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CHAPTER ONE — READING THE MARKET

	 

	When I returned to Mogadishu at the end of 2016, I did not arrive as a man looking to start over.

	I arrived as a man looking to read the terrain.

	I did three things immediately, and I treated all three as equally urgent.

	First, I addressed what could not be left unresolved. I met the mother and family of the woman I intended to marry. We spoke plainly. We listened carefully. Expectations were placed on the table and examined without haste. When the meeting ended, nothing was left hanging. In a city like Mogadishu, unfinished matters create noise, and noise attracts risk.

	Second, I resumed work.

	Marriage requires continuity, not intention. I returned to my cargo partnership because presence without income is not stability—it is delay. Whatever else I would build, it had to rest on movement that already existed.

	Third, I studied the market.

	Not casually.
Not optimistically.
Systematically.

	I went where information concentrates. Bakara Market—the largest commercial artery in East Africa—was my starting point. It was not a single place, but a dense network of headquarters, branches, warehouses, informal exchanges, and silent partnerships layered on top of one another. Big companies operated beside small ones. Money moved quickly, but danger moved faster.

	I met business owners first.

	Some were former clients from my years working with China-based factories. Others were cargo customers whose goods I had delivered personally—transactions completed cleanly, trust already established. Some were simply people I knew by reputation but had never worked with. I treated each conversation the same way: no selling, no promises, no positioning.

	Only listening.

	I sat with founders who had started from nothing and survived long enough to matter. Men who had failed in one sector, pivoted into another, and learned the cost of misreading timing. Some had been in business for ten years. Others for fifteen. A few for more than twenty. They spoke freely—not because I impressed them, but because I asked questions that did not threaten them.

	Which niche did you start in?
Why did it fail?
What survived the collapse?
Where did you pivot—and why?

	I listened for patterns, not advice.

	I met managers next—people who operated inside systems they did not own but understood intimately. I asked where they had worked before. What broke. What scaled. What stalled. How long they stayed—and why they left. Experience reveals itself most clearly in exits.

	I visited companies valued in the millions.

	Access was easier than expected. Reputation travels faster than people. The work I had done in China, the mentor I had learned under, and the consistency of my past dealings preceded me. Meetings were granted not out of generosity, but recognition. In Mogadishu, seriousness is currency.

	I gathered information across industries—some familiar, others entirely new. Fields I understood from international trade. Others that operated on local logic alone. I paid attention to where profit and vulnerability overlapped. In unstable environments, opportunity and danger are never separate variables.

	What mattered was not what was profitable.
What mattered was what endured.

	By the time I stepped back, one thing was clear: Mogadishu rewarded those who could read motion, not numbers. Contracts mattered less than timing. Infrastructure mattered less than relationships. And growth without exit planning was not ambition—it was exposure.

	This was not market research in the academic sense.

	It was survival intelligence.

	I was not looking for the biggest opportunity.
I was looking for the narrowest margin of error.

	Because in cities shaped by instability, success does not belong to the boldest actor. It belongs to the one who understands when to enter, when to hold, and when to disappear before the air changes.

	That instinct was not new.

	I had learned it long before—in childhood, in conflict, in silence. Now I was applying it where money moved instead of bullets.

	The market, like everything else in my life, had to be read.

	Not optimistically.
Not fearfully.

	Correctly.

	 

	 


CHAPTER TWO — THE CURRENCY OF TRUST

	 

	When I finished reading the market, one pattern repeated everywhere I went.

	No one was arguing about ideas.
No one was debating innovation.
No one was asking for contracts.

	Everyone was watching movement.

	The year before—2015—had been bad. Almost every business owner I spoke to mentioned it without prompting. Some broke even. Some lost money. A few managed five or ten percent growth. The highest figure I heard was twenty percent. Years earlier, the average had been closer to thirty. Some had once seen fifty.

	Those numbers mattered less than the reason behind them.

	Elections were coming.

	In Mogadishu, elections do not stay inside buildings. They spill into streets, markets, homes. Gunfire does not wait for results. Rumors travel faster than official announcements. And money—real money—moves before fear becomes visible.

	By the time I arrived, many of the wealthiest people had already liquidated. Cash was pulled out quietly. Assets were shifted abroad—to the U.A.E., to East Africa, to safer markets like Turkey. Some parked money in banks. Others converted it into things that could move quickly.

	They weren’t reacting.
They were remembering.

	Everyone remembered 1991.

	Fortunes erased overnight. Businesses looted. Owners killed or forced to flee. Men who had spent decades building something left with nothing but what they could carry. Many rebuilt their lives abroad—working jobs they never imagined they would have to take—before returning years later with caution burned into their instincts.

	They remembered the Ethiopian invasion too.

	Bakara Market—once the beating heart of East African commerce—emptied. Bodies lay in streets where transactions used to happen. Business moved elsewhere or stopped completely. Again, capital vanished faster than people.

	Those memories never left.

	So when elections approached in 2016, the question I heard most was not How much will we make this year?

	It was:

	Will this year end in loss—or just break-even?

	That question shaped everything.

	I saw it clearly when I pitched my first startup idea.

	Two businessmen—both millionaires, both respected—listened carefully. They liked the concept. They understood the niche. They asked sharp questions. Then they said the same thing, independently:

	“Let’s wait until January.”

	No promises.
No commitments.
No rejection.

	Just waiting.

	January came.

	One said the year had gone badly. He was out.
The other said he didn’t want to be the only investor. The amount wasn’t large by international standards, but locally, it was exposure.

	That was when it clicked.

	They did not doubt the idea.
They doubted the moment.

	In Mogadishu, timing is protection. Capital does not rush toward opportunity. It waits to see who survives the season.

	I adjusted.

	I moved to a smaller idea—lower capital, less visibility. Two partners joined me. We opened an office. We tried to enter a narrow section of a market dominated by larger players.

	They didn’t compete with us directly.

	They blocked us quietly.

	No threats.
No confrontation.
Just closed doors.

	Our startup lasted a year before we shut it down. It wasn’t catastrophic—I still had my cargo partnership—but it was instructive.

	That was when I understood the rule fully.

	Contracts don’t protect you where enforcement is selective.
Ideas don’t save you where memory is long.
Money doesn’t move first.

	Trust does.

	Not trust as morality.
Trust as survival math.

	Who stayed last time?
Who paid when things went wrong?
Who didn’t disappear when pressure arrived?
Who knows when to stop expanding?

	In Mogadishu, reputation is not about being liked.
It’s about being predictable under stress.

	That is the currency.

	By the time I stepped back from those attempts, I no longer felt frustrated. I felt informed. I understood why people delayed, why capital hesitated, why partnerships formed slowly and dissolved quietly.

	The market wasn’t broken.
It was cautious.

	And caution, in a place with no safety net, is not weakness.

	It is intelligence.

	That lesson stayed with me.

	Later, when I crossed borders and entered new systems, I would recognize it again—under different names, different rules, different paperwork.

	But the logic was the same.

	Where law is fragile, trust becomes infrastructure.
Where enforcement is uncertain, reputation replaces contracts.

	And where history has already burned people once,
no one needs to be warned twice.

	That was the real education the market gave me.

	Not how to grow fast.

	But how to last.
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