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            When two strong men stand face to face,
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            ONE

         

         Somewhere in the distance a clock chimed. The big man listened. One … Two … Three … Three o’clock in the morning.

         He shifted the little bundle from his right hand to his left, hitched up his pants, and continued up the narrow street. A dark narrow street full of shadows, he thought. But then this whole Malay Camp is full of shadows.

         I wonder where I am, he thought. He had lost all sense of direction. Still, one street was as good as another …

         And then he saw the woman at the gate. He would have passed without seeing her, for she was a part of the shadowy gate, but she had coughed and moved. He went closer.

         ‘Sister, do you know a place where a man can rest and maybe have a drink?’ His voice was deep and husky.

         ‘It is late,’ the woman replied.

         ‘It is very late,’ the man said.

         ‘Make a light for me to see you,’ the woman said.

         ‘I have no matches.’

         ‘What have you?’

         ‘Nothing.’

         ‘And you want to rest and drink when it is so late?’

         The man inclined his head, but the woman could not see it in the dark.

         ‘Have you money?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Huh. You’re a queer one. What are you called? Are you new here?’

         ‘Xuma. I come from the north.’

         ‘Well, Xuma from the north, stay here and I will be back with a light. Maybe you can have a rest and drink and maybe you cannot. But stay here.’

         He saw the shadow move but heard no sound. He peered into the darkness of the gate. There was nothing but a wall of blackness to see. He shifted the little bundle from his left hand to his right and waited.

         His legs ached with tiredness. There was a throbbing in his head that flowed from the emptiness of his stomach. His tongue felt thick with want of a smoke and drink.

         Maybe, he thought – but would not allow his thoughts to go any further. Only a fool would break a door when someone had agreed to open it.

         ‘Well, Xuma from the north, I am going to put the light on you. I warn you for your eyes. It is sharp.’

         She had returned without him noticing. Like a shadow, he thought, and smiled to himself. And she has the voice of a strong person, he told himself.

         ‘Put on the light,’ he said.

         The beam of a powerful torch struck his waist and lingered there for a moment, then swept down to his feet. From his feet it moved up inch by inch taking in the whole picture of him.

         It started with the big, old tennis shoes that were kept together by bits of string and wire, and saw the toes peeping out in spite of the string and wire; moved up the dusty, colourless old trousers that were ripped at both knees and looked as though they would burst at the waist because they were so tight; up the immense chest and huge shoulders against which the equally tight and tattered shirt seemed to cling fearfully; it lingered on the broad, good-natured face for a brief moment; then it shifted to the right hand with its bundle and then the empty left hand. Then the torch snapped out and Xuma waited in the darkness.

         ‘All right,’ the woman said finally. ‘You can have your rest and drink, Xuma from the north. Come.’

         Xuma paused in the dark. The woman laughed in a deep rich voice.

         ‘So big and strong and you are afraid!’

         ‘It is dark, woman.’

         Again the beam of light sprang into being, but this time it remained on the ground a few yards away from him.

         ‘Come,’ the woman repeated.

         Xuma followed the beam of light.

         ‘Here,’ the woman said and pushed open a door. ‘Come in.’ Xuma followed her into the room. She shut the door and led the way to another room. This had a light and three men and an old woman sat at a table with a huge can of beer in front of them.

         ‘This is Xuma from the north,’ the woman said. ‘He is tired and hungry. Give him food, Ma Plank … Sit down, Xuma.’

         Xuma looked at the woman. She was tall and big, with that smooth yellowness of the Basuto women, and she had sharp dark eyes. A strong woman, he decided, and those eyes can see right through a man.

         ‘What do they call you?’ he asked.

         The woman smiled and he noticed that only one side of her face moved. The left side.

         ‘Leah,’ the woman said.

         ‘What is it to you what she is called?’ one of the men demanded. Xuma looked at the man. He was tall and thin and the youngest in the room. His mouth was twisted viciously and he glared at Xuma.

         ‘Who is he?’ Xuma asked the woman.

         ‘That one is Dladla. He thinks he is a strong man and he plays with a knife, but he’s a puppy.’

         ‘Ho! And the mistress took the puppy to bed!’ the eldest man at the table said and burst out in a cackling laugh.

         Leah smiled. ‘Yes, Daddy, why shouldn’t the puppy please the mistress!’

         Daddy’s cackle increased. His sides shook. Tears streamed down his cheeks and he gasped for breath.

         Dladla struck out suddenly. His fist caught Daddy on the side of the head and sent him flying into a corner. Xuma stepped forward and saw the knife in Dladla’s hand.

         Carefully Xuma placed his bundle on the table and circled round the long bench. Dladla raised the knife and showed his teeth. Each watched the other. A hush fell on the room. Daddy forgot that the side of his head hurt and gaped with open mouth and dancing eyes at this sudden prospect of a fight.

         Ma Plank, coming into the room with the food Leah had ordered her to get for Xuma, opened her mouth, shut it again, and went back to the kitchen.

         ‘Give me that knife!’ Leah commanded.

         Dladla looked at her, then at Xuma, then back at her.

         ‘No,’ he said but there was a plea in his voice.

         ‘Give!’ Leah said, and this time her voice was hard. Dladla lowered his eyes and gave her the knife.

         ‘Sit down! Both of you.’

         ‘Women!’ said Daddy bitterly from his corner and spat. ‘They always spoil a good fight.’

         ‘Ma Plank! Bring the food,’ Leah called.

         ‘Is the fight over?’ Ma Plank asked without showing her face.

         ‘There’s another.’ Daddy said and spat again. Then he leaned back against the wall and went to sleep.

         ‘Eat,’ Leah said when the old woman had put the food in front of Xuma.

         Xuma looked at her and began to eat.

         ‘You have fixed the holes properly?’ Leah asked, looking at each of the others in turn.

         In turn they nodded. She looked at Daddy’s open mouth and smiled from the side of her face. ‘And his?’

         Ma Plank nodded.

         ‘Then you can go to sleep,’ Leah said.

         Dladla and Ma Plank went out. Only the man who had been silent throughout remained. He looked at Leah then at Xuma.

         ‘What is it?’ Leah asked him.

         ‘How do we know he’s not from the police?’ the man asked.

         ‘I know,’ Leah replied and her whole face creased in a smile.

         The man nodded, then suddenly he held out his hand to Xuma. Xuma shook it. The man went out.

         ‘Who is he?’ Xuma asked.

         ‘He is the brother of my man,’ Leah replied.

         ‘Your man?’

         ‘Yes.’ Her eyes softened. A half-smile played round her lips. And as Xuma watched her it seemed that her face had grown weaker. Not so strong any more. And her eyes were not so sharp. They were just the eyes of a woman.

         ‘Yes,’ she repeated softly. ‘My man. He’s in jail. He’s been there for one year, and he must stay there for another two years. He killed a man. A big man with a big mouth who tried to kiss me. He is strong, my man, and he fights for his woman, and he kills for his woman. Not like Dladla who is all mouth and knife and nothing. He’s a man, my man. You are a man yourself, Xuma, you are strong. But my man can break you like a stick! I don’t lie, you can ask people …’

         She stopped speaking. The softness faded from her face and the old hardness returned. She looked at Xuma and smiled out of the side of her face.

         From the corner came the sound of Daddy’s snoring.

         ‘And Dladla, what is he to you?’

         She laughed a deep-throated laugh. ‘A woman gets lonely for a plaything, that’s all … Now you, Xuma, what are you going to do?’

         ‘I came for work. There is no work where I come from. And here, they say, there is much work.’

         ‘Where will you work?’

         ‘In the mines. It is a man’s work.’

         Leah shook her head and poured herself a drink.

         ‘The mines are no good, Xuma, later on you cough and then you spit blood and you become weak and die. I have seen it many times. Today you are young and you are strong, and tomorrow you are thin and ready to die.’

         ‘All work is like that.’

         ‘No … Listen Xuma, I like you, I can make you powerful. I am powerful here. If you become my head-man you will be powerful too. When you came and found me outside I was watching for the police. These others were burying beer in the ground. There is much money in it. Maybe you can work for me, heh?’

         For a long while they looked at each other, then Leah smiled her full smile and shook her head.

         ‘No … Well, you are a man with the dumbness of a man … Come, I will show you where you can sleep.’

         ‘I have no money,’ Xuma said.

         ‘No. But you are strong and you will work and pay me later, heh?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘And maybe I will need a strong man sometimes and you will help.’

         ‘Maybe.’

         ‘Here,’ Leah said, going into a little room, ‘this is where the teacher lives but she will not come till day after tomorrow so you can sleep here. When she comes we will think of something else.’ She struck a match and lit the candle. She went to the door. ‘And listen to me Xuma from the north, don’t think because I do this I am soft or easy and you can cheat me, because if you do, I will cut you up so that your own mother will not want you …’

         Xuma laughed. ‘You are a strange woman. I don’t understand you. The only thing I can understand is your kindness.’

         ‘You’re all right,’ she said softly. ‘But the city is a strange place. Good night.’

         She went out and shut the door.

         Slowly Xuma undressed. He felt better now that he had eaten, but he was very tired. Yet he found it hard to sleep when he got into bed.

         A strange group of people, these, he thought. Nothing tied them down. They seem to believe in nothing. But well, they had given him a bed. She had given it to him. She who was the strangest of them all. And in the other room the old one they call Daddy was sleeping against a wall with an open mouth and with nothing to cover him. But life is strange. Yes, and these people are life … Of course …

      

   


   
      
         
            TWO

         

         The sun was high when Xuma woke. He lay still for a while and listened. But there was no sound from anywhere in the house.

         ‘I must get up,’ he sighed, and nestled back among the blankets. And then he remembered he was in the house of strangers and pushed back the blankets. They must not come in now, he thought, as he stood with only his shirt on. Quickly he dressed. There was not much to do. Only to slip on his pants.

         He opened the door and stood listening. Somewhere in the house an alarm clock ticked. Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock … But that was all.

         ‘Good morning!’ he called.

         No one responded.

         ‘Good morning!’ he yelled a little louder.

         Still there was only silence.

         ‘Hi!’ he shouted.

         A bee buzzed in through the door and circled over his head. He waved it away but it would not go. It buzzed closer. This fool thing will sting me, he decided, and hurried out of the room shutting the bee in.

         The house was empty. He went through the kitchen into the yard. Then he heard voices. They came from the street. He went to the gate and looked out.

         A crowd of people formed a ring in the street. And in the centre of the ring was old Daddy hopping around and shouting at the top of his voice.

         Daddy’s arms were flying and he jumped from one leg to the other dancing an old war dance and yelling ancient battle cries. Xuma smiled and pushed his way into the crowd.

         On the ground were two coloured women. They were locked in battle. And the crowd was making bets as to who would win. Most of them favoured the thin dark woman who looked like an Indian. Lena they called her. The fat pale one they called Drunk Liz and didn’t seem to like.

         The fat one was on top, sitting on the chest of the little one. But the little one had her by the hair and was pulling. And tears were flowing from the fat one’s eyes and her neck was pulled backward by the straining tug at her long brown hair.

         ‘Pull! Pull them out, Lena!’ Daddy shouted, and rolled into the gutter with excitement.

         The little one pulled. The fat one loosened her grip on the little one’s throat and fell back. As she tumbled over her dress went up and her pale flesh showed.

         Xuma turned his eyes away.

         The crowd roared. Daddy lay cackling in the gutter and kicking his feet in the air. Tears streamed from his eyes.

         When Xuma looked again the little one was on top. And her left hand was on the throat of the fat one and her right hand was behind her back, searching for her shoe. She found it, raised it right above her head, and brought it down on the fat one’s head.

         When she lifted it again blood was flowing from the fat one’s head. Xuma cursed under his breath. Daddy could not contain himself and rubbed his head against the pavement. Again the crowd roared. Xuma pushed his way through the crowd. He wanted to get away from it. He felt a strange heaviness on his heart.

         ‘Stop it!’ The voice carried above the roar of the crowd. Xuma turned and looked. It was Leah. The crowd made a passage for her. Without looking left or right she walked through till she stood over the fighting women. Her eyes blazed. Her arms were bare. She reached down and picked the thin woman up as though she were a child and flung her away from the fat one.

         A few people in the crowd grumbled.

         Leah flung back her head and smiled from the side of her face. Scorn burned in her eyes as they travelled over the crowd.

         ‘I hear voices,’ she said softly. ‘Let me hear them again. I want to know them.’

         She waited. No one spoke.

         ‘Ah, so they are silent. That is good. But if anyone, man or woman, wants to fight or see a fight in front of my house, I am here.’ She beat her chest with her fist. ‘Come and fight me.’

         In silence the crowd broke up and drifted away. Daddy got up and tottered drunkenly on his feet. The pale fat woman sat holding her bleeding head. She was sobbing. A little distance away the thin one leaned against a wall.

         ‘Look! She’s getting the horrors,’ Daddy cackled gleefully, pointing at the thin woman.

         Her mouth had slowly opened and a stream of saliva was trickling down on to her dress. Her body trembled. Her hands knotted into tight fists. Slowly she slid down the side of the wall till she lay stretched on the pavement. Her eyes glazed, and, but for the trembling of her body, she lay like one dead.

         Leah spat in disgust, picked up the thin woman with the horrors and carried her into the yard.

         Xuma and Daddy followed her.

         ‘Bring me a sack,’ Leah said.

         Daddy brought the sack and spread it in the shade. Leah placed the woman on the sack and went to the gate of the yard.

         ‘What are you sitting there for,’ she called gruffly, ‘come in here and wash the blood off that stupid head of yours.’

         The pale, fat woman came in and washed her head under the tap. Leah filled a mug with cold water and went over and dashed it into the face of the woman with the horrors. The woman shivered convulsively, closed her mouth and the trembling grew less.

         ‘Is she very sick?’ Xuma asked, looking at the woman with the horrors.

         Leah shook her head and pulled a mouth. ‘Only one day she will get like that and she will not wake up any more. She’s a good one that one, she’s like Daddy. She knows life and she wants to forget it … But you, how are you now? Have you had food?’

         ‘I’ve been sleeping and when I got up there was no one in the house so I came out and I saw this fighting. Tell me, Daddy, is he always like this? He likes fighting, does he fight?’

         ‘We will eat first and then we will talk and maybe later Joseph will take you to see the place, heh?’

         Xuma followed her into the house and sat watching while she prepared the food.

         For all her bigness she moved easily and gracefully. A tall strong woman with firm heavy hips. And it seemed to Xuma that again she was just an ordinary woman as she leaned over the fire to see that the meat did not burn. Like last night when she talked about her man who was in jail for having killed a man with a big mouth who had tried to make love to her. She was hard to understand, this woman. He shook his head.

         She looked up.

         ‘What is it?’

         ‘Nothing.’

         ‘Why do you shake your head? You look at me and then you shake your head … You think, she is strange this woman, she is hard and people fear her and for me she cooks, heh?’

         ‘Yes.’

         She laughed and there was something warm in her laughter. ‘And you think, maybe she likes me, heh?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Well, maybe I like, yes, but maybe you don’t understand how. Maybe you think I like you to go to bed, heh?’

         Xuma smiled but said nothing.

         ‘Yes … I can see. But listen to me Xuma from the north, you are a baby with people. I can be your mother with people. Now listen to me, maybe you will understand and maybe you will not, but listen. I like you because you are here but you are not here … No. You don’t understand … I am here, you see, I come from my people, but I am no longer of my people. It is so in the city and I have been here many years. And the city makes you strange to the ways of your people, you see?’

         ‘Yes, yes. I see.’

         ‘Good … Now eat.’

         She pushed a plate of food in front of him and dished up another for herself. She sat facing him.

         ‘You are from my people …’

         ‘No, your people must be from the south.’

         ‘You don’t understand. Listen to me, you are from the north and I am from the south but the people are the same, heh?’

         Xuma nodded doubtfully.

         ‘You are a child. But listen, your people and my people have the tribal law and tribal custom, right?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘You come from there and you have the ways of our law, so I like you, but it doesn’t mean I want to go to bed with you, oh no! And there’ll be trouble if you misunderstand! I cannot make you understand, it’s no use shaking your head. I know you don’t understand. But maybe you will sometime!’

         They finished eating and Leah took the plates and washed and dried them. She saw Daddy in the yard and called him.

         ‘Daddy! Come in here.’

         Daddy scowled and spat. ‘What is it, woman. Can a man not be in peace for a minute.’

         ‘Come in here, Daddy.’

         He came, rolling drunkenly on his feet.

         ‘Tell Xuma about the custom and the city.’

         ‘Heh?’ He rocked from side to side.

         ‘Tell him about the custom and the city,’ she repeated patiently, helping him into a chair.

         ‘The custom and the city,’ he murmured, then his eyes lighted up and he smiled. ‘The custom and the city, ah. Oh yes, funny about the custom and city, Xuma. Very funny. Just you listen …’

         He got up and walked up and down the room. He rubbed his hands, smiled knowingly and smacked his lips. He lifted first one shoulder then the other.

         ‘Very funny,’ he said. ‘One day the city came to visit the custom, Xuma. And the custom was kind. It gave the city food and it gave the city beer and it gave the city beautiful young women …’

         ‘No, Daddy,’ Leah interrupted.

         ‘Quiet, woman!’ Daddy said very firmly.

         Leah smiled.

         ‘… As I was saying, it gave the city beautiful young women. And then what do you think? Unbelievable. The city didn’t say a word. It didn’t say “No thank you” and it didn’t say “thank you”. And the people said, “Ah, everything will be all right now, the custom and the city are friends.” Hmmmm … They did say that and they went out into the fields to look after their crops. And when the sun was going down they came back and looked for their beer but their beer was gone. And then they looked for the custom but he had gone too. And the city was there laughing at them. And now they go to jail if they drink beer. That’s why I like beer … Very funny, heh, Xuma? Well, that is it and I want to go to sleep …’

         Daddy stumbled out. He circled the spot where the thin coloured woman, who had been joined by the pale fat one, was sleeping off the effects of her horrors.

         The two women who had fought each other lay side by side on the piece of sacking.

         ‘There’s no place here,’ Daddy called out.

         Leah went out with another sack and spread it for him a little distance away from the two women. Daddy stretched himself on his back and smiled up at her.

         ‘I like you, Leah,’ he said thickly.

         ‘I like you, Daddy,’ she replied.

         ‘Then kiss me,’ he demanded aggressively.

         Leah knelt and kissed his forehead. When she got up he was fast asleep. A smile flitted across her face and disappeared. She stood looking at Daddy for a little while then turned and went into the house.

         ‘You like him,’ Xuma said.

         ‘What is it to you,’ she retorted, and there was a note of anger in her voice.

         Xuma looked at her in silence. She brushed past him and went into another room. Xuma listened to her moving about. Picking up things and putting things away.

         She began to hum. He recognized the song. It was the ‘Rain Song’. Then she sang the words.

         
            
               Mother it’s raining

               And I’m getting wet

               It’s cold and lonely

               And I’m getting wet

               Sad and lonely.

               And I’m getting wet

               Mother it’s raining

               And I’m getting.

                             Getting wet.

            

         

         There was haunting sadness in her voice.

         Xuma went into the yard and watched the three sleeping people.

         From the house her voice drifted to him. But this time it was a gay song. Full of laughter and happiness and there was laughter in her voice as she sang it. It was a song of a conceited and boastful young man who went among the girls and told what a great and wonderful person he was, and who thought he was very handsome, so the girls set a trap for him one night and he ran five miles. And after that the girls mocked him day after day.

         It was a song with many verses and they all had laughter and mockery for the boastful young man in them.

         Xuma smiled and nodded. It served the young man right. The boastful one.

         Then her singing stopped.

         ‘Xuma!’ her voice called.

         He went back. ‘Yes?’

         Joseph, the brother of Leah’s man, was there. Xuma looked at Leah. She smiled at him. There was no anger in her eyes.

         ‘Joseph will take you to see the place. It is Saturday and there will be many customers and also the police, maybe, so we will be busy. Here is money. You can eat somewhere and come back later on, heh?’

         ‘Who will help with selling?’ Joseph asked.

         ‘Those two sleeping and Daddy and Ma Plank, and I got two others coming. It is good that you go, Joseph. If they get you again there will be no fine.’ She smiled at Joseph.

         He nodded and led the way out. Xuma followed.

         ‘Take care,’ Leah called as they went down the street.

         Joseph laughed and waved back. ‘She’s a good one,’ he said to Xuma.

         Xuma nodded and watched the crowded street.

         ‘It is always like this on Saturdays. People have money in their pockets and it makes them move in the streets and they spend the money. Saturday is so here,’ Joseph said.

         It was so in all the streets. One street was as crowded as another. Groups of men and women milled up and down. It was Saturday. A national half holiday for the black citizens of Johannesburg. And Malay Camp shared with Vrededorp the honour of being the main social centres.

         And the men in the streets spoke in loud voices and took out their purses and counted their money for others to see. And they wore their best and most colourful clothes. Red shirts and green shirts and yellow shirts and pink shirts. And they wore wide-bottomed trousers that swept the ground and tight jackets that reached down only as far as their waists. And sharp-pointed shoes.

         And others wore only singlets and a pair of trousers to show how manly they were. And they were manly, these, they were tall and strong and their chests stood out and there were confident smiles in their eyes and they did not step aside but made others step aside.

         Only if one big man in singlets met another big man in singlets did they step aside. And then they would watch each other like sparring dogs, ready to jump.

         They were called the strong men in Vrededorp and Malay Camp, and sometimes they would fight among themselves to determine the strongest. Two men would fight and the winner would fight another and another and another. And so it would go on till only two were left. And that would be the big fight. And the winner of that fight would be the strongest of the strong men.

         Many men have died in these fights, for they fight with sticks and knives and shoes. Even stones.

         And so on Saturdays they go up and down the streets of Malay Camp and Vrededorp with their chests out and an arrogant light in their eyes.

         And on Saturdays too, the young women from The Hill and Berea and Park Town would be in Malay Camp. They would be dressed in the ways of white folk, only more colourfully, for they like brighter colours. And they would forget that they work on the Hill and in Berea and Park Town, and meet on street corners and talk at the top of their voices. And there would be much laughter and fun-making. And all of them would watch the men and talk about the men. And this one would say, I like that one. And another would say, I like that other there. And it would go on and they would point out the men they liked. Not with their fingers. With their eyes.

         And in a mysterious way the men would know who each girl likes.

         And after much dancing and laughter and showing of their legs by the girls, there would be a man and a girl and a man and a girl. And with more laughter and more loud talking a man and a girl would go away. They would go to drink in one of the many places. Or they would just walk. Or they would go to the Bioscope. Or they would go looking for a Maraba. Or they would just go …

         And others would appear. And the same thing would happen.

         And life would move slowly and excitingly. With much laughter and much shouting and talking and much drinking and much fighting. And the people of Malay Camp would stand on their verandahs and watch it all. And they would make remarks and go into the house and come out again and make more remarks.

         And when night comes it would be even more exciting …

         ‘Saturday here is so,’ Joseph repeated and offered Xuma a cigarette.

         They stopped on a corner and watched the milling crowd. Across the way was the Bioscope and people were streaming in. Outside the Bioscope a little ring of men were playing dice. The man who had the dice executed an intricate dance before he flung the dice down.

         A little further up the road two coloured men fought. They were like two punch-drunk boxers. They had been fighting for over an hour, and both only just managed to stay on their feet.

         Still further up the road two ‘swankies’ were on their way down the road. They were dressed in violent purple suits with wide-bottomed trousers and long jackets that reached down to their knees, straw hats, red shirts and black ties. And each had a red handkerchief in the left hand and a light cane in the right. And they strutted and danced from the one side of the road to the other. They were both small and looked alike and the twin sets of clothes made them look like the same man twice.

         A crowd of cheering and laughing people followed them.

         A coloured man and a very pale woman passed Xuma and Joseph.

         ‘Look at those black fools,’ the woman said.

         The man laughed.

         Xuma felt a pang of shame and turned to Joseph.

         ‘They are the fashion makers,’ Joseph said.

         ‘But it is foolish.’

         Joseph looked at him and said nothing.

         Suddenly a pick-up van swerved round a corner. Policemen jumped out and ran down the street. The crowd scattered.

         ‘Come!’ Joseph said.

         People ran in all directions. The gamblers made a grab for the stakes and ran. The two ‘swankies’ disappeared down the street. Only the coloured people did not run.

         ‘Come!’ Joseph urged again.

         ‘But we have done nothing.’

         ‘They will not ask you,’ Joseph said in disgust and dashed down the street.

         A policeman was only ten yards away and he was coming straight at Xuma. Xuma waited. He had done nothing. He had just stood there watching. The policeman came nearer. He raised his stick and brought it down with force. It missed Xuma’s head and struck his left shoulder. Pain shot through his body.

         ‘I have done nothing,’ he said and grabbed the police-man’s arm before he could hit again.

         ‘Let go! Bastard!’ the policeman shouted and kicked out.

         Xuma felt pain shooting up his leg.

         ‘Dog!’ he whispered and struck the policeman in the face. A look of strange surprise crept into the policeman’s eyes. Xuma trembled with anger. He bunched his great fist and struck again. Hard. The policeman groaned and collapsed in a heap and lay still.

         Xuma looked around. The van was still a distance away but two policemen were closing in on him.

         ‘Now I will run,’ he said and ran down the street.

         ‘Stop that man,’ one of the police shouted.

         A coloured man stepped into the road and held up his hands. Xuma braced himself. His heart was pounding but he ran easily. He must be careful or this yellow bastard would deliver him to the police.

         Another coloured man stepped into the road. Xuma felt afraid. To run and knock down two men at the same time was impossible. They would catch him. He could hear the feet of the policemen behind him. He hated the coloureds. He would hurt one of them before they got him. These half-castes!

         An unbelievable thing happened. The second coloured man knocked the first one down and ran down the street waving to Xuma.

         Xuma smiled and increased his pace.

         ‘Thank you, brown man,’ Xuma said.

         ‘This way,’ the man said and swerved into a passage, ‘we will lose them.’

         Xuma followed him.

         They ran into a house and went through a window and over a wall. And into another house and over another wall. And the coloured people did not seem to mind. Then they walked down a narrow street and slipped into a house.

         The coloured man locked the door then flopped down into a chair breathing heavily. He waved Xuma to a chair. Then he jumped up and looked out of the window.

         The man’s woman came into the room. She was black, Xuma noted with surprise. The man told her what had happened. Without a word she went out. She came back later with tea.

         Xuma looked at the man. He was small and thin and there were many lines on his face though he was not old. And his eyes were red and he kept coughing. A dry hard cough that destroyed the lungs.

         ‘Why did you strike the policeman?’ the woman asked.

         ‘The policeman struck him for no reason,’ the coloured man said.

         The woman looked searchingly at Xuma.

         ‘It is so,’ Xuma said.

         The woman nodded. ‘This one is a fool to meddle in other people’s business.’ She looked hard at her husband. ‘His chest is bad …’ And then she smiled and her face looked very young and the tired lines disappeared and the eyes lost their sadness. ‘But he is a good fool … Are you new to the city?’

         Xuma nodded.

         ‘That is why he struck the policeman,’ the woman said to her husband.

         The man took the woman’s hand and smiled into her face.

         ‘I must go,’ Xuma said.

         ‘It is not safe yet,’ the man said. ‘They will be looking for you still. Wait a little longer.’

      

   


   
      
         
            THREE

         

         Xuma had found the street without trouble. But it was difficult to find the house. The houses all looked the same in the gathering twilight. The same verandahs. The same yard gates. The same corrugated iron walls leaning drunkenly backwards. And all the same dirty colour.

         And everywhere were people. People going into gates and coming out of gates. People staggering and falling. People fighting and cursing.

         They had money and they wanted to get rid of it, Joseph had said. Saturday here is so, he had said.

         ‘I say,’ Xuma said to a passing stranger.

         ‘Go to hell,’ the stranger replied and kept going.

         Xuma tried again. No one would stop and listen to him.

         Then he saw the fat pale one who had been in the fight this morning, the one who had her head cracked. She was leaning against a tall drunk man. He went to her and touched her shoulder.

         ‘Where is Leah’s place?’

         Drunk Liz looked at him with bleary eyes and shook her head.

         ‘Go ’way, go ’way. I don’t love you. This one’s my daddy.’

         ‘Go on,’ the tall drunk man said and struck at Xuma.

         Xuma dodged his blow and walked away. It is one of these gates, he thought, but which one? That pale one is stupid with drink. He stumbled into a person and grabbed him to avoid falling.

         ‘Help! Help! They are robbing me!’ Daddy cried, fighting desperately to get away.

         ‘Shut up!’ Xuma shook Daddy.

         ‘Oh, it’s you,’ Daddy said. ‘I thought you were in jail. Joseph said you would not run. Did you run?’

         ‘Yes. Where is Leah’s place?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ Daddy said and walked away.

         Xuma grabbed him and shook him.

         ‘Come on, tell me!’

         ‘Ho! So he thinks he’s a lion because he knocked a policeman down, heh? Well, I’ll show … Come on, fight!’

         Daddy jumped away and walked round Xuma waving his fists. Then quickly he darted in and tapped Xuma’s chest. Xuma laughed and grabbed at him. Daddy stepped back, slipped and fell. His head struck the pavement. Daddy groaned and lay still.

         Xuma knelt and lifted his head.

         ‘Are you all right, Daddy?’

         Daddy grabbed Xuma’s head and tried to pull him down.

         ‘You old fox,’ Xuma laughed.

         He got up, carrying Daddy like a child in his arms. Daddy fought and struggled. But it was useless.

         ‘Where is the place?’

         ‘Well,’ said Daddy slyly, ‘I tell you what, will you buy me a drink if I take you there? That stupid Leah won’t give me any more. Will you? If you say no I’ll fight you and make a noise and I’ll tell people you’ve robbed me and there will be trouble …’
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