Is There Nowhere Else
Where We Can Meet?

It was a cool grey morning and the air was like smoke. In that
reversal of the elements that sometimes takes place, the grey,
soft, muffled sky moved like the sea on a silent day.

The coat collar pressed rough against her neck and her
cheeks were softly cold as if they had been washed in ice-
water. She breathed gently with the air; on the left a strip of
veld fire curled silently, flameless. Overhead a dove purred.
She went on over the flat straw grass, following the trees, now
on, now off the path. Away ahead, over the scribble of twigs,
the sloping lines of black and platinum grass — all merging,
tones but no colour, like an etching — was the horizon, the
shore at which cloud lapped.

Damp burnt grass puffed black, faint dust from beneath her
feet. She could hear herself swallow.

A long way off she saw a figure with something red on its
head, and she drew from it the sense of balance she had felt at
the particular placing of the dot of a figure in a picture. She
was here; someone was over there ... Then the red dot was
gone, lost in the curve of the trees. She changed her bag and
parcel from one arm to the other and felt the morning,
palpable, deeply cold and clinging against her eyes.

She came to the end of a direct stretch of path and turned
with it round 2 dark-fringed pine and a shrub, now delicately
boned, that she remembered hung with bunches of white
flowers like crystals in the summer. There was a native in a red
woollen cap standing at the next clump of trees, where the
path crossed a ditch and was bordered by white-splashed
stones. She had pulled a little sheath of pine needles, three in a
twist of thin brown tissue, and as she walked she ran them
against her thumb. Down; smooth and stiff. Up; catching in
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gentle resistance as the minute serrations snagged at the skin.
He was standing with his back towards her, looking along the
way he had come; she pricked the ball of her thumb with the
needle-ends. His one trouser leg was torn off above the knee,
and the back of the naked leg and half-turned heel showed the
peculiarly dead, powdery black of cold. She was nearer to him
now, but she knew he did not hear her coming over the damp
dust of the path. She was level with him, passing him; and he
turned slowly and looked beyond her, without a flicker of
interest as a cow sees you go.

The eyes were red, as if he had not slept for a long time, and
the strong smell of old sweat burned at her nostrils. Once past,
she wanted to cough, but a pang of guilt at the red weary eyes
stopped her. And he had only a filthy rag — part of an old
shirt? — without sleeves and frayed away into a great gap from
underarm to waist. It lifted in the currents of cold as she
passed. She had dropped the neat trio of pine needles some-
where, she did not know at what moment, so now, remember-
ing something from childhood, she lifted her hand to her face
and sniffed: yes, it was as she remembered, not as chemists
pretend it in the bath salts, but a dusty green scent, vegetable
rather than flower. It was clean, unhuman. Slightly sticky too;
tacky on her fingers. She must wash them as soon as she got
there. Unless her hands were quite clean, she could not lose
consciousness of them, they obtruded upon her.

She felt a thudding through the ground like the sound of a
hare running in fear and she was going to turn around and
then he was there in front of her, so startling, so utterly un-
expected, panting right into her face. He stood dead still and
she stood dead still. Every vestige of control, of sense, of
thought, went out of her as a room plunges into dark at the
failure of power and she found herself whimpering like an
idiot or a child, Animal sounds came out of her throat. She
gibbered. For a moment it was Fear itself that had her by the
arms, the legs, the throat; not fear of the man, of any single
menace he might present, but Fear, absolute, abstract. If the
earth had opened up in fire at her feet, if a wild beast had
opened its terrible mouth to receive her, she could not have
been reduced to less than she was now.
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There was a chest heaving through the tear in front of her; a
face panting; beneath the red hairy woollen cap the yellowish-~
red eyes holding her in distrust. One foot, cracked from ex-
posure until it looked like broken wood, moved, only to restore
balance in the dizziness that follows running, but any move
seemed towards her and she tried to scream and the awfulness
of dreams came true and nothing would come out. She wanted
to throw the handbag and the parcel at him, and as she
fumbled crazily for them she heard him draw a deep, hoarse
breath and he grabbed out at her and — ah! It came. His hand
clutched her shoulder.

Now she fought with him and she trembled with strength as
they struggled. The dust puffed round her shoes and his
scuffling toes. The smell of him choked her — It was an old
pyjama jacket, not a shirt — His face was sullen and there was
a pink place where the skin had been grazed off. He sniffed
desperately, out of breath., Her teeth chattered, wildly she bat-
tered him with her head, broke away, but he snatched at the
skirt of her coat and jerked her back. Her face swung up and
she saw the waves of a grey sky and a crane breasting them,
beautiful as the figurehead of a ship. She staggered for balance
and the handbag and parcel fell. At once he was upon them,
and she wheeled about; but as she was about to fall on her
knees to get there first, a sudden relief, like a rush of tears,
came to her and, instead, she ran. She ran and ran, stumbling
wildly off through the stalks of dead grass, turning over her
heels against hard winter tussocks, blundering through trees
and bushes. The young mimosas closed in, lowering a thicket
of twigs right to the ground, but she tore herself through, feel-
ing the dust in her eyes and the scaly twigs hooking at her
hair. There was a ditch, knee-high in blackjacks; like pins
responding to a magnet they fastened along her legs, but on

the other side there was a fence and then the road ... She
clawed at the fence — her hands were capable of nothing — and
tried to drag herself between the wires, but her coat got caught
on a barb, and she was imprisoned there, bent in half, while
waves of terror swept over her in heat and trembling. At last-
the wire tore through its hold on the cloth; wobbling, frantic,

she climbed over the fence.
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And she was out. She was out on the road. A little way on
there were houses, with gardens, postboxes, a child’s swing, A
small dog sat at a gate. She could hear a faint hum, as of life,
of talk somewhere, or perhaps telephone wires.

She was trembling so that she could not stand, She had to
keep on walking, quickly, down the road. It was quiet and
grey, like the morning. And cool. Now she could feel the cold
air round her mouth and between her brows, where the skin
stood out in sweat. And in the cold wetness that soaked down
beneath her armpits and between her buttocks. Her heart
thumped slowly and stifily. Yes, the wind was cold; she was
suddenly cold, damp-cold, all through. She.raised her hand,
still fluttering uncontrollably, and smoothed her hair; it was
wet at the hairline. She guided her hand into her pocket and
found a handkerchief to blow her nose.

There was the gate of the first house, before her.

She thought of the woman coming to the door, of the ex-
planations, of the woman'’s face, and the police. Why did 1
fight, she thought suddenly. What did I fight for? Why didn’t I
give him the money and let him go? His red eyes, and the
smell and those cracks in his feet, fissures, erosion. She shud-
dered. The cold of the morning flowed into her.

She turned away from the gate and went down the road
slowly, like an invalid, beginning to pick the blackjacks from
her stockings,




