The surface of the sky is rough like a eat's tongue and tears at everything. If the
wind were kind it would not blow. Yet it is its nature to scatter everything, to
tear it. It knows its own nature. For that the wind is to be envied.
Who can he talk to about this? The servant, who his mother will fire on
some pretext, unexpectedly, when one least expects it.
She is a wonderful woman, say his relatives. She nurses the sick; she weeps
for them. She gives them the lunch she has brought for herself. No wonder she
is so thin!
At times, in the mornings when he awakens, he thinks, I am still myself1
This house, this mother, they have not taken me over! I am still myself1
He is most himself when he rebels, when he refuses to eat until the worried
servants call in his mother. Then she comes into the kitchen and looks at him.
Who knows what she will do? Sometimes she upbraids him. Other times she
picks up his plate and flings it against the wall while the fat kitchen servant
sighs because now it is her job to scrape the rice and beans from the plaster, to
take the pail of whitewash from the shed and paint over the stain of brown
sauce. This happens frequently, but not always. At other times, she comes into
the kitchen, her eyes flick over him as over something nauseating and probably
dead, she stands staring out the window with blank, silvery eyes, then turns.
Sometimes she stands in the doorway, sometimes she leaves the room.
Today, she stands in the doorway and for the first time he picks up his plate
and hurls it against the wall. His mother moves suddenly as if a shock has
passed through her body. She turns and looks at him and for the first time he is
sure she sees him. Her eyes in her expressionless, neutral face rest on his, and in
that second, her eyes say, I acknowledge you. I know who you are.
After this he will become more troublesome, more and more difficult to
control.
Later he stands in the doorway and hears his mother talking to the cook.
She says, "When he is gone, I imagine all kinds of things. I imagine his cart
overturns on the road and he is thrown into the ravine. Or bandits behead him.
I imagine walking along the road and finding his school books scattered here
and there and I look for swarming flies. The fear is bigger than I am. I cannot
stand it."
And the cook says, "Nothing will happen to him. You are dreaming up
tortures. "
"They will not come true?" asks his mother. "These prophecies will not
come true?" Her voice is wistful, sad.
"Prophecies?" says the cook. "Wishes!"
His mother begins weeping, how well he knows the sound of that weeping,
moving in and out with the rhythm of her breath.
This is the mother. So now we know her. All this is absolutely true of the
mother. But the father refuses to be imagined, because he is absent, because
there is nothing in him to imagine. Perhaps later, when he becomes vindictive,
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then there will be something to imagine, but not now. Because he will become
vindictive: he is alive, no one acknowledges his existence. They deny the very
flesh and blood of him. There may not be much to him; there is not much to
anybody. But to know there are people who refuse to imagine you! Refuse to let
your shadow intervene between this thought and that! That you are less corporeal than a sheet of wax paper or a molecule of gas! Of course he will grow
vindictive. This is understood. They will pay attention to him then. They will
have to.
So we have the mother. We have the nightmare scenes of his world, the hot
village, its grey ash, the jungly hills, their cool buildings sprinkled with water,
the sun doubling itself in the rivers, the waterfalls splashing down from the high
cliffs, after a great rain roaring down like unstoppable engines at the end of the
world.
It is horrible, all this.
Last night, in this house I stay in, I got into my bed and the cat who lives
here got in with me. She is a fully grown cat but the size of a kitten. Her bones
are so thin one does not like to pet her. It was cold, but then it is always cold
here, cold and damp. She made her way under the duvet and pressed herself
into my side. She began to purr, a sound unlike any I had heard before. I slept
and woke, slept and woke, and always she was there. When did it happen, that
she took me over? When did I know that if anyone approached us, the small cat
would attack the intruder in our lair? When did the boundaries of my own skin
melt and take in this animal so that we became two animals together in a cave,
half human, half not? I liked it, this lying on the bed as if lying along a branch.
I was also frightened. I had not asked to be a cat! Where was the self that lay
down on the bed? The cat did not mind. She purred and purred. She only
minded when I got up. Then she looked at me and asked, "What? I must go
back to being a cat?"
You can lose your mind imagining others.
Of course you know that he did not necessarily come from the hot city or
the grand house on the hill. It is possible-anything is possible-that he came
from the city, this one, with its bridges and skyscrapers and overcrowding and
high murder rate, that he stepped over bodies of people sleeping on warm
subway grates, that the only ash was the constant, polluting dust. But all the
same, the hot city and the house on the hill are his. The mother is his, the
absent father also.
He is becoming comprehensible, he is becoming boring. His appetite for
danger: that is understood. Think of the mother and her fear for him when he
is coming or going from school. His boredom: what can compare with such a
mother, completely mad, of course she is mad, but not boring. No, she is never
boring.
He dreads her old age, he dreads the time when weakness and illness will
confine her to her bed, when like a fly caught in the hand, her path will change
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from the eccentric spirals and s-shapes and become still, shaped like the period
at the end of a sentence, shaped like a stone, a stone too heavy to move. This is
what other people are to him: stationary, stone-like, too heavy to move.
He does not dread her possible senility, the wild wanderings of her mind.
This is more of what he has always known. He looks forward to it, smiling
secretly while others try to coax her back. Can't you remember, Ama? It was not
you who picked the lemon and bit into it. It was not you. Why must you say you bit
into the lemon? He likes to see her float through the door of one sealed-off year
to another. He thinks: for her there was never time and space. He smiles with
satisfaction when she addresses the fat old lady cook as Ashi, her husband, when
she says, We must go offtogether. Meet me late at night. He is never so alive as he
is when he watches the horror with which the others view his mother. So she
seduced Ashi! It wasn't the other way around! All these years, lying to them,
telling them stories, and now his father is dead, she is almost dead, the truth
comes out! If we have not heard it for so long, why must we hear it now? He
thinks: let her rave, let her show herself, let her show herself to them as she
showed herself to me.
They say: how angelic he is, cleaning up after her. Look how he washes her,
as if she were his own child.
What joy, what satisfaction, he takes in it! What vindictiveness! In this he is
like his father. He is only sorry his father is not here to share this wonderful
moment with him.
At night he eats highly spiced meals that burn the inside of his mouth, his
tongue, his throat: this is the appropriate food for such a time. This is the time
of burning, when what she is finally burns through into the light, as a lit
cigarette held beneath a thick sheet of cardboard eventually burns its way
through, first the whitening-the ash on the surface of the cardboard-then the
round blackening border, then the tiny curls of smoke rising up, then the
glowing mouth of the cigarette. Let her burn through! At last!
Now we can imagine his father. He is a man who holds his stomach after a
meal. No food agrees with him. What he eats is bland. Before each meal, a
ritual: the combing of his hair, the washing of his face, his hands. After each
meal, a ritual: a cigarette-sized cigar smoked in a carved ivory holder. Then, if
the night is cool, a walk.
He is short and has a pot belly, but all the same, he has a distinguished air.
Why not? He has studied distinguished men, has worked with them, has
imagined what it would be like to move as they move. He has never undertaken
to imagine what it is they do, although he begins to imagine this all the same,
and so he begins to advance.
He has a horror of unpredictability. When he wakes in the morning, he sees
his wife's head on the pillow, beheaded by the sheet, and thinks, Good, she is still
asleep. He is always up first. For him, this is the worst part of the day. When his
wife comes in, what will she say? Will she weep? Will she acknowledge his
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presence? Will she rave on about a man in the village who is plotting against
them? Will she wordlessly extend her hand so that he may examine a blotch on
the back of her hand, mutely asking, Is this it? Is this fatal? Will she begin to
weep for herself, believing she has a fatal disease? Or will she nestle into his side,
will she say she loves him, she has always loved him, how can he believe the
terrible stories of what she does in the hot city?
He is a constant man. Why must he be the center of these storms? She
should have a dose of her own medicine. Of course she should. Why hasn't he
thought of it earlier? There are so many young women, so many weapons.
Inevitably, one day he decides to use one. What delight he feels now! See! How
do you like it. He imagines her pleading. He imagines her silent unhappiness as
she lies on the bed beneath the thin sheet, always sleeping or appearing to sleep.
What he did not imagine was her indignation, her self-righteous fury, how
it would feed on itself until she became violent, truly dangerous, really
homicidal, how his family advised him, for your own good, leave that house.
How even the servants would regard him with awe, as if he were already dead
yet was still walking about as if nothing had happened, as if he were a ghost
with a grievance who had come back to revenge himself and then lost himself in
a reverie of silk pajamas and thin cigars.
What a laughable ghost, dead, yet deprived of the ceremonies of his own
death, the grieving of others, the wonderful eulogies said over his body!
Deprived of the sound of mourning servants, a wailing wife, a weeping child!
The worst, the most unexpected disruption of his beloved routines! Of course
he became vindictive, vindictive from afar, withholding funds, threatening law
suits.
It is not precisely for this his son hated him, but for the surprising effect
this malevolence had on his mother. A letter arrived from another country, a
country which would not even believe in the existence of the hot city, and his
mother would begin to weep and then to rave. What had never been predictable
before now became expected. The arrival of an envelope with a foreign stamp
meant tears, storming rages. Now for every mood there was an explanation. It
was as if, in leaving, his father had finally bested his mother, had at least seized
control, had put his mother in a strait-jacket of his own fantastic devising. Now
it was his father whom no one could anticipate: would he send money or would
he not? Would he agree to see the boy or would he refuse? When he refused, he
never made excuses: No, I will not take him. No, I will not take him now.
Refusals, unexplained. Yet he knew why his father would not take him: he
resembled his mother. His son's appearance reminded him of the wife who had
thrown him out.
He knew and his mother knew. She would sit, weeping, on a settee,
examining his face, studying his face. How he hated it, her eyes burning into his
flesh like two lit cigarettes! Then she would lean forward, her hands would curl
into claws, she would put her hands to her own face as if she would tear it off,
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she would look at him and he felt her nails ripping and ripping at his skin and
he went cold. He knew he must stay far from her.
Eventually his father remarried. Men of routine always remarry. His mother
did not remarry although there were tales of what she did in the hot city. The
servants whispered in the kitchen. He knew what they whispered about.
All this is true of him. This is the life he led, this is the life he leads now, the
same life going on behind the life we see him living, the life his eyes turn to
when they turn from us. It is hard now to be angry at him, isn't it? This is not
the sympathy borne of foolish liberal convictions. No, if you imagine someone
properly, it is difficult to feel anger at them, or outrage, or perhaps any strong
emotion. When you have imagined someone properly, you have gotten to the
bottom of something. You understand it, or you think you understand it,
which, in this provisional world, is the same thing. Suddenly the imagined
person becomes boring, boring because he is known; he is comfortable now, like
an old slipper the dog has chewed upon. How easily your foot slides into it,
with what amusement and sympathy you look at the partially shredded fabric.
Yes, he is boring, that's all he is. Not frightening, not maddening, none of those
things: not any more.
And if it could be proven to you that the city of his childhood was built
among mountain peaks, and that snow fell all the time there, and day and night
people thought and thought about how to keep warm? That his parents were
happily married, or at least no more unhappily married than anyone else?
It would make no difference. The imagination is always right. It is all there
is. If you have it, you have everything. You have all you need.
There are strange groups that guide people back to health and happiness.
They tell you to pray for your enemy. Pray for your enemy! Why? Because this
is the best way to kill him.
To pray for him, you must ask, What does he want? What is he afraid of?
What must I ask for that would suit him? And so you begin to imagine him.
Dear God, you say, take away the things that frighten him. And then you ask:
what are those things? And up springs the hot city, the mother rising up over
the horizon, the father holding his stomach. You continue to imagine him, as
you must if you are to pray for him. He loses in strangeness, his gains in
strangeness, he becomes known, he is no longer an enemy.
Imagination is the best and truest form of prayer. It creates its own images,
its own gods. It is, in the end, all sufficient.
You possess him, some version of him. You know how frightened he would
be-as you would be-if he knew someone had a version of him in which they
utterly believed. If you are still interested in frightening him, soon you will not
be. Perhaps you had not counted on this, that now you will have him on your
hands forever.
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Two

NOBEL LADIES

Nadine Gordimer. The House Gun. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 1998. 294 pp.
Toni Morrison. Paradise. New York: Alfred A. Knopf. 1998. 318 pp.

As we watch children shooting their classmates in schoolyards and see television
reports of gun battles between the F.B.I and Aryan Nation militia, we certainly must
despair for our society and our culture; our world is steeped in blood. We forget that
humans have never been an irenic species, that we have always fought, tortured, killed,
and maimed our own in religious, political, and sectarian wars. Our salvation is that we
never cease to ask why we are so inclined to violence. Despite the evidence, we don' t
accept the conclusion that violence is a part of our nature, and we are always trying to
understand and explain the random impulsive acts that leave a trail of death and
destruction behind us.
Two Nobel Prize winning novelists, Nadine Gordimer and Toni Morrison, regard
the question of violence as central in their fiction . They elevate their novels to the level
of an ethical discourse on human behavior and on human responsibility, and in that
they both confront the problem of violence, whether political or personal, in their
fictional worlds.
N adine Gordimer's The House Gun tells the story of a young man who becomes,
with one act, an entirely different person: a murderer. Duncan Lindgard is the grown
son of a very successful professional couple. They have managed to negotiate the racial
terrain of South Africa and remain somewhat true to the values they espouse and have
taught their son. Their son, thanks to their efforts and money, has grown up in a world
protected from the violence of apartheid. He spent his yo uth at private boarding schools
away from riots and murders in the city, and now he lives in the newly desegregated
society in harmony with blacks and whites. He seems to have escaped the worst of the
old prejudices and hatreds. However, one evening, upon seeing his girlfriend making
love to one of his housemates, he picks up a gun and kills the man.
That act causes a tectonic shift in the direction of everyone's life. The son is in jail;
the parents must work closely with a black lawyer to get their son a lighter sentence;
friends of the son become the go-betweens for parents and child; and no one really
understands why Duncan has committed murder. None of the obvious reasons apply.
However, soon all begin to feel that, "there is a labyrinth of violence not counter to the
city but a form of communication within the city itself." No one is safe: not the poor,
who have nothing for anyone to steal, not the rich who hide behind "security gates."
Violence, for all their efforts, has "claimed them." The Lindgards soon learn that the
worst thing is not being mugged or killed but being the parents of one who has killed,
and they ask themselves, "what more could happen after something terrible has
happened; what could measure against that fact?"
Like all households, Duncan's has a "house gun. If it hadn' t been there how could
you defend yo urself, in this city, against losing your hi-fi equipment, yo ur television set
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and computer, your watch and rings, against being gagged, raped, knifed." On the
other hand, "If it hadn't been there the man on the sofa would not be under the ground
of the city." And therein lies the real issue of rhe novel. "The gun was lying around in
the living-room, like a house cat ..... But the accused bears no responsibility whatever
for the prevalence of violence" that has set the stage for his one impulsive deed. So, how
should he be judged? He quickly becomes "a test case for the most important moral
tenet in human existence. That ancient edict. Thou shalt not kill."
Gordimer moves very quickly from the particular incidents of the murder to "the
abstract larger question of a civilized nation's morality," and it is those very questions
that test and tease the reader precisely because of the shifting nature of that morality.
How can a nation that spent years imprisoning blacks and murdering those who spoke
out against apartheid, claim any moral ground on which to judge the small moments of
personal violence that necessarily result in a society whose method of law has historically been murder? That is not an easily answered question, but the troubling issues of
character, personal responsibility, and freedom that surround that question resonate
through the trial, color the tawdry revelations about Duncan's relationships, and underscore the quietly deteriorating control of his parents.
It is quite possible that Gordimer, while challenging us with the most important
moral questions of our time, will never answer them for us. It is also true rhat her
fiction, more than any other contemporary writer's, recognizes that "we're all people in
trouble," and tries to get to the heart of the dislocation from our moral centers that
makes violence "the common hell" we all share.
If we all share the "common hell" of violence, we all also dream of a better world,
and that dream is at the heart ofToni Morrison's novel, Paradise. Morrison's world is
also a violent one, but, in the past, the violence has been perpetrated upon people who
wish to live in peace. Freed slaves from Louisiana, in search of a world where they can
live without the violence they have experienced at the hands of whites, settle a town in
the inhospitable wilderness of Oklahoma. There they struggle to build a world based on
their ideas of self-reliance and self-respect. Ruby, the result of their efforts is "the one
all-black town worth the pain." They maintain their dream by excluding all others from
their paradise, and in doing so "make a hell of heaven ."
Morrison carefully chartS the almost Biblical building of the black community.
First the nine black families wander in the wilderness being rebuffed not only by whites
but also by other black towns because rhe wanderers are too black. They are "8 rock,"
black as the coal for which they are named, and that is first a stigma and then a source
of pride. The 8 rock men set up a small town called Haven that lasts until after World
War II when the families move again in search of better land and a more focused
community. They find both in Ruby, and settle in to prove that their world is a kind of
paradise on earth. However, there is a snake in the garden. The community can only be
sustained by keeping everybody who is not a member of the nine clans, anyone who is
not 8 rock, out, and that means violence.
"They shoot the white girl first. With the rest rhey can take their time. No need to
hurry out here. They are seventeen miles for a town which has ninety miles between it
and any other. " The women live at the Convent in a loose untrammeled community
that seems to follow no laws, and the men of Ruby, tempted by the women of the
Convent, decide to end the influence of the women vigilante-style. They try and
convict them without due process because the founding fathers are the law, and the
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women are guilty of being "women who choose themselves for company." That,
according to the men of Ruby, is a capital offense.
The men argue that they are protecting the sanctity of their world by destroying
the women: "Before those heifers came to town this was a peaceable kingdom .... These
here sluts out there by themselves never step foot in church." But what the men really
fear is the women's independence. The convent is "permeated by blessed malelessness,
like a protected domain, free of hunters," and the men are determined to destroy the
affront to their dominance. The Morgan brothers, the Pooles, the DuPres: their goal is
no longer freedom for themselves and their families; their goal now is control, and
control is achieved through violence. It is the same violence they sought to escape from
the guns and lynch mobs of whites. Sadly, "they think they have outfoxed the
whiteman when in fact they imitate him."
Morrison does not let her passion for the wonderful idea of Ruby blunt the edge of
her anger as she charts how the men of the town change from oppressed to oppressor.
They have chosen violence, and in doing so they have destroyed not only the convent
but their own dream of a "peaceable kingdom." The people, who were despised because
they were different, despise the women of the Convent because they did not conform to
the town's standards. The dream of Ruby becomes steeped in the blood of innocent
women, and the men's weakness and corruption almost destroys their souls as well as
their town. "How could so clean and blessed a mission devour itself and become the
world they had escaped?"
Both Gordimer and Morrison clearly see the relationship between violence and the
evasion of moral responsibility that both condones it and, in many cases causes it.
Duncan Lindgard and the men of Ruby have picked up the gun, and when one picks
up a gun, one changes the moral universe. The House Gun and Paradise accept that we
humans are a violent species, but both novels also take the large view that once we
accept that assessment we are doomed. Our salvation rests in the lie we tell ourselves
that we can achieve a "peaceable kingdom. "
Reviewer Mary McCay is chairperson of the Department of English at Loyola, and the
author of a recent book on Ellen Gilchrist.
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