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'Escort'*
Abdulrazak Gurnah

I think he saw me approaching, but for his own reasons made
no sign. I stood by the open rear door of the car and waited
for him to look up. He folded his newspaper and slid out of
the door, glancing at me for a second with intense dislike. I
stood still, my body emptying in tremors of surprise. Perhaps
it was not dislike, merely irritation at the unavoidable
frustration with the inescapable tedium of existence, a
disaffection. But it felt like dislike. He tilted his chin forward
slightly, inviting me to state my business. When I told him
the name of the hotel, he nodded, as if this was the lesser
imposition, as if he had expected me to name an impossible
destination. I sat beside him in the front, daring the beast, but
also conceding to the angry possibilities my appearance
seemed to suggest to him - sitting beside him so he could see
I was not as deserving of dislike as he had first thought. I did
not see how I could avoid finding out about his anger.

The car seat was lumpy and hard (and green), its vinyl
upholstery cracked with age. Sharp-edged corners of it
curled up like raw hide and pricked me through my shirt as
the car swerved out of the taxi-stand. On the dashboard,
there were empty recesses and tangled wires where the
lighter, or the radio or the glove-compartment might have
been. Or rather they were not quite empty, as rolled-up
pieces of paper were stuffed into their corners, and a rag
which was grey with use hung to dry through one of the
holes.

As we slowed in the lunch-time traffic, he glanced at the
brief-case I held in my lap. Then he raised his eyes to look at
my face while I pretended to be unaware of his gaze. 'Where
have you come from?' he asked, modulating his voice to
make the question less abrupt, but still managing to sound as
if he was snarling with resentment. None the less, he asked
his question as if he expected that I would defer to his right
to ask it. Unatoka wapi? He lurched us into motion again,
then leaned back and rested his cocked elbow on the car
window. He was lean and tense, his face hollowed with an
expectation of disregard. Or so I thought as I turned to give

r

his question my attention. Something grim and tormented in
his mobile face made me think of him as someone who had
lived a life of danger, and made him seem capable of
deliberate cruelty to ease his own pain. I felt fear and distaste
for my curiosity and wanted the journey to end as soon as
possible. I should have walked away at once after that first
bitter look. He glanced again at the case and a shadow of a
smile passed over his face, mocking what he took to be my
self-importance. It was only a cheap plastic thing with hard
sharp handles and a clumsy zip, which I expected to last no
more than a few months and which did not deserve such
caustic scrutiny.

*© Abdulrazak Gurnah. This short story first appeared in New Writing V (Vintage: British Council)

44



rVasaļai

'Where?' he asked, this time nodding towards the case
to include it in his regard.

'Uingereza,' I said. England. I spoke gently,
distractedly, to show how uninterested I was in the
conversation.

He snorted softly. 'Student?'
He meant was I one of those who had gone out to make

good in the world and returned with only stories and a cheap
briefcase. Was I one of those failures who worked as
something shamefully menial and sent back tales of endless
studies and clever arrangements that were bound to yield a
little fortune in good time? His face was cheerful with malice
as he waited to see how I would squirm out a reply. When he
got going I expected he would tell me that he had to stay
behind and look after an ailing family while everybody ran
off, and this despite the expectations his teachers and
mentors had of him when he was young. I told him I was a
teacher and he snorted again, this time quite unambiguously.
Is that all?

The lunch-time crowds were in their eternal haste,
streaming across the road at the slenderest hesitation by a
motorist. The taxi-driver was affronted by these liberties and
leaned on his horn whenever a car ahead of him allowed
pedestrians to get the better of the driver. A group of Indian
schoolboys in their early teens, strolling between the cars
and chatting spiritedly, drew a long blast of the horn and
mean words from him. Filthy shit-scrapers. What are they
playing at? The traffic was heaviest by the Post Office.
Crowds of people walked the pavements, some men in shirts
and ties hurrying, busy-busy-busy, while others were more
deliberate, stopping now and then to look at the shoddy
wares of the pavement-traders.

'Uingereza,' he said, singing the name as he turned left
towards the docks, where my hotel was. 'Uingereza,' he
repeated. 'A land of luxury.'

'Have you visited there?' I asked, and could hear the
tone of surprised disbelief in my voice. You? After all the
struggle to make headway against that brazen and self-
besotted culture, to find such casual reference made to the
wretched place. A land of luxury.

The taxi-driver leaned savagely on the horn to clear a
water-cart off the road ahead of him. For a minute or so he
seemed lost in bitter affront at the water-seller's existence,
shouting and waving his right arm out of the window as if
any second he would leap out of the car and overturn the
whole cartful of cans. The dock-workers who were buying
their lunch at the road-side kiosks, and who were the water-
seller's customers, waved cheerfully at the taxi-driver. He
swung his car out around the cart and gave a long blast on
his horn.

'Do you have relatives in England?' I asked. I could not
imagine someone who made a living, with such ill-humour,
driving the dilapidated taxi we were travelling in, could
make the money to afford staying even one night in a
stinking bed and breakfast in that land of luxury.

'I used to live there,' he said, then turned to look at me
quickly and grinned. We had now come off the main road
and were weaving behind the docks warehouses and the

loco-yard, on the last stretch before the hotel. He had to
concentrate on the heaving road, with-its gorge-like pot-
holes and steep embankments for the railway lines. He
started to speak but the crises on the roads came too fast one
after another, and he shook his head, not wanting to spoil his
story. It seemed the work of madness to put the hotel where
it was, the other side of yards littered with derelict
machinery and workers' garbage, but the hotel was there
before the docks and the railways had turned into a
sprawling shambles, and before the road had died.

'I had a malaya, one of these European whores. She
took me there, and France, and even Australia. We went
everywhere. She paid for everything. You hear these stories
from people and you think they're telling lies, dreaming
about European whores with money and no sense. I thought
so, until I picked up my malaya.' He had stopped outside the
hotel by this time, his car shuddering idly in neutral. 'Slim.
She used to call me Slim,' he said as he took his fare, his
face covered in smiles at the memory. 'The name is Salim.
I'm always there by the Post Office taxi-rank. Come by any
time.'

I had found the hotel by chance. The Immigration
Officer had explained that he could not give me an entry
permit unless I gave an address in the country on my form.
He said this apologetically, because after seeing the place of
birth on my passport he had spoken enthusiastically about
Zanzibar, where he too had relatives. He showed me a list of
hotels - whichever you like, he said. You don't have to stay
there. Just for the form. So I picked one, and when I found a
cab outside the airport it was the only name I could
remember. Its inaccessibility, and the intimidating silence of
the loco-yard and warehouses outside working hours, suited
me as it meant that no one came to visit me, as they might
have done if I had been staying in one of the glittery palaces
on the other side of town with their casinos and pool-side
combos.

So it was a surprise to have the receptionist ring the
following evening to announce a visitor. It was Salim, of
course. It never occurred to me that he would come, but now
that he was there, it seemed as if I had known all along that
he would turn up. He was dressed in a silky green shirt with
a pattern of white flowers and blue outrigger canoes - short-
sleeved with one handle of his sunglasses visible in his
chest-pocket. His corduroy jeans were loose round the waist,
and were gathered into folds by the wide, buckled belt he
wore. He insisted on buying me a drink, and bought the
barman one as well. The bar was almost empty, the Belgian
couple who owned the hotel and who were entertaining a
friend were the only other people there. Ces gens sont
impossible, their guest said in exasperation, raising her voice
with untroubled assurance. These people are impossible. She
was a slim, well-groomed woman in her forties, sleek with
self-regard. Salim glanced at the three Europeans for a
moment, as if he had understood what they had said, but they
seemed unaware of him.

'She bought me this, my malaya,' Salim said, picking
delicately at his shiny shirt and then taking a fuller pinch of
the blue corduroy jeans. He was smiling, not mocking this
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time, and didn't mind including the barman in his circle. 'Do
you want to know how she found me?' He waited until both
the barman and I nodded. 'OK, I'll tell you. She was a fare
outside the Tumbili Hotel, out on the northern coast. Do you
know that one? I saw her standing under a tree near the
entrance, as if she was waiting for someone. Usually they
don't come out until the hotel servants come to fetch us into
the drive. Have you seen what they make those baboons
wear? They bring them down from the hills back there and
dress them in yellow bibs and black bow-ties, and then make
them pay for their costumes. I know this.' The barman was
dressed in a white shirt, a black bow-tie and a yellow apron
around his middle - and he probably had to pay for his
costume as well, but he managed not to look uncomfortable.

'Anyway,' Salim continued, 'I guessed she was waiting
there for someone to collect her but I thought I'd try anyway.
She wasn't young, but she wasn't that old either. She
listened to me for a moment, you know, as I gave her the
usual chatter about a tour at government-fixed tariffs, and
then she got in the car. I drove her around all day, as far as
Malindi, Waitamu, Takaungu. I told her all about those
places, making things up when I felt like it or when she
asked difficult things. In the evening, as I was driving her
back to her hotel, she made me pull up by a beach, and we
did it there. On the sand, in the open, like a couple of dogs. It
was like that everyday. I picked her up in the morning, drove
her places, told her stories, then took her to the beach after it
got dark. After a few days of this, she told me to go to Ulaya
with her. She fixed everything. The tickets, the passport. She
paid for it all.'

'You must have been very good on that beach,' I said,
unwillingly, for something to say, because I did not believe
that any woman so casually approached would look at Salim
and not see danger, and anyway I did not want to listen to
another story of frenzied European lust for the African cock.
The barman laughed soundlessly, and Salim glanced at the
two us one by one, looking a little wounded.

'Call me Slim,' he said, then emptied his glass and
pushed it slightly towards me. 'It isn't such a lot of money if
you're changing from foreign. You know that. And anyway,
she had plenty.'

I paid for his drink and sat listening to some more of the
story of his malaya. Her marriage had ended, and she had
taken her share of the money and decided to travel. She took
him to Liverpool, where she was born and from where her
parents had emigrated to Australia when she was a baby.
Was it difficult for him? With her? He shrugged. She took
care of everything, showed him things, and the bitch wanted
sex every day, sometimes two or three times in a day. It
wasn't difficult. They stayed for several weeks. He made a
couple of friends who lived nearby, both Muslims, one
Somali and the other from Mauritius, and they taught him
how to get dole. Then he and his malaya lived a life of
luxury. The English government is very stupid. Liverpool is
full of blacks, rough bastards who do what they like, and the
government just gives them money. English women were
always touching him, stroking his hair, squeezing up to him

and buying him drinks. After a few minutes of this I said
goodbye and left. I had some letters to write, I said.

He was back the next evening, with another flowery
shirt. I had asked the receptionist to say I was not in but
perhaps he was bound to other loyalties I did not understand.
I thought I might throw a word over my shoulder as I walked
past the desk, but I saw that a different young man was on
duty. 'I bought this in Australia,' Salim said, picking at his
shirt. 'We went there after a few days in France. Betty. Her
name was Betty. Bethany, some kind of religious name, but
she called herself Betty. Do you want to go to a club
tomorrow night? You still have another night here, don't
you? There is a nice place on the other side of Majengo.
None of this tourist trash. We' l l go there tomorrow.
Australian women want it all the time, but their men have no
nyege. So the women are always on fire. Blazing with heat.
And my malaya didn't mind if I went with them.' There was
a great deal more of this, with some details of the
arrangements the women made to see him and their
shameless abandon afterwards.

'What brought you back to this place?' I asked in the
end, trying to force the tale to its conclusion.

'You have to stop playing some time, ' he said
disdainfully, 'and return to be with your people. Anywhere
else, you only end up being a clown.'

That seemed a good moment to say goodbye, but Salim
was quite business-like in refusing to let me go. He took hold
of my wrist and held on while he ordered another round of
drinks on my bill. The barman served us, made me sign the
chit and retreated, carefully keeping his eyes away from
Salim's hand on my wrist. We were the only people in the
bar. Once the drinks were in front of us, he let go of me with
a grin, leaving a cold circle of flesh where his hand had
gripped me. I stood up to leave, and I saw him consider
saying something and then change his mind. 'What about
your drink? Never mind, I'll have it. See you tomorrow,
then,' he said. 'You haven't forgotten about the club, have
you?'

All day I tried not to think of what I would do when he
turned up. I had put the day aside to write up the notes of
some of the visits and interviews that I had accumulated over
the previous week, and it was the worst kind of thing to be
doing while Salim's visit loomed. There was neither virtue
nor pain in writing up notes, nothing to distract or excite, just
a wearing attention to events whose impact had already
passed. By evening, I had persuaded myself that it was silly
of me to be so squeamish. I had come to find out what I
could about a little-known poet called Pandu Kasim, who
had lived here at the turn of the century, to see if I could
work up anything about him, and a night-club on the other
side of Majengo was nothing to do with that. But it couldn't
do any harm, and might even help. My enquiries had not
revealed anything interesting about Pandu Kasim, and
perhaps a night-club which had Salim as a patron might. I
would never choose to see such sights, and would be content
to say that I knew the town well without any acquaintance
with its greasy under-belly, but what harm could it do apart
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from making me queasy. I was not looking forward to being
brought into Salim's circle of friends, whom I expected to be
of the same hair-raising ilk as Salim himself, but I only had
just under two more days left before returning to England. I
could not imagine that much harm would befall me in that
time. The notes will have to wait, and I might have to spend
a tedious evening listening to stories of sexual triumph over
laughably gullible women, but was that not better than trying
to chase Salim away and finding myself the subject of his
malice and rage?

So by the time Salim arrived I was ready for him. I was
even beginning to think that he would not turn up just to
punish me for my scepticism about his stories. He was sitting
gloomily in his car when I came down, and started up after a
mumbled greeting. That charming welcome made me
tremble with foreboding. Why had I not simply told him to
go away? I stared ahead of me, not attending to where we
were going though I had a good idea of where we were. But
my attention must have wandered because I suddenly
realised that Salim had turned off the road and was driving
on a bumpy and unlit track. The bushes pressed in all around
us. The horizontal rays of the car-lights made the sensation
more oppressive, as if we were underground. It had been a
pleasant, breezy evening, but in this tunnel the air was
steamy and smelled of wet earth. Salim turned to glance at
me, and I saw him grinning. 'Not much longer now,' he said
and began to hum. A dog yelped in the night and a moment
later the dark bushes were agitated by the sounds of passage.
In another moment, Salim forced the car over a little mound
and entered a clearing surrounded by huge dark trees. There
was another car parked outside one of the houses. There
must have been three or four other houses, but it was
impossible to tell in that light. He parked his car alongside
the other and we got out.

The club turned out to be the front room of a mud and
wattle house, ill-lit by one kerosene lamp. Two other men
were already there, and they rose to greet us as if they were
expecting us. 'This is our guest from Uingereza,' Salim said,
grinning.

One of the men looked about Salim's age, and had a
similar aggravated appearance. The other was younger and
bigger, and when he glanced at me I saw an involuntary
smirk cross his mouth. His name was Majid. I did not catch
the name of the older man at first. (It turned out to be Buda).
Even before we sat down around the rough old table, Majid
was shouting for beer. From the back room appeared a
woman of uncertain middle age, in a tight dress worn with
use and stained black under the arm-pits. Her head was
covered with a scarf of the same material, and around her
middle she wore a faded kanga. After a few moments of
frenzied banter and some forced hilarity, she went away
again to prepare the food my jolly companions had asked
for.

There were empty beer bottles on the table, and these
would remain there as trophies of the drinkers' exploits.
Majid and the other man had half-full ones each, from which
they drank now and then, tipping the bottles swaggeringly to
their lips while the beer frothed. They were big bottles. And

not a glass in sight. I had imagined something different when
Salim said we should go to the club, not a dark house in a
wood where men gathered for a secretive drink.

'They'l l be bringing some more, ' Buda said
reassuringly. His expression was that cross between barely
suppressed temper and a moping, sulking malice that I had
seen in Salim. Maybe it was the drink. You had to be
serious, even obsessive, about the stuff to be a drinker in a
Muslim town like this, where discretion was impossible and
discovery inevitable. Perhaps the guilt of transgression
generated an angry self-contempt, or the necessity to
consume whatever destructive poison was available in a
culture of scarcity produced those looks of pain. Or maybe it
was an unassuaged resentment that drove men such as these
to drink despite everything. How could I know?

'I can see you people did not bother going to the
maghreb prayer today,' Salim said with rasping ill-humour,
nodding at the empties on the table. The two men laughed at
his sarcasm and Salim reluctantly smiled, his clenched face
creasing briefly. He looked as if he was burning.

Buda was short and plump, even fat, but his body
looked hard and tight. As if his plumpness was not to do
with indulgence but with something more calculating than
mere pleasure. He scowled at me before he spoke, playfully,
playing at being monsters. 'Tell us the news from Uingereza.
Is it true they have trains that travel under water there?'

'Listen to this savage,' Salim cried. 'Have you never
heard of the Underground?'

'You're going to make this Englishman think we're all
as ignorant as you,' Majid said, without a hint of pleasantry
in his voice.

A girl in a torn and soiled shift came from the inner
room, carrying two bottles of beer. Her eyes were intensely
blank, looking through what they encountered with some
concentration. She put one of the beer bottles in front of me.
As she leaned forward I saw through a tear in the shift under
her armpit that her body was young and full. She put the
other bottle in front of Salim, who stroked her buttocks and
made her wince.

'Aziza, our friend from Ulaya wants you,' Majid said
abruptly, laughing with two loud barks.

She turned her eyes towards me with a look of mild
interest. Then she stood waiting, as if to see what would
happen next.

'Go with her,' Salim said, grinning at me like a cadaver.
I saw her wince again.

I looked at the girl, at her small pointed face and her
slim young body, and I saw no resistance there. I shook my
head and her eyes fell. Majid laughed and stood up. The girl
turned back towards the inner room, her hands already
pulling up folds of her shift as Majid swaggered at her heels.
Buda smiled gently and began to ask me questions about
England. Salim answered most of them, calling me in now
and then to say a confirming word or two. I thought I heard a
sharp voice at one point which made the flame of the
kerosene lamp flicker. He was in there for what seemed a
long time, and when he came out he was beaming, his glossy
face sleek with health.
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"Thirsty work,' he said, reaching for what remained in
his bottle. He drained it off and put the bottle down with a
conquering smile. 'It's the Englishman's round, I think.'

They called for Aziza and she came in a moment later,
her eyes as intensely vacant as before, the corners of her
mouth turning down. I ordered beers for them and said to
Salim that I would like to go when he had finished his drink.
What about the food we had ordered, Buda asked. I had
work to do, I said. Buda rose and followed softly behind the
girl after she had brought the beer.

'What work?' Majid asked, unsmiling. 'Don't you like
women? Go and work in there. Or don't you like women?
She won't have anything to do with him,' he said, pointing a
chin at Salim. 'What did you do to her?'

Salim took a long pull at his bottle. 'We have to go to a
wedding,' he said when he had finished. 'So we'll leave you
to your filthy games.'

'What did you do to her, you pervert?' Majid asked,
grinning for the sheer joy of his life.

We arrived at the wedding just in time to see the
procession of family and friends escorting the groom to the
door of the bride's house. Two drummers, skinny young men
who looked alike, played with tense impassive faces, their
eyes turned inwards in all that noise. Palm-frond arches
decorated the house, and a garland of coloured lights ran
across the front wall. From the houses's interior came voices
of women singing, which were suddenly transformed into a
gleeful burst of ululations as the groom reached the door.
The crowd milled around, shouting ribald comments at the
groom, then breaking into a loud shout as he was admitted
inside. Youngsters' eyes began wandering anxiously around,
looking for the food they knew was coming. Salim snorted
with derision. 'She's one of my wife's relatives,' he said.

I had not thought of a wife. 'Were you married before
you went off with Bethany?' I asked him as he drove me
back to the hotel. It was a nice name and I had been waiting
to use it.

'Yes,' he said. We were driving down the ill-lit road
that led to the loco-yard, but even in that light I could see the
spite and anger in his face. 'I was married to her a long time
ago.'

'Did you come back because of her?' I asked.
He chuckled. Then after a moment, with car growling

over the broken road, he spoke. 'She gave me something in
the end. That malaya. When I went with her, blood came out.
I went to see the doctor she sent me to. He said it was
nothing but she said I couldn't stay. I don't know what it is,
but whenever I go with a woman blood comes out.'

We drove in silence until the car stopped outside the
hotel. 'Have you seen a doctor since you've been back
here?'

'What doctor? There are no doctors here,' he said,
staring ahead. Then he turned towards me with a coy, gentle
smile. 'Take me with you tomorrow. I'll see a doctor there.
Take me. I'll do anything you want.' He leant towards me,
his smile now offering itself beseechingly in that grotesquely
overwrought face.

He came for me the next day even though I had told him
that I would make my own way to the airport. He talked with
his usual malice and arrogance, scoffing at everything that
crossed his sight. Even though I insisted that he drop me off
and leave, he parked the car and strolled beside me with a
rolled-up newspaper in his hand. 'How much does a case
like that cost? Bring me one next time. Or send one to me
and I'll make sure you get your money back. Not that you'll
need my money in the land of luxury. You'll soon stop
playing and come back home, though,' he said. 'Everybody
has to, otherwise they turn into a joke in some foreign place.'

I shook hands with him and gave him all the local
money I had. He looked at the fat bundle of notes with
surprise. 'I hope you get better,' I said.

'What are you talking about?' he asked, grinning. He
put the money in his pocket. 'Next time you must stay,' he
said and then walked away, waving without looking back.
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