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      Introduction

      
      In the early years of the twenty-first century, when it seemed as if all the exploring had been done so long ago, and every
         conceivable piece of information was now available on a pocket phone, I heard about a river in Africa that no one had ever
         gone down in a boat before, or ‘explored’ in the old-fashioned sense of the word. It had been mapped, and presumably the local
         people knew what was there, but no one had published a written description of the river’s course and character, and the Internet
         had barely heard of it.
      

      
      The Malagarasi is the second longest river in Tanzania. One renowned encyclopedia informed me that it flowed for 250 miles
         through the far west of the country. Another said 310 miles and identified its headwaters in the neighbouring country of Burundi,
         which satellite maps appeared to confirm, although it was hard to tell the main stem from the tributaries. A few European
         explorers had crossed the river in the nineteenth century and mentioned it briefly in their journals. More recently, a fish
         study had been completed in one place, a hunting area established, and a wetlands protected because of a rare bird, the whale-headed
         stork. That was all the world’s pre-eminent search engine could tell me, because that was all that had been written about
         the river.
      

      
      Were there impassable cataracts or giant whirlpools? Was it roiling with hippos and crocodiles? Who were the people living
         alongside the river? What languages did they speak? How were they making a living? If I could get there in a boat, would they
         be friendly or hostile? Would they have food to sell? How did they regard their neighbours? What were their customs? I felt
         a strange compulsion to hurl myself into the unknown and bring back answers to these questions, and a hundred more like them.
      

      
      For twenty years I have collected the biographies and journals of explorers, especially the ones who discovered Africa and
         the Americas. The native people, of course, always know where they live, and exploration is usually a matter of entering this
         local knowledge into bigger information systems. I started reading about explorers out of historical curiosity. I wanted to
         know what these continents were like before the colonists and imperialists arrived and changed things for ever. I was fascinated
         by that moment of first contact between such utterly different cultures. Then I grew curious about the explorers themselves,
         their personalities and motivations, their willingness to court danger in far-flung places, their chronic inability to stay
         at home and be good husbands and fathers, and I wondered if my own tendencies in these directions were part of the same psychological
         syndrome. But it had never occurred to me that there might be some actual exploring left to do, some holes in our information
         systems that needed filling.
      

      
      I was already looking for an excuse to get back into the African wilds, and preferably on a river. In 2005, I had been invited
         as a journalist on an expedition to recreate and commemorate Dr Livingstone’s historic journey down the Zambezi River to Victoria
         Falls. That was my first experience of Africa: eight days in dugout canoes among the hippos and crocodiles, camping on the
         riverbanks, following in the traces of a dead British explorer. I arrived full of trepidation, but nothing bad happened on
         the river, there were no close calls, I saw wild elephants for the first time, and I had seldom felt so free and happy and
         full of life. That was the feeling I was looking to recapture.
      

      
      The man who told me about the Malagarasi was a white Zimbabwean safari guide and kayaking legend called Paul Connolly, a friend
         of someone I had met on the Zambezi. He had set out by himself to make the first descent of the Malagarasi in 2007, and abandoned
         his attempt because of all the refugees and mayhem spilling across the border into Tanzania from Congo and Burundi. In 2009,
         with the political situation calmer, he wanted to try again, and in return for a hefty fee plus all the expenses, he agreed to take me with him in a two-man kayak. I had no kayaking experience
         but he said that wouldn’t be a problem. He didn’t envisage a lot of technical white water on the river. The important thing
         was to arrive in the best physical condition of my life and understand the dangers involved, as far we could guess them in
         the great void of information.
      

      
      The local people, he emailed, said it was a river of bad spirits. He didn’t know about that, but there would certainly be
         plenty of hippos and crocodiles and other dangerous animals on the riverbanks where we would be camping – lions, hyenas, probably
         elephant and buffalo, snakes, disease-carrying insects. But the main danger, he kept stressing, was remoteness. If something
         went wrong, there was no way for help to get in and out.
      

      
      We would be travelling fast and light with a minimum of food and gear, and if all went well, we would emerge from the river
         into Lake Tanganyika. From there, he wanted to go overland through Burundi to the mountains of southern Rwanda, where the
         furthest source of the White Nile, after some four thousand years of speculation, had finally been located by a British and
         Kiwi expedition in 2006. That sounded like a suitable destination to me. Finding the source of the Nile was the grand fixation
         of the nineteenth-century British explorers, most notably Richard Burton, John Hanning Speke, James Grant and Dr David Livingstone,
         and our willingness to risk life and limb to explore the Malagarasi placed us in the same deranged tradition. In the spirit
         of homage, I decided to begin my journey in Zanzibar, the old spice island off the coast of Tanzania, because that was where
         the explorers had begun their obsessive, fever-ravaged journeys in search of the ‘coy fountains’ rumoured to be the wellspring
         of the White Nile. My plan was to follow Burton and Speke’s route across Tanzania, meet up with Connolly to make the first
         descent of the Malagarasi, and conclude my journey at the source of the Nile in the geographical heart of Africa.
      

      
      I took basic Swahili lessons from a Tanzanian medical student in Tucson, Arizona. I read a lot of books about East and Central
         Africa, trying to get a grounding in the history, the politics, the ecology and animal behaviour, the sociology and anthropology,
         the civil war in Burundi, the genocide in Rwanda, witchcraft and tribalism, the problems of aid, poverty, disease and development. I carved
         out three months of time, secured a magazine assignment and a book advance to pay the expenses and Paul Connolly’s fee. I
         got my vaccinations, anti-malaria pills and expedition medical kit. I bought plane tickets, visas and safari shirts, and then,
         at the eleventh hour, Connolly emailed to say he was backing out of the expedition. The global recession had wrecked his safari
         business. He had reopened his law practice in Zimbabwe and could no longer spare the time because of contractual obligations
         to his clients, and sorry for any inconvenience.
      

      
      After discharging a foul storm of oaths, I started scrabbling around desperately for a replacement river guide. I had enough
         experience on African rivers to know how dangerous they could be, and how much vital knowledge I lacked. I made contact with
         a guide called Ryan Shallom in Dar es Salaam, the big city on the Tanzanian coast. He was a professional hunter with some
         river-rafting experience, and he came well recommended by river runners I knew in Arizona. He sounded enthusiastic about running
         the Malagarasi, and then his email went dead, his phone kept ringing unanswered, and it was time for me to get on the plane
         or call the whole thing off.
      

      
      I couldn’t stand the idea of the river slipping away from me, or giving back all the money I’d hustled. I said good-bye to
         my girlfriend and my dog, and went to the airport with a backpack heavily laden with camping gear and books. The die was cast.
         One way or another, I would make my way from Zanzibar to the source of the Nile and go down the Malagarasi with local fishermen
         if that’s what it took. I tried to maintain a cavalier attitude, but already doubt, stress and panic were gnawing away at
         me. My Swahili was so bad, and my experience of Africa so limited: three outdoorsy magazine assignments that had all taken
         place inside the safari bubble, with experienced professionals meeting me at the airport, whisking me away in air-conditioned
         vehicles, smoothing away all the difficulties and dangers to ensure I had a fantastic time. Coming back from those trips,
         I had told everyone who would listen how much I loved Africa, but I had never walked down an African street by myself or bought
         myself a drink in an African bar, and I had certainly never negotiated a bus station at midnight.
      

      
      This book is the story of what happened next, the journey that emerged from the collision of my ill-laid plans with African
         reality in all its messy, complicated, unpredictable glory. It began with a broken promise and dashed hopes, and proceeded
         by improvisation, accident, mistake, interventions of luck, acts of kindness, innumerable delays, frustrations, detours and
         distractions. It was punishing to mind and body. In three months I was never at ease, always wary and uncertain, often sick
         and feverish. The purpose and meaning of the journey were never quite clear to me, because I kept clinging to the broken wreckage
         of my plans, even as I grew more and more absorbed by what was happening around me in contemporary Africa.
      

      
      I had trained and prepared for a physical adventure in the wilderness, but the biggest challenges were intellectual, simply
         trying to understand where I was, how it had come to be this way, what it was like to live here, and what was likely to happen
         next. My Western mindset often seemed uniquely ill-suited to the task of understanding this maddening, mesmerizing, impossible
         continent, and it seemed no coincidence that the plans of the so-called international community kept failing here in unexpected
         ways.
      

      
      The questions I ask about Africa are very different now, but I have no solutions. All I can offer are the experiences and
         impressions of a traveller who fell backwards out of the safari bubble, struggled to keep his balance, tried to keep his eyes
         open, fell short of most of his objectives and blundered his way in a spellbound daze towards a hole in the ground.
      

   
      
      1
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      Stone Town

       
      On my first evening in Zanzibar, looking for echoes and traces of dead explorers, I made my way through the teeming labyrinth
         of Stone Town to the old British consulate on the waterfront. Most of the building was now grimy, crumbling and shuttered,
         but a small blue plaque on the wall confirmed that Burton and the others had been here, and one large room downstairs had
         been renovated into the Livingstone bar and restaurant.
      

      
      I went inside and sat down with a beer and scribbled down my first impressions of the labyrinth. Turbans and prayer caps,
         souk-like alleys, collapsed buildings, and amplified minarets, touts and hustlers of extraordinary persistence, ‘Hey tall
         man, how are you my friend? Yes I come with you.’ Africa blends and swirls with Arabia, India, the old Shirazi culture from
         Persia. Red-robed Masais from the mainland with knives and clubs on their belts, elongated earlobes, white plastic sunglasses.
         Arab women in long black robes and veils, talking on mobile phones. Swahili women wrapped in bright patterned cloth, butterflies
         against the dirty old buildings. European tourists shopping for souvenirs. A muezzin calls from a minaret – no, it’s a muezzin
         ring tone on someone’s phone. The air smells of cloves, bad drains, old fish, charcoal smoke, freshly peeled oranges, African
         bodies.
      

      
      I paused at my labours to order another beer and noticed two men sitting further along the bar. One was dark-skinned, nonchalant,
         casually elegant. The other was thin, light brown, very alert and slightly shifty. They looked like the only locals in this
         high-ceilinged bar slowly filling with tourists, so I went over and introduced myself as a writer and journalist just arrived
         in Zanzibar. The darker man was the owner of the bar. He spoke perfect English and seemed sophisticated, highly intelligent,
         and well educated. His name was Abeid, he was thirty-seven years old; later that night someone whispered in my ear that his
         surname was Karume and his father was the president of Zanzibar.
      

      
      The light-brown man was also thirty-seven and he made a great deal of this fact, presenting it as evidence that he and Abeid
         were soul mates and brother men. His name was Milan and he had a sharp, jumpy, fast-talking, ingratiating quality that reminded
         me of Tony Curtis in Sweet Smell of Success. His short wavy hair was brushed back and until quite recently his face must have looked unusually boyish and innocent. Now
         there was some dark damage around the eyes, cheeks pinching in, a discoloured tooth in front. He was wearing an ironed promotional
         T-shirt from the bar, ironed grey slacks and a pair of brown-and-white golf shoes. ‘I don’t know what you’re doing here,’
         he said with a self-deprecating grin, ‘but I’m a professional golfer.’
      

      
      He wanted me to know that he was PGA-qualified from The Belfry in England, ‘certified in teaching, playing tournaments, the
         rules of golf, club repair, merchandising, tournament administration, and first aid. It’s a four-year course and I graduated
         in 1997. I’ve got three course records in Holland. I won the Tanzanian Open as an amateur. I won the Swiss Air Open. I got
         second place in the Belgian Red Cross Open and won twelve thousand euros. I was the pro at a public course just outside Rotterdam
         and I won two Monday tour events, two Highlander events.’
      

      
      And what he was doing in Zanzibar, an island without a golf course? ‘I’m just living, bro, taking each day as it comes. I’ve
         been here two years and I love it. This island is so mysterious. It’s a magical place, bro, a crazy place, and the chicks!
         Augh! You are not going to believe the chicks, bro.’
      

      
      He was half-Dutch and half-Indian South African. He spoke English with a very slight South African accent, short clipped phrases, and a tense, insistent, hyped-up delivery, with plenty of knuckle-bumps and low-fives thrown in for emphasis. He
         showed me the Zanzibar handshake, a three-part manoeuvre that ends with a thumb swivel and a finger snap. ‘Everyone knows
         me on the streets,’ he said. ‘They accept me for who I am. We all help each other out, and it’s a good life, man.’
      

      
      After another round of drinks, he told me about the weeks he had been homeless in Zanzibar, sleeping on the beach with the
         junkies. The worst thing about it, he said, apart from the lack of food, was trying to keep his clothes ironed. ‘As a professional
         golfer, you’re expected to keep up certain codes of appearance, yes? Haircut short and neat. Clean shave. No jeans or trainers.
         We’re ambassadors for the sport and the code of conduct and behaviour that goes along with the sport. We wear golf clothes
         on and off the course, and we’re expected to keep them properly ironed.’
      

      
      He grew up in Durban, South Africa, and then Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, where he and Abeid went to school together, and he learned
         fluent Swahili and the basics of East African street knowledge. Then, after winning the Tanzanian Open and playing the East
         African golf tour as an amateur, he went to Europe, turned professional, learnt fluent Dutch, and almost succeeded in turning
         himself into a stable, bourgeois, suburban Dutchman. ‘The truth is I’m African and European,’ he said. ‘I come from both worlds.
         I feel at home in both worlds. I need both worlds.’ He was drinking litre bottles of Kilimanjaro beer on Abeid’s tab, and
         there was something fierce and remorseless about the way he smoked his cigarettes.
      

      
      The two of them had a system for women. The golf pro, who had extraordinary visual acuity, was able to carry on an animated
         conversation at the bar and simultaneously spot attractive women in the dark street outside as they approached the front door.
         If Abeid gave the nod, he would dart over to greet the women as they came into the room and escort them to the bar for their
         complimentary drinks, courtesy of the management. For the next two hours or so, there was a changing cast of slightly awkward,
         self-conscious young European women around us. Then all of them were gone, suddenly and mysteriously, and we were sitting
         there half drunk.
      

      
      Milan felt like he’d let me down. He belonged to that masculine school of hospitality that insists on trying to get your buddy
         laid, and he had been so sure that a certain young Irishwoman was mine for the night. I kept telling him it was fine, that
         I had a girlfriend at home and wasn’t looking for another woman, but this didn’t seem to register with him. Then he noticed
         one of the local prostitutes walking in the door, and he leant in to my ear.
      

      
      ‘Look at the way she carries herself, bro. Five feet one, no hips, no tits to speak of, and she walks in the room like a queen.
         Don’t you love it? Ah, Hindu’s a good girl, a good friend of mine. Come on, I’ll introduce you, but hey, I wouldn’t go there
         if I was you. Know what I mean? And definitely not without a condom, bro.’
      

      
      Hindu was wearing a long, sequinned purple dress and a gold-threaded headscarf with frosted black curls spilling out of the
         front. She was beautiful, her face more Indian than African, as her name suggested, and she did carry herself with a certain
         regal haughtiness. She asked me to light her cigarette and sit down next to her. When I said I had a girlfriend, she laughed
         a husky, sarcastic chuckle. ‘Oh, you’re one of the loyal ones, are you? I’ve heard about men like you. Well, I’m sure she’s a wonderful, fantastic girl, and that’s why she’s over
         there, and you’re over here. How long did you say you’re going to be in Africa? Three months?’
      

      
      She let that hang there for a moment, and then elbowed me in the ribs. ‘Hey, relax. You and me? We’re cool, we’re friends,
         no problem. So you can buy me a drink.’
      

      
      I bought the drink. She thumbed through her phone, and then held it up to show me a text she had sent to a client earlier:
         ‘Darling, I have missed you so much. It makes me so happy when I am with you. Pls call me soon! XXXX.’
      

      
      She lit the next cigarette without my assistance and told me about him. ‘He’s German, much older. He took me to the beach
         for six days. We stay at a nice resort. He has a fantastic time, we go shopping, he buys me this and that. Now this is the third text I send him, and he doesn’t reply.’ She was a seasoned
         professional, under no illusions, but to get the cold shoulder from a man she’d been so intimate with for six days still seemed
         to rankle her slightly.
      

      
      She thanked me for the drink, said she would see me around, and click-clacked out of the door. The golf pro swooped in next
         to me. He wanted me to understand the difference between Zanzibar prostitutes and their counterparts in Europe or America.
         ‘Here, they want you to be like a boyfriend,’ he said. ‘They want you to take them shopping, buy them dinner, take them to
         the beach, take them to Europe. Basically they want to take you for as much as they can get, and they’re smart enough to know
         that’s not going to happen in one night. Hindu’s a good girl, but some of these whores around here are evil bitches, man,
         and you need to be careful around them, you know what I mean?’
      

      
      I didn’t know. What did he mean? ‘Augh! They’ll be on your case all night, my friend. They won’t leave you alone, and they won’t take no for an answer, but if you
         tell them to piss off, they’ll start screaming to everyone that you just copped a feel and didn’t pay for it. Or you spent
         last night with them and didn’t pay.’
      

      
      ‘And then what do you do?’

      
      ‘Bro, you don’t let it get to that point. If you get angry, it’s all over. People lose respect for you. They come in and take
         advantage. It’s the same thing on the mainland.’
      

      
      Milan and I came to an agreement that night. I would sing the praises of the Livingstone bar and restaurant in a travel piece
         I was writing for an in-flight magazine. In return, and for no charge, he would show me around Zanzibar, translate for me,
         teach me some Swahili, and try to get me a little more streetwise. I was so green I couldn’t even buy a round of drinks properly.
      

      
      I pulled out my wallet and started thumbing through the un-familiar currency, squinting at the numbers in the dim light,
         and it agonized him to see it. ‘Bro, bro, bro,’ he said, screwing up his face. ‘In here, you can get away with it, but don’t
         ever flash your cash like that in a local bar. Here, I’ll show you how I do it.’
      

      
      He went into the front pocket of his golf slacks, rummaged for a moment, and produced a single banknote folded into sixteenths,
         with just the tip of it extruding from his fingers. He called over the bartender, slid the bill into his hand, and said, ‘Cigarettes.’
      

      
      Zanzibar was a place where people looked out for each other, he said, but it was also a place with lots of snatch and grab, diversion ploys, con games and swindling. ‘I’ve had so many phones
         stolen I’ve lost count. Half the time someone will tell me they know who’s got it, and they can get it back for me if I give
         them half the price of a new phone. So what happens? You give them the money and they disappear. You see them a week later
         and they don’t know what you’re talking about. It happens all the time, bro, but what are you going to do? Call the police?
         Break their legs? Come on, man, it’s just a phone and people have got to live.’
      

      
      Violent crime was rare in Zanzibar, but lone tourists on foot did sometimes get mugged on the streets of Stone Town at night,
         so Abeid, who had sobered up, and Milan, who had gone in the other direction, delivered me back to my hotel in Abeid’s glossy
         SUV. ‘Tomorrow,’ intoned the golf pro with outstretched forefinger, ‘I’ll meet you in the lobby at eight a.m. and I mean eight
         sharp. I’m a punctual man, and when someone tells me eight sharp, I make sure I’m there at ten to eight. Bring your notebook,
         bring your camera. I’ll show you some shit, my friend, the real Zanzibar that the tourists don’t see.’
      

      
      ‘Fantastic,’ I said. ‘I want to see it all. I want to know everything.’

      
      ‘Okay, you saw how I gave that two thousand to the barman for cigarettes, yes? Well that was my last one, bro. So give me
         ten grand now and I’ll pay you back tomorrow.’
      

      
      I was going to give him the money – ten thousand shillings was about ten dollars – but Abeid exploded at him. ‘What the hell
         is wrong with you? You’re hitting him up for money already?’
      

      
      ‘Hey, no, I’m cool, it’s nothing,’ said Milan. ‘All right, eight sharp and don’t be late.’

      
      My brain was racing too fast for sleep and unaccountably sober. I sat at the heavy Arab desk in my hotel room and wrote down
         everything I could remember about the evening and what it might signify. After a series of disappointments and setbacks, it
         seemed like a fantastic thunderbolt of good fortune to meet the golf pro and the president’s son on the first night. What
         if I had been rigorous and efficient, lined up all my contacts in advance and mapped out an itinerary? I would have missed them entirely. No, the best things always happened unexpectedly when travelling. The trick was to keep planning
         to a minimum and allow plenty of time and opportunity for random encounters, happenstance and the pursuing of sudden whims.
      

      
      The best thing of all was to be lucky when you were travelling, but I didn’t believe that luck could be influenced, although
         it clearly ran in patterns sometimes, and favoured some people more than others. The golf pro kept saying it was ‘meant to
         be’ that I had run into him, but I didn’t believe in fate or destiny either. My universe was vast, cold, mechanistic, lacking
         gods or spirits, and as indifferent to human desires as the desires of eels or hamsters. But this was very much a minority
         viewpoint in America, and from what I had read, it was absolutely unimaginable to most Africans.
      

      
      Almost everything on this continent, from sporting events to the catching of diseases and the outcomes of wars and elections,
         is amenable to prayers, curses, spells and other forms of magical influence. On the East African golf tour, apparently, the
         players were constantly inserting hex fetishes into each other’s golf bags, because once discovered, all the confidence would
         drain out of the victim’s game.
      

      
      Milan poked a little gentle fun at this practice, but he believed strongly in an African-style magical universe. When he arrived
         in Zanzibar he visited a witch doctor to divine the future of his golf career. ‘Your star once shone bright but now it has
         faded,’ he was told. ‘It will shine brightly again, but this will take time and you must be patient.’ Milan took this as certain
         fact, and seemed to derive great comfort from it. Nor was he willing to discount the existence of Popo Bawa, whom I had just
         read about in the newspaper, under an irresistible headline: ‘Sex Attacks Blamed on Bat Demon.’
      

      
      Like the incubus in the European supernatural tradition, Popo Bawa is a male sexual predator who appears in the night and
         ravishes his victims without leaving any physical traces or DNA samples. But while the incubus is shaped like a man and heterosexual,
         Popo Bawa takes the form of a giant bat and he rapes both men and women, with a preference for men. According to the newspaper,
         he operates mainly in Zanzibar and the neighbouring island of Pemba, where he had been on an appalling rampage. Villagers in some areas were now too afraid to sleep in their huts at night. Instead they
         were staying awake, or smearing themselves in protective pig oil and sleeping in communal circles around big bonfires.
      

      
      ‘I’m not saying Popo Bawa exists, or that he doesn’t exist, because there’s a lot of shit going on in this world we don’t
         understand,’ said the golf pro. ‘When you get around these witch doctors, bro, you see things that make your head spin. I
         mean scary shit, man.’
      

      
      To understand anything at all about Africa, I was going to have to come to terms with African magical thinking, or spiritual
         thinking if you prefer, the two terms being interchangeable to me. The golf pro said the best way to understand Africa was
         to go hungry. He had experienced real hunger for the first time when he was homeless, and even now he sometimes ate only one
         meal a day, which he didn’t count as going hungry. Most people in East Africa ate only once a day, and if you were getting
         that meal, you weren’t considered to be really suffering. In local parlance, poverty was strictly a measure of hunger, and
         one meal a day didn’t count as poor.
      

      
      ‘When you go without food for two or three days, everything changes,’ he said. ‘There’s a mentality in Africa to give it to
         me now, I must have it now, tomorrow no matter and next week doesn’t exist. And if I don’t get it now, my best friend will
         become my enemy. That’s how you think when you’re hungry, and there’s been so much hunger in Africa that the mentality has
         got into the culture. What blows my mind is that people here will be hungry-hungry and they’ll still share what food they
         have.’
      

      
      It was two-fifteen in the morning when I finally pulled down the long, draping mosquito nets on my traditional Zanzibari bed,
         a four-poster with an elaborately carved frame and fretted panels, and clambered inside. At five in the morning, there was
         an amplified call to prayer from a minaret. They were talking about this particular muezzin in the bar last night, saying
         he was particularly insistent and hectoring. ‘Wake up! Prayer is more beautiful than sleep. Wake up, stop sleeping, come to
         the mosque now.’
      

      
      I dozed off again, and then at ten past seven, there was a soft knocking at the door. It was a member of the hotel staff, saying there was a gentleman downstairs to see me.
      

      
      Milan was wearing the same clothes as the night before, with bloodshot eyeballs and a chagrined smile. ‘Hey brother man, not
         too early I hope,’ he croaked. ‘Augh, it was crazy last night, man. Complete and utter madness. Abeid went home and I ended up in this fucked-up nightclub. It
         was deepest, darkest Africa in there, bro, whores screaming, fights breaking out all over the place. You should have been
         there, man. I got two hours’ shut-eye on a friend’s couch and then I came over here. Because I’m a man of my word and a gentleman
         is always punctual. I need one cup of coffee and then we bounce. Oh, and give me two grand for some smokes. I’ll pay you back
         later.’
      

      
      ‘Listen, man,’ I said. ‘You’re doing me a service by showing me around. Why not let me pay you for it?’

      
      ‘Oh, no. No, no, no. You and me? We’re gentlemen of honour, my friend, and not like some around here. I just need two grand
         for some cigarettes and I’ll pay you back this afternoon. There’s a guy who owes me sixty thousand for a favour I did him,
         and he’s coming over from the mainland on the lunchtime ferry.’
      

      
      ‘Okay,’ I said, giving him a five-thousand-shilling note. ‘Do you want to get some coffee here?’

      
      ‘Sure. Wait. No. I’ve got a better idea. We’ll go to Jaws Corner, a local place. Follow me.’

      
      He marched out of the hotel with the soles flapping loose on his golf shoes. He bought cigarettes from a street vendor, handed
         me back the change, and then spotted one of his Masai friends coming round the corner with a spear in his hand and the usual
         knob-headed club and dagger on his belt. He was wearing the usual red tartan blanket like a toga with a pair of black lace-up
         shoes, a lion’s claw necklace, and a white Las Vegas baseball cap, and he stood about six foot four on long, thin stork legs.
         They hailed each other with exuberant grins, did the three-part handshake, and went into the exchange of Swahili greetings.
      

      
      ‘Good morning. Problems?’

      
      ‘No problems. And you?’
      

      
      ‘I’m well. What news?’

      
      ‘The news is all good. What’s up?’

      
      ‘It’s cool. What’s up with you?’

      
      ‘It’s all smooth. How has it been?’

      
      ‘It’s been very good. How are they at home?’

      
      ‘They are fine.’

      
      This, Milan said afterward, was a slangy, truncated version of the longer traditional greetings, without the usual enquiries
         after each other’s cattle, goats, parents and relatives. And I should understand that even if you were lying on your deathbed
         with your last starving goat outside your hut and all your children trembling with malaria, the answer would always be, ‘I
         am well, the news is all good, everything is fine.’
      

      
      These elaborate, lengthy greetings were a vital part of social etiquette all over East Africa, and it was a rudeness to forgo
         them or rush them. ‘In Europe, you’ve got clocks and watches, yes?’ said Milan. ‘Well, here in Africa we’ve got time, and
         one of the ways we use it is to greet each other with the proper respect. The trouble comes on the bloody phone. Look around
         you. Nearly everyone has a mobile now. It’s all pay-as-you-go, and the credit isn’t cheap, my friend. It’s a lot more expensive
         than it is in Europe, and all that hello-how-are-you-I-am-fine really eats it up.’
      

      
      In our technology-worshipping societies, the fact that one in three Africans now had access to a mobile phone was being taken
         as a wonderful sign of progress. I had a file of glowing reports about this phenomenon, collected from the British and American
         media, and not one of them had asked the obvious question: how are so many of the world’s poorest people able to pay for a
         handset, air-time and the fees to charge their phones at the local electricity shacks? Now, finally, some studies had been
         completed. Mobile phone users in the slums of Nairobi and Dar es Salaam were, on average, spending a third of their income
         on this vital new tool and status symbol, and to pay their bills they were cutting back on food for themselves and their children.
      

      
      The golf pro led me through a curving street no more than eight yards wide, with two- and three-storey buildings either side. The walls of this narrow canyon were grimy and peeling, with
         latticed balconies up high and huge wooden doors. The doors were old and weathered and cracked, carved around the frames with
         patterns, symbols and verses from the Koran in Arabic, and sometimes studded with brass knobs or sharp spikes. Chain carvings
         around a door were there to bind up evil spirits and prevent them from entering the house, fish scales brought fertility,
         and the doors in their entirety were status displays. Traditional Arabic architecture values modesty and simplicity in a building’s
         exterior but in Zanzibar, where transplanted Arabs from Oman made fantastic fortunes in the nineteenth century from trading
         in slaves, ivory and spices, the need to flaunt their wealth was too strong and was manifested in their doors. The brass spikes
         were a stylistic innovation borrowed from India, where they were originally designed to defend buildings against war elephants.
      

      
      Another twist, another turn. A group of chickens came down a flight of stairs and out through an open doorway into the street,
         much to the golf pro’s delight. ‘Don’t you love it, man? The chickens here all belong to someone, and they go home at night!
         I tell you, bro, I’ve been here two years and I never get tired of this place. And I still get lost sometimes in these crazy
         streets.’
      

      
      I was completely disorientated and we were only just entering the real maze. If you look at a map of old Stone Town, with
         all its curves, folds, dead ends and tiny alleys crammed in so tightly together, it resembles a diagram of the human brain.
         Why build such narrow curving streets? What did these people have against straight lines? The urban geography seemed secretive,
         defensive, a way of keeping outsiders lost and confused. Then we came to a pile of rubble where a building had collapsed,
         and we were suddenly squinting in the glare of the fierce equatorial sun, sweating in the sudden heat, and I understood. The
         twisting, turning, high-walled labyrinth was first and foremost a way of maximizing shade.
      

      
      It also encouraged fellowship. Neighbours talked to each other window-to-window across the narrow streets. There were stone
         benches everywhere for further conversation, and every pedestrian acknowledged each other’s presence with a nod or a greeting. Living in such close quarters also generated tensions and conflicts,
         and Milan told me about a Zanzibari custom that had evolved to diffuse them. At the turn of the New Year, men go out in the
         streets and whack each other with sticks, raising welts, bruises and bloody contusions on their most annoying neighbours and
         clearing away the tensions so the New Year can start fresh and clean.
      

      
      We turned down an even more claustrophobic alleyway, lined with hole-in-the-wall shops that were barely large enough to contain
         their reclining proprietors, and then emerged at a small grubby crossroads deep in the maze. ‘Here we are,’ said the golf
         pro. ‘The best cup of coffee in Zanzibar and probably the cheapest, too.’ On one wall, written in English in red paint, were
         the words JAWS CORNER. Facing those words was an old man with a kind half-smile and a white kofia prayer cap, sitting on a stone step making coffee on a charcoal brazier and clacking together his tiny round cups to attract
         business.
      

      
      We sat down next to him on the step and sipped the strong, black, excellent coffee. It left a thick slurry in the bottom of
         the cups, which the vendor rinsed out in a pail of dubious-looking water before pouring us refills from his big, dented coffee
         kettle. The morning streets were coming to life now and the crossroads soon turned into a wild carnival of activity and chaos.
         The streets were too narrow for cars, but clogging traffic jams formed out of handcarts, donkey carts, motorbikes, scooters
         and bicycles. Men pushed and pulled, tugged and yelled, honked their horns. The air filled with angry shouting, accusations,
         denials, counter-accusations, until the jam unclogged and everyone smiled and went on their way.
      

      
      An orange vendor peeled his fruit to release the aroma. The grimy stone steps and nearby benches filled up with coffee-drinkers –
         a Rasta on a red, gold and green scooter, a young man in T-shirt reading NEW HOUND, a mumbling drooler in a Phat Farm T-shirt,
         an old man in a long, dirty white robe with a dark mark in the centre of his forehead from decades of touching it to the prayer
         mat. Women didn’t stop for coffee but swayed elegantly past in robes, saris and kangas.
      

      
      The kanga struck me as a brilliant invention. It’s a rectangle of patterned cloth printed on the border with a proverb or declaration such as ‘The eyes have no curtains’, or ‘Sweetness is
         subject to be tested’, or ‘A ripe mango should be peeled and eaten slowly’, or ‘Hate me but I won’t stop telling the truth’.
         One kanga is worn as a skirt, another as a top, a third as a shawl or headscarf, perhaps a fourth as a baby sling. They also serve
         as curtains, towels, shopping bags and something to sit on when women gather. It weighs nothing, costs a few dollars, is cool
         in the heat, and female tourists in Zanzibar don’t last long without winding one around their hips.
      

      
      A boy in rags cycled past at top speed with a huge fish strapped to his bicycle, looking absolutely gleeful. What was his
         story? Did he catch that fish or steal it? Where did he live? Would it feed his siblings or would he sell it? I was abuzz
         with curiosity and caffeine, revelling in the energy and the sensory input of the streets, and it occurred to me that most
         of this would be illegal where I live – the motorbikes with two and sometimes three young children on the back, the unlicensed
         food vendors with their sloppy hygiene, the counterfeit watches and pirated DVDs for sale. The Zanzibar government had passed
         a helmet law for riders of motorbikes, but helmets were expensive, and some people did their best to comply by wearing plastic
         buckets and bowls on their heads, tied under the chin with string.
      

      
      There was a big television set mounted high on one of the walls and in the evenings people gathered here to watch English
         Premier League football, an absolute obsession all over East Africa. It was often the first question out of people’s mouths
         after the greetings: which team do you support? Manchester United? Chelsea? Liverpool? The markets were full of team shirts,
         knocked off on the cheap in a Chinese factory, like almost everything in an African market these days except the fresh food.
         In the newspapers, a vigorous debate was under way about the Premier League obsession, sparked by the suicide of an Arsenal
         fan in Nairobi, who hanged himself from a bridge after his team lost 3–1 to Liverpool. Professors argued that it was a legacy
         of imperialism, proof that Kenyans and Tanzanians were still looking up to their former colonial masters. Sports columnists
         said this was nonsense. It was a plain, bald, universally acknowledged fact that the English Premier League produced the most exciting football in the world.
      

      
      I sipped four cups of coffee in purest traveller’s delight. I bought a fifth, sixth and seventh for the golf pro, who was
         now chain-smoking cigarettes, passing them out to anyone who approached him, and keeping up a running commentary on the events
         in the street. ‘Wait, bro, look at this one. He’s got three kids on the back of his bike and ohhhh! Nearly hit Phat Farm … Bro! Hot tourist chick at my nine o’clock. Swedish not German, check the shoes. I could baboon-lash that one against a
         fence right now. Okay, bye honey! Have a nice life without me … Look at this. Kid whacking a donkey, donkey’s not moving,
         and here comes a handcart full of mangrove poles. Traffic jam! Okay, here we go. Everyone start yelling. Complete chaos. Fucking
         Zanzibar, man, don’t you love it?’
      

      
      Tourism was the economic lifeblood of the island now, and the best business that had happened along since the British muscled
         in and banned the slave trade. Tourism was busily turning Zanzibar into a modern, sanitized version of itself, but here in
         the crumbling labyrinth of old Stone Town the process still had a long way to go. There were tourists in the mix but they
         felt off balance, wary about bringing out their cameras in a place where mothers were still putting kohl around the eyes of
         their baby daughters to ward off the evil eye.
      

      
      Milan was fully in favour of tourism, because it brought young, gullible European women into his field of orbit and because
         finally it was bringing a golf course. Completion was still two years away, and if he could survive until then, he felt sure
         he could get the job of course professional, run the pro’s shop and give lessons, and maybe start playing tournaments again
         and validate the witch doctor’s prophecy. I asked him what had gone wrong in Holland. A look of sour, brooding darkness passed
         across his face and he said, ‘It’s a long fucked-up story, my friend, and today is not the day for it. Today we’re going to
         have a good time. Can you feel it, bro? The energy? There’s a flow to these streets and it’s going our way. One more cigarette
         here and it’s time to bounce. We’ll go to Livingstone’s and I’ll show you upstairs where the explorers used to hang out.’
      

      
      *

      
      In the three-quarters of a mile between Jaws Corner and the old British consulate, he stopped to exchange greetings and cigarettes
         with eleven different friends and acquaintances, and went on to discuss some sort of tense business arrangement with one of
         them. I ducked into a greasy little Internet café, where I settled in between two dark young Muslim men watching shaven blonde
         porn. I felt bad for the women on the island, sorry for the intrusion of my culture. When these men married, the sight of
         their wives, finally unveiled and naked on their wedding night, would no longer have the same impact. Comparisons would now
         be inevitable, disappointments and hurts that didn’t exist in previous generations.
      

      
      Opening my inbox, I found such unexpectedly good news that I thumped the table and startled my lust-glazed neighbours. A magazine
         editor in London had agreed to my proposed interview and profile of President Paul Kagame of Rwanda, a hard-line authoritarian
         who had turned his country from a genocidal ground zero into the safest, cleanest country in Africa, with the highest sustained
         rate of economic growth. And Kagame’s press secretary was sounding guardedly optimistic that the president would agree to
         the interview.
      

      
      Even better was a message from Ryan Shallom in Dar es Salaam. He had been away on a hunt, and then at a hunting conference,
         but now he was back at his desk and confident that our expedition down the Malagarasi would happen, although he still hadn’t
         responded to my queries about his fee and the expenses, and there were a few other potential problems. It would be the end
         of the dry season and there might not be enough water in the river to float his inflatable raft, especially in the upper sections.
         A kayak could operate in shallower water but he thought it was ‘suicidally adventurous’ to kayak through hippos and crocs
         on a dwindling, dry season river.
      

      
      Furthermore, the headwaters of the river lay on the borderline with Burundi, where a US State Department travel advisory warned
         of lawlessness, banditry, rampant crime and political instability. I thought the State Department was exaggerating the threat
         as usual, because I had read several blogs by aid workers saying things were precariously calm, although you could buy a hand
         grenade for three dollars and people were using them to settle land disputes and domestic quarrels. Ryan wanted to launch his raft further downstream in Tanzania, where there was less danger and hopefully
         more water.
      

      
      That would mean no first descent of the river, no reason for my name to appear in the annals of exploration, the crushing
         of my original hopes, the loss of a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and the Malagarasi still ripe for the picking by someone
         else. If I was a real explorer, this would have been violently unacceptable to me, instead of just woefully disappointing.
         Reaching that paragraph of Ryan’s email was a moment of self-discovery. I was willing to take risks, but I wasn’t crazed and
         obsessive and vainglorious enough to make a real explorer. I was too willing to compromise in the face of reality, rather
         than make it bend to my indomitable will, and I was always more interested in what happened along the way than achieving goals
         or reaching destinations.
      

      
      It still sounded entirely possible to have a gruelling and terrifying ordeal on the Malagarasi, according to Ryan’s sources
         and guesswork. He thought the swamp in the river’s mid-section was probably impenetrable. His hunting contacts had confirmed
         that there were plenty of hippos and crocodiles, lions that used the swamp as a stronghold, biting, disease-carrying insects
         in terrible abundance, and extreme remoteness  – ‘all the lovely ingredients for a great adventure’, as he summed it up. He
         said we should meet and talk it over when I got to Dar es Salaam.
      

      
      That sounded good to me, and maybe I could inspire, browbeat or offer him enough money to consider the whole river from source
         to mouth. To the golf pro, it sounded like a complete bloody nightmare. The insects alone would be hell on earth, he insisted,
         and where were the girls, the nightclubs, the party action? Following his profession, he liked nature best when it was tamed
         and trammelled, mown and manicured, carefully treated with pesticides and fertilizers and artfully strewn with bunkers. I
         liked wild, primordial places. They seemed like the only honest places left in the world, but the Malagarasi was sounding
         wilder than anywhere I had been before.
      

      
      When we reached the old consulate, Milan secured a key from the bar manager, unpadlocked a wooden door and led me up some raw concrete stairs to a big, open, torn-out room. The glass and
         frames were gone from the windows, and there were empty gin bottles and old human turds on the floor. ‘Locals have been up
         here partying,’ he surmised. ‘Drink gin till you pass out, wake up in the morning and take a crap. But can you picture it,
         bro? Back in the day? They probably had club chairs up here, a full bar, a billiards table. It blows my mind to think of Livingstone
         standing right here. Then Stanley came through here on his way to find him.’
      

      
      The explorer I found most interesting was the first Englishman into East Africa, the brilliant, sardonic, scholar-adventurer
         Richard Burton, and not just because I would be following his footsteps across Tanzania. Milan had seen his name on the plaque
         outside but knew nothing about him, so I started trying to explain. ‘You speak English, Dutch, Swahili and some Afrikaans,
         right? You know what it takes to learn a language. Burton could master a language in three months. By the end of his career,
         he spoke twenty-nine languages, forty including dialects, and he could speak and understand sixty different sounds made by
         monkeys. He could play four games of chess at once, blindfolded, and never lose. He was an expert swordsman and a master
         of disguise. He went into Mecca disguised as an Arab merchant, got himself circumcised, dyed his skin with walnut juice, wore
         the robes, and of course he spoke flawless Arabic and got away with it. He wrote more than forty books, including two volumes
         on Zanzibar that every historian still depends on.’
      

      
      ‘The only Richard Burton I know is the actor,’ said Milan.

      
      ‘This one was also a drinker and a womanizer.’

      
      Burton was intensely curious about all facets of human behaviour, but sex in particular, which made no end of trouble for
         him in Victorian Britain, although he enjoyed the notoriety. During his travels in India, Egypt and Arabia, he had sought
         out all the secrets of brothel and harem, and he liked to do his research first hand. I told Milan what Burton had discovered
         in Somalia, where unmarried adolescent girls were fully circumcised, with the labia sewn up and the clitoris cut off, as most
         of them are today. Burton found out that they knew how to unsew themselves, that they liked having sex with strangers, that they could have orgasms, and then sew themselves back up afterwards.
      

      
      ‘Whoah freaky man,’ said the golf pro. ‘A lot of girls here have their clits cut off. It’s all over East Africa, man, and
         it’s not for me. Sorry, girls, but I won’t go there.’
      

      
      The old derelict club room had a commanding view over the beautiful turquoise and sapphire sea stretching away to the African
         mainland, and traditional dhows with lateen sails, virtually unchanged in their design for nineteen centuries, were ferrying
         goods to and fro, and bringing in the day’s catch of fish. There was a big, steel tourist ferry out there too, but it was
         easy to smooth it out of the picture, and imagine Burton with his brandy glass and cigar looking out over this same view a
         hundred and fifty years earlier, contemplating his upcoming expedition into the interior where no white man had been before.
         There were rumours of lakes the size of oceans, snow-capped mountain ranges on the very equator, and surely somewhere in that
         big blank space on the maps was the source of the Nile River.
      

      
      Burton was an extremely imposing figure. He stood just under six foot, with a bullish chest and massive shoulders. He had
         close-cropped black hair, a long handlebar moustache, a complexion usually described as ‘swarthy’, and dark, fierce, blazing
         eyes that unnerved most of his contemporaries, especially at the first meeting. Bram Stoker wrote of his ‘iron countenance’
         and his extraordinary intellect and learning, ‘as he talked … the whole world of thought seemed to flame with gorgeous
         colour’. The poet Arthur Symons saw ‘a tremendous animalism, an air of repressed ferocity, a devilish fascination’. Others
         likened Burton to a pirate, a bandit chief and a panther, and the impression he made on people was heightened by a dramatic
         scar on his left cheek, where a Somali javelin had pierced it in 1855.
      

      
      Then as now, Somalia was one of the most dangerous, unstable places in Africa. Burton was on the way back from the holy Muslim
         city of Harar, which no European had seen before him, when his expedition was attacked by plundering coastal tribesmen. The
         barbed head of the javelin passed through his left cheek, tore out some back teeth, fixed the upper jaw to the lower, and pierced an exit through his right cheek. With the javelin still impaled in his
         face, he managed to fight his way out of the mêlée and escape to a waiting ship.
      

      
      Burton’s chief assistant on that expedition was John Hanning Speke, a young, aristocratic army officer with a fanatical lust
         for shooting birds and animals, a peculiar attitude towards women, and a well-concealed envy that bordered on loathing for
         Richard Burton. Lacking suitable alternatives and not yet understanding what festered in his protégé’s heart, Burton had invited
         him again as his second-in-command. Arriving in Zanzibar, the two Englishmen came straight from the ship to this big, solid
         building, which Burton compared to a claret chest lying on its side.
      

      
      Speke was disgusted by the stench and squalor of Zanzibar, bored with nothing to kill and impatient to leave. Burton, as always,
         plunged into the local culture, hired tutors to perfect his Swahili, conducted dozens of interviews with knowledgeable locals,
         and filled up notebooks with his microscopic handwriting. In six months, as they waited for the rainy season to end so their
         expedition could begin, he collected enough material for his two-volume book on the geography, ethnography, economy and history
         of Zanzibar and, despite a severe attack of malaria that lasted three weeks, and a two-month survey of the mainland coast,
         he somehow found the time to write the thousand-page manuscript as well.
      

      
      My interest in Burton was historical – he is indispensable if you want to know what East Africa was like before Europeans
         arrived and colonized it – and also personal. I possess only a sliver of his talents and energy, but a greater portion of
         his restlessness and curiosity. Like him, I’m an Englishman who grew up abroad, moving frequently, and never managing to feel
         at home in England. I too find it difficult and depressing to stay in one place for too long, and like Burton, who described
         himself as ‘migratory’, I have organized my life and career around this personality trait. Before leaving for Mecca, he described
         ‘a paroxysm of ennui coming on by slow degrees …’, which exactly describes what happens to me between journeys.
      

      
      ‘Travellers, like poets, are mostly an angry race,’ he wrote elsewhere, and the cure for the anger is the same as the cure
         for the ennui. It goes away when you set out on a long journey. ‘Shaking off with one mighty effort the fetters of Habit, the leaden
         weight of Routine, the cloak of many Cares and the slavery of Home, man feels once more happy. The blood flows with the fast
         circulation of childhood …’
      

      
      One day in Zanzibar, and I too felt like my better, brighter, younger self again. A persistent dreary fatigue that I had attributed
         to the onset of middle age was gone, and I was full of energy and enthusiasm, hungry for experience, thirsty for knowledge,
         pacing after the golf pro with a spring in my stride.
      

      
      The man on the mainland failed to materialize on the afternoon ferry, and Milan needed money. Again I offered to pay him and
         again he refused. ‘No, no. I just need something for cigarettes and some super-glue. I’ve got to fix these shoes, man. Lend
         me ten grand and I can get a haircut too.’
      

      
      With his soles reattached to his uppers, a newly ironed golf shirt, a hole darned in his golf slacks, and a fresh shave and
         haircut, he walked me along the beach to meet his junkie friends. They stood in a cluster around a trash fire and hailed him
         enthusiastically as Kombi, the Bushbaby, a nickname referring to the sweet cherubic look that was still in his face. He finger-snapped
         and knuckle-bumped and handed out cigarettes. The junkies offered us fish stew from a blackened cauldron, which we declined.
         There were a dozen of them, and most were halfway to rags, and some had a white circle of dried spittle around their mouths.
         A tall man with short dreadlocks assured me in good English that he and I were friends now, that I would have no problems
         in Zanzibar, and I was welcome like a brother here at this place any time. He asked if I could help him out and I gave him
         two dollars.
      

      
      Although the hellos are interminable in this part of the world, one can leave suddenly with barely a word of good-bye, and
         we were soon picking our way up an alley that doubled as a sewer to Milan’s local bar.
      

      
      ‘How do they survive?’ I asked. ‘Where do they get the money to buy the heroin and eat?’

      
      ‘They live one day at a time,’ he said. ‘Some of them take tourists out to the reef in fishing boats. Some of them scam the
         tourists or tout themselves as guides. They do a bit of dealing, hustling, maybe an odd job here and there. They smoke raw,
         unrefined heroin and they always find a way to get it, but not food. I saw how hungry they were and decided to feed these
         guys.’
      

      
      For twenty dollars, which he usually got from Abeid, Milan could buy enough cornmeal, rice and fish to feed twenty-five junkies.
         In return, they agreed not to beg, steal or hassle people at Livingstone’s. Milan fed them somewhat erratically, but often
         enough to keep this arrangement in place and make himself a lot of friends who were well disposed to do him favours, keep
         him clued into the streets and help him track down stolen goods, and he always had a safe place to sleep here on the beach.
      

      
      ‘That’s Zanzibar, man. We help each other out. It breaks my heart that I can’t help everybody, but I do what I can, and everyone
         here knows that about me.’
      

      
      We went in the front door of a souvenir shop and came out of the back door into an open-air pitted-concrete courtyard with
         a bar in the corner, a few potted plants and some grimy white plastic tables and chairs. There was a red pool table under
         an overhang, where men glanced at us over their pool cues and prostitutes lounged around in sunglasses. Dub reggae was bubbling
         and backfiring through big, half-blown speakers and people were rolling and smoking joints openly.
      

      
      ‘This is a place for locals to relax and take it easy,’ said Milan. ‘You can do anything you want in here. Drink too much,
         smoke till you’re silly, fall over, get in a fight. No one cares. No one is going to call the police. They all know me here.
         We won’t have any problems. If people hassle you for money, just say you don’t have it.’
      

      
      The bartender, alcohol and cash register were locked in behind heavy steel bars. I slipped Milan a banknote for beers, and
         he folded it up and slid it through the bars to a fantastically bored and slouchy female bartender. She asked if we wanted
         the beers moto or baridi, hot or cold. Everyone else was drinking them ‘hot’, the same temperature as the muggy tropical air, and this is the norm
         in East Africa, where most people live without electricity or refrigeration and prefer to drink bottled beer at the same temperature as their
         home-brewed banana and sorghum beers.
      

      
      We sat down at a table with two cold litre bottles and a beautiful young prostitute in big white sunglasses sat down with
         us. Her hair was straightened and pulled back and she wore a miniskirt and a tank top. She pointed her thumb sideways at me
         and said something in Swahili to Milan.
      

      
      ‘She wants to be your girlfriend,’ he said.

      
      ‘A kind offer, but I already have a girlfriend.’

      
      ‘Oh, she knows all about you, my friend. She’s heard about you from Hindu. You’re the loyal one. Except she doesn’t believe
         it.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t you like me?’ she challenged in English.

      
      ‘No, it’s not …’

      
      ‘You don’t like black women.’

      
      ‘I think black women are absolutely fantastic, but please, me and my friend have some business we need to discuss here.’

      
      Ignoring my cue, the golf pro jumped out of his seat and started dancing next to her, bumping her hip, smiling and gesturing
         for her to dance with him. She gave him a few desultory shimmies, shot me an evil look, and then stalked back to her coterie
         at the pool table, doubtless telling everyone that I hated black women.
      

      
      Milan leant in conspiratorially, eyes darting off to the side. ‘You see that guy at my three o’clock with the dreads and the
         kofia, smoking a joint? Watch out for that one. He’s a professional thief. He’s stolen from me many times. It’s unbelievable how
         quick he is. He has a network of boys, and you’ll have one here, one distracting you over here, and the next thing you know,
         but quick, man.’
      

      
      ‘These people who keep stealing from you,’ I said. ‘If this was America, you’d use violence, or at least threaten them with
         violence. Otherwise they’ll just keep doing it. But you say that doesn’t happen here.’
      

      
      ‘No man, we don’t have that thug mentality here. But if you see a guy stealing from you, and you shout out “Thief!”, everyone
         on the street will go after the guy and beat him to death. Same thing on the mainland. I’ve seen it happen and it is quick
         and brutal. The word for thief is mwizi and it’s a death sentence. Don’t ever say that word unless you mean it.’
      

      
      ‘But it doesn’t work as a deterrent? The threat of getting beaten to death doesn’t stop people from stealing?’
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