him.


Since he’d first ascended to the presidency of the Republic of Congo in 1979, Sassou Nguesso had developed a special, almost symbiotic, relationship with Chirac, who at the time was merely the mayor of Paris. Congo, a future member of the Opec cartel, sold France oil on the cheap – the oil in question having been conveniently extracted by the former colonial power’s sleaze-ridden state oil company, Elf. The skimmed-off profits were then used to help finance Gaullist political campaigns while providing kickbacks and military equipment in return (by contrast, when Lissouba went cap in hand to Paris, Chirac snubbed him).


By 1992, the bromance between Chirac and Sassou Nguesso was in full bloom. They shared a love language which, in the modern parlance, was a cross between receiving gifts and acts of service. First up, Chirac helped Sassou Nguesso establish what Brett Carter, Professor at the University of Southern California, describes as a ‘personal embassy.’ Located just blocks from Chirac’s home at the Elysée Palace (and, heaven forbid, not to be confused with the actual Congo embassy at the other end of the Champs-Elysées), it had all the trappings of a real legation: including attachés for finance and defence. Inside, Sassou Nguesso and his team set up a study group for young Congolese expatriates to help plot his return – something he did in January 1997, just six months before the country went back to the polls. Remember, these are elections Sassou Nguesso had no hope of winning fairly. So when government forces responded to his return by surrounding his compound in Brazzaville, Sassou Nguesso saw this as an opportunity; he knew what to do, and he knew who’d have his back (SPOILER ALERT: a former colonial power whose president would later be convicted of corruption and whose name rhymes with trance).


But not everything went to plan. Yes, the Cobras had been armed by France, via Elf. But Paris had wanted to hedge its bets – you know, just in case – and so it also sold weapons to President Lissouba. When the fighting kicked off in earnest, he also got some timely assistance from the nation’s giant namesake neighbour: the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC).


Only a year earlier, the DRC – then known as Zaire – had toppled its own cartoon-villain despot, the leopard-skin-hatwearing Mobutu Sese Seko, after more than three decades in power. Now, in a doomed attempt to forestall Brazzaville’s own descent into dictatorship, the DRC came to Lissouba’s aid, providing Russian-made helicopter gunships flown by Ukrainian mercenaries. They strafed Sassou Nguesso positions, partly defanging the Cobras. By September 1997, says Carter, who’s also a fellow at Stanford University’s Hoover Institution, Lissouba was on the brink of victory. Then the tides suddenly – and spectacularly – turned.


Chad and sundry génocidaires Hutus from Rwanda rallied to Sassou Nguesso. But even more importantly, says Carter, Angola, egged on by France, and coincidentally the continent’s third-biggest oil producer at the time, also came to his aid.


‘It was the Angolan intervention, coordinated by Chirac, principally via air, that really destroyed the position of the Lissouba military in Brazzaville,’ he says. This, ultimately, facilitated Sassou Nguesso’s return to power in October of that year. Or as one African diplomat quoted in The New York Times put it: ‘With all of the oil wealth in that little country, there was no way France was going to allow itself to lose Brazzaville too.’


Inevitably, civilians suffered most. As many as 30,000 were killed, says Carter. This may not sound like a lot compared with the unfathomable six million deaths caused by contemporaneous wars in next-door DRC, but the toll represented around 1% of the Republic of Congo’s entire population (the U.S. Civil War killed 2%). Some 300,000 people became internally displaced, refugees in their own land. Guy was one of them.


Having run a gauntlet of bullets and bodies to escape Brazzaville, and having survived the perils of taking refuge down by the river, Guy and his friend headed west to Pointe-Noire: the country’s coastal entrepôt and the former capital of what was once French Equatorial Africa. Only after the bulk of the fighting was over did Guy go back to his old neighbourhood.1


‘I tried to rebuild my life,’ Guy says. But things had changed. Sassou Nguesso marked the occasion of his victory, says Carter, by blessing ’a three-to-five-day pillage’ of Brazzaville’s southern neighborhoods. He co-opted the police and planted military governors all over the south to root out the remnants of Lissouba’s fighters and his supporters.


That meant Guy – and other southern Kongo people like him – were no longer welcome in what had once been their home.


‘We’re not done with you yet,’ supporters of Sassou Nguesso told him. ‘We’re going to get you.’


Guy, like much of the local population, endured harassment and threats for eighteen months. The final straw came when a police truck pulled up alongside him.


‘What are you doing here?’ the officers demanded. ‘We’re gonna shoot you [if you don’t leave].’


Guy had no home and was living with friends. His taxi business, along with his fruit-and-wood side hustle, had collapsed during the war. Now the police and the newly minted local bigwigs had put a target on his head. Guy remembers one of his few remaining friends pleading with him: ‘I want you alive.’ He said there was a truck heading north. From there he could go to Cameroon. ‘Maybe you can start a new life?’


Guy knew no one in the north, much less in Cameroon. Yet he, too, was pretty keen on staying alive. And so later that week, with an eye for self-preservation that would one day help him avoid ‘dying’ in front of the cameras, he found himself riding shotgun in a truck weighed down with cement, his trousers stuffed with 500,000 CFA francs (worth around $900 at the time of writing). They were heading to Ouésso: a frontier town surrounded by tropical rainforest on the banks of the Sangha, one of the Congo River’s main tributaries. They hit a number of roadblocks on the way, but Guy’s cement papers stacked up, and he got through unharmed and without spending too much on the inevitable bribes. He stayed two nights in Ouésso then crossed the border into Cameroon.


‘Since I ran away, I say: this country is no more mine.’ He never went back – until I persuaded him to journey there with me, to research this book.


Guy tried to make a go of it in Cameroon. Tapping into his pineapple- and wood-selling skills, he even began to make money. And yet, it still didn’t feel quite right; it didn’t feel like home. He didn’t think it ever would. The only question: Where would he go?


He’d seen news stories about bedraggled migrants drowning in the Mediterranean on their way to Europe, and he had no intention of joining them. He thought briefly about moving to Belgium, the colonial power which had administered the DRC after the country ceased to be the personal property of King Leopold II. Portugal would be nice, too. Then, after less than six months in Cameroon, the decision was made for him. Guy told a local man he was itching to leave and asked him for help.


‘You look like one of my cousins,’ responded the man. ‘I’ll get you his passport.’


Two weeks later, and 100,000 CFA francs lighter, Guy became the proud owner of a new passport belonging to one Dieudonné (not to be confused with Guy’s biker friend we met earlier). Inside the passport was a UK visa.


‘I don’t know if it was a fake visa, or a real one in the name of his cousin,’ chuckles Guy. Whatever the case, he bought a one-way plane ticket. After a stopover in France, he arrived in London. It was 2001.


***


Guy Goma landed at Heathrow Airport with nothing but the shirt on his back and £100 in his pocket. He thought his older brother Edmond was in Paris, but he had no idea as to the whereabouts of his sister and his five other brothers – or even if they were alive. The one thing he knew for sure was where he wanted to go: Brixton.


This south London neighbourhood was the rapidly gentrifying heart of Britain’s Afro-Caribbean community. For Guy, though, the appeal lay not just in who lived there now but in who had stayed and played there in the 1970s: Bob Marley. Guy had grown up listening to Marley’s music on tape (Buffalo Soldier was his fave) and had learned of the reggae legend’s exile in London. He’d resolved to visit one day. Why not now?


Guy hopped on the A2 bus bound for Victoria, a central London transport hub. Then he took another bus to Brixton, three miles to the south. Now what? With no friends, no family and (with apologies to Bob Marley) no brother Moses to guide him, he’d reached the promised land but was still as lost as ever. He couldn’t even find the words to tell anyone.


‘I know my English was so horrible, to be honest, with a lot of French accent,’ he says… in heavily accented English, making one wonder just how bad it must have been back then. Guy’s solution: stick to French.


Praying for a miracle, he tried stopping people in the street until he found a fellow French speaker. ‘I’m looking for a Congolese community in Brixton,’ he said. A passerby overheard him, stopped in his tracks, and stared. He sized Guy up and down, then broke into a broad smile.


‘You look like someone I know,’ said the man.


‘Who?’ asked Guy, intrigued.


‘Edmond.’


Guy’s eyes almost popped out of his head. His heart started thumping so fast he thought it might explode. Mouth dry with nerves, he croaked a response: ‘Which Edmond are you talking about? My brother lives in Paris. He’s not here.’


The man smiled again, shook his head and delivered Guy’s miracle. ‘You look like twins,’ he said. ‘He’s in London.’ In Kilburn, to be precise.


***


Besuited and on crutches, Edmond hobbles into the Paddington Hilton with one foot bandaged and the other shod in a white trainer. The third of the Goma 8, he’s an architect-turned-consultant – and a baller businessman back in Brazzaville – who doubles up as Guy’s manager for celebrity bookings. He lives just down the road, just north of Little Venice, where multi million-pound stucco-fronted mansions jostle for attention with a picture-postcard canal, quaint cafes and the titular Tube stop from a Duffy song.2 But Edmond’s life hadn’t always been so rosy.


Back in 1997, Edmond had the good fortune to be in Paris, having recently completed his architecture studies. With war raging in Congo, he knew he couldn’t go home. So he stayed – until his father was arrested in Brazzaville and he no longer felt safe in the City of Lights, where a number of exiles had reportedly been hunted down and killed by Sassou Nguesso’s henchmen. He took the Eurostar to London, where he claimed asylum.


He would have sought work as an architect, but his qualifications – despite being earned in Paris – weren’t recognised in Britain (and his English was only a smidgen better than Guy’s, which is to say, pas très bon). So he did what refugees and migrants had done for centuries: whatever he could.


He found work in a nearby industrial laundrette where they washed sheets, pillowcases and duvet covers for high-end London hotels. His first day on the job happened to be payday – for everyone else. But discontent was brewing among the Ivorians, Congolese and other (mostly) migrants who worked there. Some were missing as much as 20 hours’ pay, yet none dared complain. Edmond had no such compunctions. At breaktime, he persuaded seventeen colleagues to hand over their payslips, marched into the boss’ office and gave him what for. They emerged three hours later. The manager, a supportive arm draped around Edmond’s shoulders and a smile on his face, addressed the employees.


‘From now on,’ he announced, ‘this is your new boss.’


Brimming with pride, Edmond went outside to get some fresh air. An agitated-looking man was pacing in front of the building. He said he’d been waiting hours to give someone his job application, but no one would see him.


‘Give it to me,’ said Edmond. ‘I’ll pass it on.’ A man of his word, he went straight to the manager, who reasoned that since Edmond had been promoted, someone needed to replace him – so he may as well hire the man outside. Being made supervisor, getting everyone paid their dues and winning a job for a stranger: not bad for a first day.


As it happens, this encounter would also turn out to be a pivotal moment in the story of The Wrong Guy. For the man whom Edmond helped get a job actually appeared in our tale a little earlier: he’s the chap who overheard Guy on the streets of Brixton asking about a Congolese community, the one who saw Edmond in Guy’s face. His name was Serge Ngouala. He hailed from the DRC.


***


‘Your brother’s a good man,’ Serge told Guy, having brought him back to his home. ‘You, too, are my brother now.’


Serge invited Guy to stay, but with a wife and two children crammed into a small apartment, there was no room for guests. So they went back to Brixton station. Together, they boarded the first of two buses to Kilburn, in northwest London. By now, it was late, and Kilburn High Road, a hodgepodge of banks, betting shops and Irish boozers, was largely deserted. They walked to Edmond’s building, a run-down six-storey mansion block optimistically described as a hotel and which, when we visited in 2025, was veiled in pupal scaffolding ahead of its metamorphosis into a clean-cut, bland block of new apartments.


Serge rang up to Flat 14. The intercom was broken, so there were no words exchanged. Just a long, grating buzz and then the sound of the door unlatching. Here the two men parted company. Guy was on his own. He entered, wading through the pile of letters on the worn-out red carpet that hadn’t been changed since the 1970s, and walked up the creaking, oak stairs to the second floor. As he rounded the corner, his legs heavy with nerves, a familiar figure came into view: beaming at him in the hallway was his big brother, Edmond. The two men embraced.


‘He was crying. I was crying,’ recalls Guy. ‘We were like two desperate children.’ Thrilled to be reunited, yet annoyed that Guy had left his smaller siblings behind, Edmond also felt guilty for what Guy had been through.


‘It is not your fault,’ Guy told his big brother. ‘At least we are together now.’




[image: image]


Guy and his brother outside Edmond’s home when the two were reunited





Guy moved in, but his legal status was up in the air; Dieudonné’s passport would only provide cover for so long. Luckily, Edmond, as well as being an honourable man, was a practical one too: upon arriving in London a couple of years earlier, he’d not only claimed asylum for himself but also for his entire family. So when the Goma brothers went to the Home Office, there were no fears of Guy being chucked on the next flight to Kigali or being deported back to France (his point of entry to the European Union). Instead, they made him legit, granting him indefinite leave to remain by virtue of his refugee status. His British passport would follow in 2006. In between, he went back to school.


***


City of Westminster College is a gleaming glass edifice nestled between a grotty thoroughfare and the A40 heading out west from London. It boasts of teaching hundreds of courses – such as Computing and Media Studies – to thousands of students. It also teaches English to non-native speakers, like Guy.


‘Me no English,’ he says, impersonating himself. ‘I was one of them.’ His writing quickly improved, but he still struggled to speak English fluently. ‘I need to go on the street now to try to communicate [with] a lot with people,’ he told himself. ‘Otherwise, I’m not gonna get better. And people are gonna keep laughing on me.’


Without the requisite English language skills, Guy knew he’d struggle to land a job. Despite his advanced degrees, he had little by way of experience beyond running a taxi business and trading wood and exotic fruit – skills that were not in high-demand in West London. To add to his appeal, he enrolled in a number of computer courses. He excelled at Excel and bookkeeping, coming top of this class. But whenever the Jobcentre arranged an interview, Guy received the same response: you don’t have enough experience.


‘I was desperate,’ recalls Guy. ‘What kind of country is this?’ Without experience, he couldn’t land a job. But if no one gave him a job, he’d never get the experience. He took a volunteer post at Pepper Pot, a daycare centre for elderly Afro-Caribbeans. For a year, he worked there without pay, before moving on to a company called CE Worldwide to do their accounts. He was still getting his feet behind his desk when he received an intriguing email from the Jobcentre. He’d been booked for an interview at the BBC, they told him. ‘It was a Tuesday or a Monday,’ he says.


‘Monday,’ I tell him.


‘Monday at the BBC for data something…’


‘Data Cleanser,’ I remind him, somewhat shocked that any details from that day – the day that changed the course of his life – might have escaped him.


The role of Data Cleanser involves detecting, correcting or removing corrupt or inaccurate records from a database. Guy says the Beeb job was aimed at working out the profits and losses being made by different BBC programmes, presumably by ensuring that the data on which these figures were based were 100% accurate. The interview was at 10am. Guy set his alarm for seven and went to bed.





1 The civil war wouldn’t officially end until December 1999, though lower-level violence continued until elections in 2002.


2 Warwick Avenue, since you ask.
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