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A Note to the Reader


This is a true memoir based on my lived experience, my recollection, transcripts, source notes and my honest understanding of events from where I stood. The spine of the story is true. The pressure is true. The prison is true. The fear, laughter, loyalty, violence, grace and belief are true.

Some scenes are compressed for pace. Some conversations are reconstructed from memory. Some timelines, impressions and identifying details may be adjusted for privacy, safety, legal reasons and narrative clarity. Memory, trauma and survival do not always preserve life like a court transcript, but I have told this story as honestly as I can.

At the time of writing I am still in prison, and the story is still not over. For that reason I use the name Magic G in this book. Where the story refers to me, Magic is me. Where it refers to my surname, G stands in its place. Only the protective layer around the name has changed.

This memoir was shaped, structured, drafted and refined in places with modern AI-enabled editorial tools under my direction and review. The tools helped with form. The life is mine.






DEDICATION


This book is dedicated to the people who stood by me when standing by me cost them something.

To the people who sold things, sacrificed things, drove impossible roads, answered impossible calls, prayed with stubborn faith, chased lawyers, held me together, and refused to let me disappear while my life was on fire, may Almighty God return to you every ounce of love, loyalty and effort you poured into mine.

And to those who tried to take what was mine while I was in prison, those who gossiped, calculated, backstabbed and smiled while circling like vultures, may that same Almighty God return to you the exact measure you poured into my life as well.

Prison taught me many things. One of the clearest is this: nothing stays hidden forever. Not loyalty. Not betrayal. Not love. Not greed. Not prayer. Not cowardice. Time drags all of it into the light.
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PROLOGUE

The Box

Belief is not born in comfort. It is tested where comfort dies.

C Max had a way of making prayer sound less holy and more like a man talking through his teeth. There was no choir in that place. No soft music. No sunlight arriving at the right moment like a movie trying to rescue itself. There was concrete, steel, a toilet close enough to become part of your breathing, and the kind of silence that starts behaving like another inmate in the cell.

By then I had been stripped of most of the things that made me feel like myself. Hair gone. Beard gone. Clothes gone. Name replaced by a number. The system does not only lock a man away. It tries to edit him down until even he starts forgetting the original version. Some days I fought that. Some days I just sat there and tried not to let the walls win too loudly.

That morning I was close to the edge. Not dramatic close. Not movie close. Real close. The kind of close where the body is still there but something inside has started packing its bags. I had prayed, argued, begged, opened the book, searched for meaning, searched for a sign, searched for anything that sounded like God had not lost my address in the paperwork of heaven.

Then the verse came. Not thunder. Not lightning. Just words on a page that felt impossible to ignore. I read them, lay down, and somewhere between exhaustion and surrender I fell asleep. In prison, sleep is not always rest. Sometimes it is just the body pulling the plug before the mind burns the whole house down.

When I woke up, I heard shoes outside my cell.

A free man does not understand what footsteps can do to a prisoner. Footsteps can mean food. They can mean search. They can mean trouble. They can mean nothing. In C Max, footsteps always came carrying a little knife of possibility. I lay there listening, trying to work out whether this was another piece of hell arriving with keys or something else entirely.

The door opened. The warders were there. And life, which had looked finished only hours before, suddenly shifted its weight.

That is where this story really begins. Not because I was innocent of every foolish thing in my life. I was not. Not because I was polished, holy or better than the next man. I was not. It begins there because if belief could still move inside a rascal like me, inside a box like that, then maybe belief is not reserved for saints and clean people with perfect histories. Maybe it is available to the rest of us too. The damaged ones. The stubborn ones. The ones who have made a mess and still dare to ask God for movement.




PART ONE

NO BRAKES

Speed feels like freedom until the road sends the bill.




Chapter 1


Live Fast, Die Hard



Live fast sounds glamorous until life starts taking notes.

My name is Magic G, and before prison tried to reduce me to a number, I was a boy from Durban with more appetite than caution and more ambition than money. I grew up in an ordinary Indian home with ordinary rules, ordinary pressure and pockets that never stretched as far as my dreams. Designer labels were not hanging in my cupboard waiting for me, and there were no rich man shortcuts hidden behind the next door. What we had was family, discipline, survival, laughter, food, noise, pressure and the kind of hunger that either makes a man bitter or teaches him to become dangerous in a useful way.

When I wanted branded clothing, I sometimes wore hand me downs from my younger brother. Imagine that for a second. The older brother borrowing shine from the younger one just to feel like he had a little value on his body. I am not ashamed of it now. I am proud of it. If everything had been handed to me neatly, I doubt the fire in me would have burned the same way. Hunger taught me movement. Lack taught me taste. Ordinary beginnings made extraordinary things look less like a fantasy and more like a target.

My best friend Avi helped show me what that target could look like. Avi came from a wealthy family and, more importantly, he had the heart of an older brother even when he did not need to be one. He took me into rooms and experiences I had not grown up with. He showed me what money could buy: not just clothes and cars, but confidence, access, ease, the ability to walk into a place and not feel like the furniture was worth more than you. That lit something in me. It did not make me resentful. It made the target feel real.

Avi did not make me feel poor. That was one of his gifts. He had more, but he never treated my less like a disease. He let me sit in the passenger seat of a better life without making me feel like baggage. That matters to a young man. It is one thing to see wealth from the outside, through glass, through stories, through magazines. It is another thing to sit near it and realise, wait a minute, these people are not untouchable. They are just people who learned where the doors are.

I watched how his family moved, how they spoke, how they carried themselves, and how money, personality and confidence changed the way a room responded. I say that with respect, not resentment. Avi and his family did not make success look ugly. They made it look possible. They carried themselves with ease, and I saw how the world often made more space for people who knew who they were and had the means to move through life with confidence. Money meant options. It meant better food, better cars, better clothes, better holidays and better confidence when the bill arrived. It also meant access. Doors opened a little quicker. Rules seemed to bend a little easier. People listened differently when success, personality and presence walked into the room together. Avi did not teach me to think I was better than anyone. He showed me what resources did for a man who possessed them. I did not resent it. I studied it. Some boys see wealth and become bitter. I saw it and became hungry. Hungry is useful if you do not let it turn you foolish.

That hunger followed me into Johannesburg like an extra bag on the bus. I did not have the language for it then. I just knew I wanted more than ordinary survival. I wanted to walk into rooms and not feel like the boy wearing his younger brother's hand me downs. I wanted the good watch, the good car, the good shirt, the good table, the good life. Not because labels made a man. Because for me, at that age, they were proof that the world could be forced to move a little if you pushed hard enough.

Durban gives you salt in the air and family in every direction. Johannesburg gives you traffic, opportunity and a slap before breakfast. I loved Durban, but Durban still felt like a place where everybody knew which family you came from, which school you went to, and what you were supposed to become. Johannesburg did not care about any of that. Johannesburg asked only one question: what can you do?

That question excited me. It should probably have frightened me more, but at that age fear still felt like something that happened to other people. I was young enough to believe hunger was a strategy and confidence was a qualification. In some ways it was. In other ways it was petrol poured neatly around the life I would one day watch burn.

Around 2004, during my second year of tech, my uncle Dan asked whether I wanted to come to Johannesburg for a short holiday between semesters. That was all the invitation I needed. I boarded the Eldo Coach to Lenasia South with my grandmother beside me, two borrowed suitcases, and a head full of dangerous Durban confidence. I did not think the world would hand itself over nicely. I just thought if I arrived hungry enough, maybe I could at least steal a plate from the buffet.

That bus was a whole country in motion. Crying babies. Naughty children smacking each other over the head between the seats. Bodies sweating in trapped heat. My grandmother sitting there in her shades, at night, as relaxed as if she was on a veranda in Durban instead of boiling on a long-distance coach. Every few hours she would nudge me and ask how far we still had to go, then tell me not to worry, “naina”, we would be there soon. Looking back, she sounded like faith before I knew what faith was.

My grandmother called me “Sonnyboy”. Out of all her grandchildren, and there were a ton of us because apparently there was no TV in those days, everyone else mostly got called by their names. I got Sonnyboy. Only she called me that. When she was not calling me Sonnyboy, she called me naina, which means child in Tamil, the Indian vernacular she spoke more comfortably than English. She did not speak much English, but she expected me to understand her anyway, so I developed the sacred Indian grandson skill of saying yes and guessing the rest. Most of the time it worked. You knew you had understood her properly when she smiled. You knew you were deep in the shit when she stopped with Tamil and started shouting and swearing in English. That was the strange beauty of my grandmother: soft as prayer until she got angry, then suddenly the woman had gangster range. And there we were, on a bus to Johannesburg, with me trying to look grown and her probably already knowing life was about to educate me.

Johannesburg hit me the way Johannesburg hits many people who come from somewhere smaller: like a dare. The city did not welcome you. It sized you up. It said, fine, let us see what you have. I had almost nothing, which sometimes is a useful place to start, because men with almost nothing are often willing to work in ways comfortable people never will.

Within three days my aunt Erica had already found me a job. It was not glamorous. It paid about three grand a month. But that first salary changed something in me. For the first time in my life I was earning my own money. I paid boarding, paid travel, and still had enough left to stand there feeling as if the whole world was cracking open for me.

For a while that was enough. Then, like most men cursed or blessed with appetite, I started wanting more. More money. Better clothes. Better nights. Better company. Better everything. There are people built for moderation. I was not one of them.

Fast cars were never only cars to me. They were proof. Proof that the boy from the ordinary house could touch something extraordinary. Proof that the world could be bent a little if you worked hard, spoke right, dressed right and refused to behave like the future had already been allocated by people who did not know your name.

I did not buy luxury quietly either. Quiet luxury is for people who inherited money and restraint together. Mine was louder. Engines, watches, sunglasses, clubs, restaurants, rooms full of people laughing too loudly because the night still felt young and consequence had not yet found parking. I was not evil. I was not lost in the way people like to say from a safe distance. I was alive, ambitious, reckless and enjoying the feel of my own rise.

I was never trying to pretend I came from old money. Old money whispers because it already knows everybody heard it generations ago. New money makes a noise because the boy who earned it still remembers the days he could not afford the noise. I liked the engine to be heard. I liked the watch to catch light. I liked walking into a place and feeling the small private satisfaction of knowing I had built the version of myself standing there.

That is easy to judge from the outside. People love saying money does not matter when they have never had to calculate petrol, lunch and dignity on the same day. Money mattered to me because I knew what not having it felt like. It was not greed at first. It was oxygen. Later, yes, appetite joined the party, poured tequila into the oxygen tank and started ordering bottles with sparklers. But the fire began somewhere clean. It began with a young man who did not want to be small forever.

That is the dangerous part. Most collapses do not begin with misery. They begin with a man feeling untouchable.

So I lived exactly how many fools dream of living before reality introduces itself with brass knuckles. I travelled. I bought fast cars. I bought jewellery. I bought houses. I drank hard. I laughed hard. I partied as if youth came with a lifetime warranty.

Live fast, die hard. It sounds glamorous right up until life decides to take you literally.




Chapter 2

Bulletproof

Gold in peace, iron in war.

A few years later I was working in the UK call centre of a leading global health insurer in Sandton, and my relationship with God had already taken on a strange form. I was not a saint. I was not a choirboy. I was a hustler with good shirts and big plans. But I talked to God the way some men talk to a powerful uncle: directly, audaciously, almost like a negotiation.

I remember saying, Lord, if You just let me make ten thousand rand a month, I can buy a proper car, go to work with dignity, send money home, and I will not ask You for anything else. That was nonsense, obviously. Men like me always say we won't ask for anything else right before asking for much more. But the prayer was sincere in the moment, and sincerity counts for something.

A little while later I bought a brand new Citi Golf. I loved that car with the intensity only a young man can bring to something with wheels, a sound system and the smell of possibility. For ten months I thought it was enough. Then I met a girl, looked at my life again, and decided that the Citi Golf, despite its killer sound system, was no longer the level. It had no power windows, no aircon, no power steering, no proper swagger. It had, however, one very important thing: a savage sound system proudly installed by my brother Avi from FX Audio in Durban. Rest in power, my brother. You will always be legendary.

That Citi Golf was more than a car. It was air in my lungs. I still remember the first few drives, sitting there with the windows down even when I did not have to, music playing, pretending to be casual while my whole insides were grinning. For a young man trying to prove he was on his way, a car is never just transport. It is a certificate with wheels.

But desire is a clever little thief. It waits until you are grateful, then whispers that grateful is good, but better is available. That was my problem. God would give me what I asked for and, after a while, I would stand in the blessing and start looking over the wall at the next thing. I did not yet know how dangerous that rhythm could become.

So I went back to God. Dear God, if You give me a nicer car with aircon and power steering and electric windows, I really won't ask for anything else. Again: nonsense. Again: sincere. Again: answered.

Not long after that I found myself in a special edition BMW 3 Series, and at 22 years old that felt like proof that the world had started taking my calls. Something else started happening too. I began to notice a pattern. I would ask with force, then move with force, and things would open. Not always neatly. Not always quickly. But they opened.

Looking back now, that season of my life felt bulletproof. Not in a brave way. In a reckless, crazy way. When enough things keep going right for long enough, you quietly start believing they will always go right. You stop checking the shadows. You stop respecting how quickly life can turn.

By then I had learned something important about myself: I was not built to stand around admiring what other people had. I was built to go after what I wanted. Not softly. Not politely. With both hands. The trouble with men like that is that when life finally hits them, it has to hit hard enough to get their attention.

The problem with ambition is that it does not know how to sit quietly in a corner once you feed it. It starts asking for more expensive food. A better car becomes a stepping stone. A better watch becomes normal. A better house becomes the next target. A woman smiles at the car and suddenly the car becomes part of your personality, which is very dangerous because cars depreciate and ego does not read the finance agreement properly.

Still, I loved that season. I will not lie to make myself look spiritual now. I loved the movement, the parties, the beautiful women, the meetings, the speed, the champagne, the tequila, the stupid laughter at two in the morning. I loved arriving. I loved being seen. I loved the way a good engine made the body feel like it had remembered something ancient.

Toward the end of 2009 I joined a business based in Johannesburg, which at that point was part of one of the largest media and advertising houses in South Africa, if not the largest. What began as a job turned into a launchpad. A few years later, I became Business Development Director, joined the executive team and ran the Johannesburg operation. I was not there to fill a chair. I was there to win.

Business development suited me because it rewarded the parts of me that school never really knew what to do with. I could read a room, find the pressure point, make strangers feel like an idea had been theirs all along. There was a thrill in that. Not manipulation. Movement. You walked into a meeting with nothing but a pitch and walked out with money, trust, a contract, a future. That kind of thing can make a young man dangerously confident.

Africa opened in front of me through work. Boardrooms, airports, hotels, client dinners, research projects, arguments about budgets, markets and fieldwork. I was learning how people thought, how companies made decisions, how countries behaved underneath their brochures. I did not know it then, but the same instinct that helped me sell would one day help me survive prison: watch carefully, listen harder than people expect, and never assume the person speaking the most knows the most.

That work also taught me how to carry myself around powerful people. You learn quickly in business that money has body language. Some men shout numbers because they are scared the numbers are not big enough. Some men sit quietly and let the whole table lean toward them. I watched all of it. I watched clients lie politely. I watched suppliers overpromise with clean shoes and empty files. I watched executives speak in sentences designed to sound clever while saying very little. Sales trained my eyes as much as my mouth.

It also trained my appetite. Every trip, every airport, every successful meeting, every new client, every upgraded room, every cheque that cleared, they all whispered the same thing: keep going. This is working. You are becoming the man you pictured. That whisper is intoxicating. It sounds like confidence, but it can become a drug if you are not careful. I was careful in business. In life, not always. That difference would become expensive.

Around that time I met Priya. She was beautiful, intelligent, fun, and alive in the way I liked women to be: not decorative, but electric. We fitted. We laughed. We moved through life at pace. She could match my energy and, on a good day, sharpen it.

I travelled. I bought houses. I bought jewellery. I bought cars because I liked the way engines sounded and what leather did to a man's mood. I was a dedicated sportsman, but I was also a world-class enjoyer of the world. I drank with gusto. I worked hard. I partied hard. I loved hard. If a thing was worth doing, I did not believe in doing it timidly. Go big or go home, baby.

That is worth saying because later, when people imagine prison and faith, they like to pretend the man in the story must have been some quiet, careful, morally symmetrical figure before the suffering made him spiritual. Not me. I was not built from beige cloth. I was successful, emotional, indulgent, sharp, loyal, reckless in places, generous in others, and completely in love with living.

Men who are climbing fast rarely look down until the ground comes looking for them. A man can survive poverty, pressure, hunger, failure and the brutal little bits of daily living for years, then lose almost everything because of one night, one staircase, one delayed Uber, one missing second, one piece of chaos deciding it knows his name. Disaster does not always arrive with thunder. Sometimes it arrives wearing a white T shirt, holding a gun, and running toward a staircase while the rest of your life is still looking in the other direction. Mine came in the second half of 2018.




Chapter 3

Adventure Day

Moderation in all things, including moderation.

In the second half of 2018, Priya and I woke to a beautiful Johannesburg Saturday and looked at each other with that mischievous little spark couples get when the day has not yet done anything wrong. Today is adventure day, we said. Let's go play.

We started in Maboneng. Oysters. Champagne. That sort of confidence. The kind of morning where you feel too good looking for trouble and too well fed for consequences. The night before we had watched something on television where the presenter was drinking champagne and eating oysters on a beach overseas, and I told Priya that after five glasses even Joburg would start smelling like the sea.

By around two in the afternoon we had already polished off enough champagne and oysters to make sobriety a historical rumour. On the way home we stopped at my cousins' place, and the chemistry of the whole day just kept running. One drink became another. Then vodka. Then more vodka. By the time the sun had packed its bag and left, all of us were warm with alcohol, stupid with laughter, and too deep into the good mood to imagine it had an edge.

Later we went back to my house because I had a pool table and, more importantly, a bar that still had ammunition in it. At some point Priya said we should go out to a place in northern Johannesburg where one of her relatives was DJing at an event. I did not feel like it. I had already drunk the day from its morning into its night and my instincts were telling me to sit my ass down and respect the universe. But one of the great recurring themes of my life is this: trouble often begins when a small private voice says, don't, and I answer it like a fool with a full glass and no respect for consequences.

So I got changed. We called an Uber. And off we went.

When we arrived the place was full of familiar faces. Friends. Family. People we knew. It was not some dark mythic underworld. It was one of those local nights that feel safe because your people are there, the music is decent, the drinks are flowing, and no one has yet shouted anything that changes the future.

I headed for the bar because the venue was at least twenty minutes away and, in my condition, that clearly meant I needed tequila immediately. Priya went to the ladies, as women do the minute they arrive anywhere, and on the way back she bumped into Momo, whom I had not seen for more than a year. Calling him only a childhood friend would not describe it properly. He had been part of my life for about fifteen years and had long since become family.

I met Momo soon after I moved to Johannesburg, and we clicked from the first day. Our families became close, and Prenolan and I later stood as best men at his wedding. Although we did not see each other all the time, we always picked up where we had left off, usually talking about cars, opportunities and whatever nonsense made us laugh.

He was tall and powerfully built, with tattoos across his arms, chest and neck, a scar through his left eyebrow and three old bullet wounds that suggested life had tested him before. He had the good looking bad boy face that beautiful women loved to throw their panties at and some men foolishly wanted to test. Always designer, always neat, he walked into a room as if ownership had been settled before he arrived.

With strangers he could be aloof. With his people he was funny, intelligent, generous, streetwise and fiercely loyal. If he had something and somebody he loved genuinely needed it, he would give it, even if it left him without. He almost never called me by my name. It was always my brother. If he used my name and his tone changed, I knew something in the room had shifted. His flaw was the same force that made him protective: if someone tested him, he could go from zero to two hundred in a second and think about consequences afterwards.

He had come in only to use the toilet and was about to leave. Instead he found us, and suddenly what had already been a very good day became a proper one.

By about one in the morning Priya was tired and wanted to leave. I called an Uber. For some reason it took forever. We even sat in one of her friends' cars waiting because the Uber was moving with the urgency of a dying tortoise. Then it arrived, and at exactly the wrong moment my other friend came stumbling toward us with his face broken open and blood running as if his skin had just decided it no longer cared where it ended.

I asked him what had happened. He said he had fallen down the stairs. At that same instant one of my cousins screamed from the balcony, Brother, come quickly, they're killing the guys inside.

That was the moment the day stopped being a day and became a fracture.




PART TWO

THE STAIRCASE AND THE SYSTEM

The system does not need to hate you to hurt you. Sometimes it only needs you to arrive at the wrong staircase on the wrong night.
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