which they strayed to emulate other na-
tions.

The Biblical narrative ends where it be-
gan—with the Israelite nation captive of a
multi-ethnic empire. Following an extend-
ed period of infidelity to the true God at the
heart of their national self-definition, the
Assyrian, Babylonian, and Persian Empires
subsume the Israelites. Before the canon
closes, the conquered Israelite nation expe-
riences both the worst and best fortunes of
captive nations. The genocidal downside
arises when Haman, Viceroy of a Persian
Empire spanning 127 nations from India to
Ethiopia, complains: “There is a certain
people scattered abroad and dispersed
among the peoples in all the provinces of
thle] kingdom; and their laws are diverse
from those of every people; neither keep
they the king’s laws; therefore it profiteth
not the king to suffer them. If it please the
king,letitbe writtenthattheybedestroyed.”
Shortly after they escape that fate, Cyrus
the Great allows the Israelites to return to
their homeland and rebuild some of their
national institutions—as loyal minority
subjects of his Empire.

Hazony’s many references to the Bible
are well chosen. Few national stories are as
widely known. Most of history details the
growth, exploits and subsequent decline of
empires. Imperial stories span continents
and touch many different peoples. National
histories tend to be localised and parochial.
Outsiders typically find them far less inter-
esting—and for good reason. Many of the
critiques of nationalism are well founded:
Nationalists are parochial. Their interests
are localised. They’re content to accept be-
haviour among other nations that they con-
sider unacceptable for their own. They as-
sume responsibility for their own
co-nationals without feeling remotely re-
sponsible for the plight of others. They be-
lieve that charity begins at home, and favour
those to whom they feel kinship even if oth-
ers can demonstrate a greater need. They
balk at international laws that conflict with
their own. They’re more interested in pre-
serving their own right to do things their
own way than in adopting universal norms
and standards. They’re even OK setting up a
rights-based democracy for their own peo-
ple while living peacefully with authoritari-
an neighbours. Terrible, thoughtless, cold
people, those nationalists.

Yet Hazony still insists that nationalism
is avirtue. Note carefully his choice of titles.
A book on the virtues of nationalism would
characterise nationalism as an approach
with many upsides. That book is not this
book—though Hazony does include ample
material about those upsides. No, to Hazony,
nationalism itselfis “a virtue”.

Philosophers and theologians like to

enumerate virtues—characteristics that
make people good people and societies good
societies. The “Seven Contrary Virtues”
were a seventh-century formulation of spe-
cific defences against Pope Gregory’s “Seven
Deadly Sins™ humility to counter pride,
kindness to counter envy, abstinence to
counter gluttony, chastity to counter lust,
patience to counter anger, liberality to coun-
ter greed, and diligence to counter sloth.

Hazony sees nationalism as a virtue in
precisely that sense; it is the counter to the
sin of imperialism. And it is indeed a virtue
because for all its faults, “a principled stand-
point that regards the world as governed
best when nations are able to chart their
own independent course, cultivating their
own traditions and pursuing their own in-
terests without interference” is the only way
to allow us all to be comfortable in our own
skins while happily enabling others to live
and letlive.

There, in a nutshell, is the virtue of na-
tionalism.

FICTION

The road to

redemption
HEIDI KINGSTONE

Suicide Club
By Rachel Heng
Sceptre, 384pp, £12.99

The Town
By Shaun Prescott
Faber & Faber, 256pp, £12.99

en the Wall fell in 1989 and the
Cold War ended, the consensus
went that the spy novel was as

dead as communism and in its wake a new
world order would flourish. Almost three
decadeslater, areality exists in away most of
us could never have imagined—Trump as
president, Brexit on the cards, fake news, as
surreal aturn as in any dystopian novel.
Perhaps the recent raft of this genre of
novel helps us to deal with our not-so-brave
new world, although none of them seem re-
motely cathartic. A funtastic future rather
than a Handmaid’s Tale reality seems more
inducing in these fraught times. Let’s fill the
future with Jetsons-style flying cars and
weekend trips to Mars. After all, the future
did bring us the worldwide web; the eradica-
tion of smallpox; hand sanitiser and Al But

the Orwellian Big Brother society haunts us,
and Tom Wolfe’s “social X-rays” from The
Bonfire of the Vanities are still the aspiration.

While very different novels, neither Ra-
chel Heng’s Suicide Club nor Shaun
Prescott’s The Town maps out worlds that
seem in any way inviting, although the bet-
ter book of the two by a country mile/kilo-
metre is Heng’s debut novel. Both, however,
catch the zeitgeist of our troubling times.

Heng’s cautionary tale explores New
York society in the not too distant future. In
this world people aspire to live to 300. Lon-
gevity and immortality are the central
themes. The subtext is: if you could live for-
ever, would you want to? What price immor-
tality?

The main character is Lea Kirino, a hu-
man organs trader, who has a perfect set of
genes that could grant her the chance to live
forever when the imminent Third Wave of
new technology arrives. At 100, she has the
body of a 50-year-old.

“Lifers” like Lea reap the rewards pro-
vided they play by the rules. In their hermet-
ically sealed universe of sanitised fabulous-
ness, Lea is a happy and unquestioning
participant. She has a relationship with
Todd, her mannequin-like fiancé with Stasi
tendencies, and both he and Lea follow the
“healthy mind, healthy body” tenets of the
omnipresent and powerful “Ministry”.

Lea’s on track until her beloved father,
missing for 88 years and on the wanted list,
mysteriously reappears, which starts Leaon
her trajectory of self-discovery and brings
us to the core of the unfolding drama and di-
rectly into the beating heart of the secretive
Suicide Club. Here, people choose to live and
die on their own terms, shunning immortal-
ity in an act of defiance and the chance to
live life as they wish. Her unorthodox be-
haviour alerts the Ministry, which puts her
under “observation”, and she is sent to the
equivalent of reform school where she meets
Anja Nilsson, a woman at the other end of
the social scale.

Anja, like Lea, has a secret. She nurses a
mother who cannot die, a former opera sing-
er who, like Lea’s father, has lived off-piste,
so to speak. She hovers in a state somewhere
between life and death because she isnot eli-
gible for the organs needed to keep her alive.
AsLea’slife unravels, she discovers what liv-
ing is really about. Heng writes beautifully
about letting go, having control over your
own destiny and knowing when to say good-
bye. “Death,” she writes, “is the best inven-
tion life had to offer.”

Heng explores the complicated mother-
daughter relationship between Lea and Uju
and the sense of loss when Lea’s brother,
Samuel, who does not have the requisite
gene composition, dies. Their rebel father,
Kaito, who ultimately has the life sucked »
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out of him, opts for “trad food”—hamburg-
ers and fried chicken, both on the banned
list—instead of the prescribed tasteless, life-
enhancing liquid nutripacks.

Singapore-born Heng, who is not yet 30,
explores her real-life obsession with loss,
fear of death and mortality in Suicide Club,
and takes a long, hard look at the American
obsession with the wellness culture, the no-
tion of perfection, and the social hierarchy
where the chosen are thin, beautiful, privi-
leged, competitive and antiseptic.

Suicide Club is a very good story, and
Heng writes like a dream about of the tri-
umph of love and the benefit of not playing
by the rules. In their search for meaning, her
characters reject conformity for individual-
ity and freedom.

Perhaps our world is not so bad.

ile Suicide Club engages the read-
er until the last word, The Town’s
final sentence is one of the few

that engaged me at all: “No town continues
tobejust atown. No answer remains true to
the end.” There is something lyrical in those
lines but the story, the characters and the
message fall short. The final paragraph was
the highlight of the book and not only be-
cause it marked the end.

The Town is Australian writer Shaun
Prescott’s first novel and from the opening
page I didn’t care. I didn’t like Prescott’s
style of writing. I found it pedestrian, pro-
saic and repetitive. It’s a dull story whose
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characters I hoped would disappear into the
epidemic of multiple holes that mysteriously
appeared in the nameless town where the
nameless narrator arrives to begin research
for_his book on the disappearing towns of
the central west of New South Wales.

I get the existential overtones, the philo-
sophical questions, the intellectual prying
and the metaphysical entreaties, the angst
and ennui, and agree with the character who
says that no one is interested in disappear-
ing towns. I read the book twice to make
sure I didn’tlike it, and channelled my inner
Kafka to boot. Still no luck.

The narrator meets a cast of unengaging
characters, including Ciara, a sort of love in-
terest who runs a radio station that no one
listens to where she plays music no one
wants to hear. When Ciara remarks that
“she didn’t live among the people, only wit-
nessed them like through a pane of glass,” it
just seemed to have overt overtones of Ten-
nyson’s The Lady of Shalott.

Jenny runs an empty pub that no one
other than the narrator ever frequents,
which makes me think it should just close.
Then there is the ill-fated Rick, who strug-
gles with growing up. He tries valiantly not
to engage in adult life, and then does. What
happens to him is the most interesting, em-
pathetic and dramatic part of the story. I
warmed to pathetic Rick for his love of the
safety he finds within the confines of super-
markets, “unable to see life beyond them”.
Rick likes them for their lack of uniqueness.
“Woolworths was an embassy for nowhere

and everywhere.” Another character, Tom,
drives an empty bus around and around the
town in pointless absurdity.

It is a novel about belonging, about who
belongs, about colonial genocide, resistance,
arriving, finding your place in society. Frus-
tratingly, Prescott writes some truly won-
derful sentences: “They all thought them-
selves as belonging to this cherished
destitution, via the frayed threads of a mys-
terious continuum.” You end up wishing the
whole book was written with such flair. “But
itwas another town on the road to some oth-
er town, or maybe a city, in one of the direc-
tions.”

Perhaps The Town will appeal to adoles-
cents struggling with understanding their
world and their place in it, or to those who
live on the fringes of society like the princi-
pal characters.

Both books have redemption as part of
their themes, searching for what lies under-
neath the surface in shadowyworlds and the
need for truth—but these are the only things
they have in common. I wish I liked
Prescott’s book, which would have made a
better short story, but then I would have
given Game of Thrones a thumb’s down so,
perhaps, de gustibus non est disputandum.

Through the
plashy fen

The Great Level
By Stella Tillyard
Vintage, 232pp, £16.99

FENELLA GENTLEMAN

hat a strange and elusive beast is
The Great Level! Hard to decide
whatitis: Tillyard as novelist (and

scholar of English literature), essaying al-
most the opposite of what she did so well in
her 2011 debut novel Tides of War (an intelli-
gent romp through the peaks and troughs of
the Peninsular War, which rarely paused to
sit, watch and listen to the hinterland of busy
events, or to unwind gently the spool of pro-
found love until its true extent could be
measured); or, a celebrated historian’s imag-
inative glimpse of English and Dutch coloni-
al history, narrated from the England of
1649-1652 (in London, Ely, Kings Lynn and
thereabouts) and the East Coast of America
in 1664 (successively “Nieuw Nederland”,
“Niew Amsterdam” and “New Amsterdam”
in the southern extremity of what became
Manbhattan Island), with occasional detours
to Holland over the same period. It is both

Rachel Heng and Shaun Prescott:
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