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Forty years I waited for you to come do my head in.
I love you massively!


Newspaper Valentine, 1989




ONE




THE TOWER UPRIGHT


If there was ever a universal culture on this planet, then it came in a cardboard box and on the side were stamped the words: made in Japan.


This culture might once have been called, with some justification, ‘the West’, but in the post-war period its economic influence was so vast, and its cultural heritage so etiolated, that no single name could embrace its intellectual glories, its catastrophic mundanities, its cherished and deadly contradictions. Even the most hostile actions undertaken or contemplated against this culture were but a renunciation of it, and implicit in each renunciation was the expectation of that alien, necessary culture continuing to survive and create.


This is the story of a woman born to Muslim parents; her cultural inheritance was drawn in part from her elders, from the old ways of her repudiative culture, and partly – from the age of six she was brought up in ‘the West’ – from the aggressive modernity of a newly unified Europe.


The flaw – the expectation of others continuing to create, to be – sits at the heart of a repudiation, and this is as true for Malise Arnim (this name was given her when her father brought her to Europe) as it was for the particular Muslim society into which she was born.


So while this appears to be a story about a Muslim woman, it is in fact about a Western woman; and vice versa. Repudiations were nested within her, contradictory and subtle, and if at times during this story she seems immensely strong, or weak – or simply strange – then some of that will be a consequence of those forces within her, breaching no argument yet fatally undermined, opposed and yet dependent. Worlds within, not admitting of each other.


In Fundamentalism, Malise Arnim’s elders thought they had found a way to consider themselves inviolate of Western influence. No longer did they follow the rich and contemptuous descendants of their colonial rulers. For a while the flaw in their argument was hidden. The repudiated West produced, in return for oil, goods the Islamic states themselves did not produce. Equipment, journals, textbooks: these goods were not associated with learning, effort or culture. They were barter goods – just one more natural resource.


Only when the Muslim world ran out of oil, and the West, gripped by recession, ceased to generate the communications, transport and arms by which the Muslim nations were governed, did those Fundamentalist states, riven from their revenue, wake to their predicament. They had, in the long Indian summer after the Iranian revolution, believed that all existing institutions were un-Islamic, and they had undone them one by one until – state after state found that this was so – only the army could rule. Military juntas have their own, irreligious prerogatives: Iranian forces overran Azerbaijan barely ten years into its new-found independence.


Soviet forces contained the action but they and their fellow Europeans were jittery and unhelpful at the conference table. There was a nuclear crisis: the Herzegovinian civil war was into its fourth month, and the States had just smuggled eight lightships through EC peacekeeping lines to rebel Finnish nationals.


The States itself, a month before, had been politically skewed by the Hispanic Lobby’s bloodless coup d’état. No one knew who was in power, or why, or whether the lightships were a remnant of curtailed policy, or an omen of things to come.


At the age of six Malise fled with her father from Azerbaijan; they settled in the north of Italy, just outside Urbino.


When they first came to Italy, Malise’s father tried to find work in Tarquinia, but all they had were factory jobs, and anyway, the oil was running dry; the factories were closing. The townsfolk wanted no more refugees.


He worked for a time in a seafood restaurant by the coast, and Malise followed him around while he waited on tables. Once an American man at a corner table asked her name, then said, ‘Tell your father I’ll have the Bacalhau Portuguese and a litre of red. Can you do that?’


He had haunted eyes. She wondered if he was Lobby, selling arms for oil. Because of her father’s Francophilia, she was fast becoming a child of the United Europe: the thought of guns made her sick.


‘Yes sir.’


‘You live here?’ he asked, smiling, when the food was brought to him.


She nodded.


‘Is it a good place?’


She shrugged.


He stopped smiling. ‘Do you know why I’m here?’


She didn’t say anything. Lobby men were dangerous. It said so on the news.


They’re sending us back. Hysteria, mind, but they’re sending us all back.’


It was the first time she’d seen an American. Boats came and took them away. Only the rich could afford a sea crossing, a lonely port, a new set of papers. The rest flew on the government ticket, into Washington and Dallas and New York. Malise had seen pictures of them on TV, being driven from the planes in trucks.


He ate some more then said, ‘It must be strange living here.’


‘I like the sea.’


‘Surely it’s a horrible place?’


‘It’s beautiful.’


He looked at her as if she was alien. ‘But all those dead things—’


‘They’re interesting,’ she said, and smiled, to show him how interesting they really were to her. She hated him, and because she hated him she wasn’t going to let him see her hurt. It upset her to see dead things washed up along the coast, even while it fascinated her to pick apart their corpses with lengths of driftwood.


She hated the American because the States poured effluent into the seas and killed the things that lived there. She did not know that this was a recent development – that the States had not always been like that, that it had in fact pioneered the environmental cause that was so much part of her as a European.


(The United Europe into which Malise was being initiated was, like any young state, economical with the truth.)


The American sighed and put down his fork. ‘Well, you live here, I don’t. How strange, that it should all be so normal to you, so – nice.’ He laughed.


It was not a laugh she ever wanted to hear again.


‘Do you want anything else?’


‘Ice cream. Liquorice, if you’ve got it.’


‘Yes, sir.’


He was still laughing when she left his table.


Her father was looking out of the door, wondering where the custom had gone. She thought, how can people get in, if he stands blocking the door like that?


She brought the American his ice cream. He was in a jovial mood but there was panic behind his eyes. ‘Kid, I like you. You want a present? Here.’ He took off his watch and handed it to her. She didn’t take it, so he put it on the table. It was a Rolex.


‘Nice, eh? Go on, take it, before your father sees. I don’t want anything for it. No favour, nothing. It’s yours. What use is it to me? I don’t need it. I can get another. There are lots of watches in America. Thousands of watches, and I can afford all of them. If I had any money. Only customs is going to take all my money, when I’m home. It’ll be taken from me at the airport. With my clothes and my contact lenses and my crowns and false teeth. It’s very safe, you see. America is a very safe place now, and it plays for safety. If you send us back, it doesn’t know who it’s letting in, does it? A quick debriefing might be enough, but then it might not. They use ice water. Hoses. Rubber hoses.’


‘Get out.’ The proprietor of the restaurant was standing behind the Americans chair. He was very big. ‘Pay and get out.’


When he left Malise giggled. The American had frightened her and it was good to see him go.


Every day Malise went to the beach. She sat in the sand and played with the dead things there till the wardens shouted at her to go away. It’s poisonous, they said. It’s dangerous to play here. She ignored their advice till one day she walked down to the surf and there was a line of seals – not dead, but dying. Vomiting worms.


Her father tried to explain it to her. Yes, he said, there are still walruses, and seals, and belugas. More every spring. Things are getting better. The EC and the Soviets and the Pacific Rim are making it better. It just takes a long time.


He gave her some pictures of the animals in the sea – animals she had known only as bleached bones till then. Dolphins, beluga whales, porpoises. Victims of the previous century’s pollutants. They were beautiful, especially the dolphins.


One day she asked her father, ‘Are there still dolphins?’ He shook his head. ‘No,’ he replied. ‘No dolphins. Not any more.’


They moved to Urbino. The thing she most remembered about their first day was the pottery market. The bright baked-earth colours glistened like mica; they tore at her eyes. The day before a fierce wind had blown dirt over the roads, and the dirt had formed drifts, making the way to their house very difficult and tiring. The dust was thick under their feet, deadening their footsteps. By the road was a wooden hut with a Coke sign nailed to its roof. Aquamarine paint had peeled from it like a snake skin – great metre-wide tatters of it clung to the leeward wall. Nearby a man and two women were clearing a patch of land. The man manoeuvred a mechanical cutter through bracken and weeds. The women, dressed in baggy black dresses and wide brimmed hats, raked away the leavings with home-made rakes.


Above them, halfway up a gentle slope, stood the ruin that was to be their home.


‘You see?’ said her father. ‘That’s our life now. A pioneering life!’


Malise started to cry.


Malise was too young to understand the contradictions upon which her new homeland was founded. Europe was the fastest growing economic state in the new world, and yet it was beset by agricultural crises: seasonal holes in the ozone layer over the Mediterranean, soil erosion, mutations in species genetically engineered for pest-control. It had the most highly trained working population in the world, yet huge influxes of refugees from Africa and the once oil-rich states of the Middle East were a perpetual threat to its economic stability. Its cultural influence had outstripped that of the United States, and yet it was in the middle of a violent crisis of federal identity.


Since the 2000 drought and the Oil Drain, European governments had had to learn to deal with mass immigration as a given, not a ‘problem’. Since the turn of the century Europe had become the focus of the largest movement of world populations on record. The starving masses of Africa and Arabia saw in Europe their only hope of survival. In the space of a decade, Europe’s demography was changed out of all recognition. Europe now was neither predominantly Caucasian, nor Christian.


Europe had once been the hub of the old Universal Culture: the main distribution point for brown cartons stamped with famous names: Grundig, General Electric, Yamaha, Peugeot, Toshiba. Now popular demand led it to attempt something new, something more sustainable.


These popular pressures were as much religious and cultural as they were environmental. Europe’s indigenous population had since the late nineteen sixties become intellectually concerned with environmental issues. African migrants from outworked and desertified rural areas brought a more than intellectual sense of immediacy to the long-running debate. Some thirty years before, the fall of east European Marxism had driven socialist opinion under the wing of the environmental lobby; the newly-emerged African left-wing intellectual caucus, therefore, found in environmental issues their natural political agenda within the European state.


The influence of Islam was also significant. The great self-betrayal of Fundamentalism had been to suppose that the jame towhidi, the ‘society of believers’, was the given state of things; that when post-Mohammedan forms of political organization were swept away, the jame towhidi would be left. Intellectualism had been killed off, and in its place had come not the society of believers, but a cargo-cult culture, bartering its natural wealth in return for alien learning and foreign skills. Droughts, the Oil Drain and subsequent wars had destroyed the Fundamentalists’ precarious parody of statehood; now Europeanized Muslims, brought up among Westerners, educated in Western universities, repudiated the jame towhidi. At the heart of that repudiation, and for a Muslim it is a great and terrible one, there lay of course a flaw; it was assumed that an ideal society must be possible for the jame towhidi not to be it.


The very romanticism of the indigenous environmentalist movement drew the Islamic caucus to espouse its policies. They drew away from the jame towhidi only to seek heaven on earth.


For many years, Europe would find itself trapped between a rock and a hard place: neither a bastion of the old culture nor yet a champion of the new. Its environmental projects floundered even as its oil-built multinationals crashed. It was the richest state on earth and its economy was littered with big, unmarked graves.


When Malise was seven she contracted epiglottitis. She could not speak. Then a complication set in, a minor infection she hadn’t the strength to resist, and she went deaf. There was no question of permanent damage, but how do you explain this to a scared seven year old?


This loss of speech and hearing, however brief, was, she decided later, the worst thing that could ever have happened to her; certainly, it changed the course of her life, shaping her in ways she could never wholly map, let alone redeem.


Malise had always been a talkative child, very much in love with her own voice, and her father had encouraged this. (He often said how he loved the noise children made; he loved children and this was one of the few qualities which endeared him to his indigenous Italian neighbours.) Now that sound itself was snatched from her, a sense of isolation stole upon the girl, far greater and more terrible than the circumstances of her illness really justified. She was at that age where the self becomes distinct from the objects around it. Recently everything had seemed alien to her, and her being unable to talk and to name the things she saw was the most frightening thing imaginable. Because everything seemed alien, nothing could comfort her. Her father, who did his best, seemed terrible and threatening.


She often woke up in the night because of the fever. Her father heard her tossing and turning on the bed, and he came in and picked her out from the sodden sheets to hold her and comfort her. She kicked and bit him. He put it down to her frustration and the fever and tried not to be too angry. The little bit of anger he did display terrified his daughter so much that afterwards she hid from him whenever she could, seeking relief and comfort solely from within herself. Here, in the realm of her imagination, the terrors were at least hers; they were not the world’s.


Then one night, one of these terrors took on a life of its own. It was a nightmare. She knew it was different from the other dreams the very first time she experienced it. It visited her, night after night. It would not go away. It would not be controlled. Now, of course, not even the inside of her head was safe.


In the dream, Malise found herself walking along a footpath by the sea. The iodine stench of seaweed filled her nostrils and refreshed her. To her right, the water span little spirals of reflected sunlight over its undulating surface. To her left there was a wood – strangely succulent, blue-green and brooding. The path curved along a narrow headland. A woman was selling ice cream from the open window of a chalet. There were benches, looking out to sea, and some yards further on, there was a steep hill made of cracked concrete. At its top stood a castle. The castle had many thin black towers.


A strange whispering hung in the air when she looked at it. It was not any language she knew or recognized. It was like all languages, run into each other, a semantic haze which distorted the air and made the highest tops of the castle’s towers shiver against the sun, like the legs of an upturned insect. On the highest tower there was a woman sitting on a kind of balcony.


The woman was very beautiful. In order to see her properly, Malise had to bend her head back. But when she looked up, she saw that there was something in the sky – a tiny blot; the woman on the balcony was staring at it, too, and she was talking to it, very quietly at first, and then, as the little blot grew bigger, and heavier, she spoke more loudly, until at last she was shouting. The blot got bigger, heavier, terrible, monstrous.


The woman on the balustrade put her hands to her head and started screaming.


‘STOP!’ she cried.


STOP MAKE IT STOP MAKE IT STOP MAKE IT STOP MAKE IT STOP . . .


Then Malise would wake up, choking.


Her hearing returned. Her throat took longer to heal. It stung for hours afterwards if she spoke above a whisper. She did not talk if she did not have to. By then, of course, she had grown used to the dream and so she did not, in the end, tell her father about it. The opportunity to share her burden of fear with him was past.


The dream was her first secret. Now, she would be hidden from him.


Two years went by. The crisis in Herzegovina passed. The Brazilian petroleum nut crop failed. There was a civil war in the United States, and the Hispanic Lobby were overthrown. Democracy was restored. Canadian soldiers patrolled the polling stations in sensitive areas to ensure a free election. A new president came to power on a Public Transport pledge. Some generals met in a shack somewhere on the outskirts of Vegas and shot each other. They bequeathed a bizarre political inheritance, and not all of it was undone. Brazil remained part of the Union. The depopulated states of Iowa, Minnesota and the Dakotas were evacuated to make way for a nature reserve.


Meanwhile in Europe the first faltering steps were taken to establish Heaven on Earth.


There is a dictum – untrue, but widely held – that societies shape themselves to suit their technology. The West had held to this dictum and had eventually strung themselves up by it: on oil, ran their argument, depends our universal culture; and sure enough one day there was no more oil.


The new Islam had rejected the dictum, but had found nothing to put in its place. You can have technology without society, they found, but not a society without technology.


Not surprisingly, given the tendency in people to fill any intellectual vacuum bequeathed them, it was a predominantly Muslim team of engineers who developed the world’s first working Von Neumann machine. It was five foot high by three foot wide by six foot long; it lived for six months and built two copies of itself before breaking down. Neither of its ‘children’ worked, but then, nobody had seriously expected them to. These were, after all, pioneer experiments. The technology available to the team was not yet equal to their vision; they were the Charles Babbages of their day.


Of what did their vision consist? For the spokesperson of that team, Von Neumann machines – machines that eat and breed – ‘will enable advanced human societies to be guided by the balances and checks of an unspoilt natural evironment.’ Von Neumanns would, he said, act like a buffer or interface between the human and the natural worlds. Behind the scientist lay the Islamic visionary.


Had his computer science not been so revolutionary, he would have been dismissed as a crank. History has shown that he was not in fact a crank. He was a genius.


His name was Maulana Suryadi.


A German company who in the oil-rich days had funded the revolutionary space shuttle HOTOL bought its way into Suryadi’s project. It dedicated half its working capital to the development of self-generating and self-sustaining machinery. HOTOL’s philosophy was more practical than Suryadi’s, more obviously valid. These machines were, it claimed, the way forward in a world that could no longer tolerate waste.


Suryadi, his best work over and ill at ease in a corporate environment, retired to England. He became an Imam, and spent his last years presenting radio programmes in Sylheti, wedding the technological advances of the European state to a new, more rigorous vision of a resurgent Islam.


The development of Von Neumann machines signalled the birth of a new universal culture. It developed so fast, it seemed to many observers that it must have stepped fully formed from out of its creators brain. One minute, Suryadi and his co-workers were picking apart the mangled intestines of their first prototype; in the next, HOTOL’s Von Neumanns were mining the moon and gathering rare elements from the Jovian atmosphere.


The new technology did not of course appear from nowhere. It had to be worked at and developed, like anything else. Because it was a reproductive technology, however, the scale of its advances underwent a more than geometric progression. The designers found that once the principles of their construction were established, Von Neumann machines were, by and large, able to solve their own problems as they appeared.


The spokespeople of HOTOL GmbH had told the truth: their new Universal Culture would not ever easily run out of resources. The technology on which the new culture was based was alive; it had its own ecosystem and no longer depended upon precious raw material. Theoretically, it could renew itself out of its own scrap forever.


The new universal culture, in short, came in a cardboard box, stamped ‘HOTOL’ – you only ever had to buy one of it, and it would last for ever.


There is a limit to how fast people can assimilate change. You could, glancing through a newspaper at this time, persuade yourself that Heaven on Earth was just around the corner, and so ignore the many and terrible difficulties in the world. On the other hand you could, if you were either old and cynical, or simply too young to comprehend the scale of events, ignore the larger, rightfully optimistic picture, and worry yourself sick over the details.


This is what Malise and her father did. As far as they were concerned, stuck on their derelict farm in the middle of nowhere, life was just one damned thing after another.


These are the events by which they measured their days:


Azerbaijani rebels formally ceded to Iran.


The refugee problem equilibrated throughout the EC. The Germans elected their first Turkish-born chancellor. In Britain, the National Front condemned necklace burnings and lost half their seats at the subsequent election.


Soviet and French peace-keeping troops quelled a week-long street battle between Shi’ites and Catholics in Madrid.


The EC soil conservation and renewal programme was a success.


The sea got better.


Someone genetically engineered a dolphin. But it was orange, and kept sinking.




THE EMPEROR REVERSED


Malise and her father lived in the east wing of the derelict villa. Many buildings like this were scattered across the Marches, empty and useless since the 2000 drought damaged their olive groves and vines.


The villas were linked by dusty roads. In the fields, the grapes and the olives were growing again. Unhusbanded and sickly, they were at least alive. Things are getting better, her father told her. Indonesian scientists are putting the ozone layer back together by a patented process. One day Europe will make good wine again.


Malise had never tasted wine. Nor, as far as she knew, had her father. It was just one of the things he said these days, to convince the people of the neighbourhood that he respected their ways and their weaknesses. He would try out phrases on Malise, and then she would hear them over again in the grocer’s, or the coffee shop. Let’s hope there’s some good wine soon. It is a good thing for women, the Pope’s decree last Friday. Next year a woman Pope, eh? Of course, it didn’t always work. He got a black eye for that last remark, and Malise had gone crazy and had broken nearly everything in the shop, just to get at the man who had hit her father.


Although she was too young to understand all the reasons, she realized that her father was not well liked by his neighbours in Urbino. She asked her father why they couldn’t have gone to Britain instead, which was at least Muslim now.


Malise’s father just shook his head and smiled. ‘It’s not a safe place,’ he said. ‘Not safe at all.’


They were sitting on rocks on the southern edge of Lake Garda, just outside Desenzano. The water was off-white. Blue wave-shadow banded it like interference. A line of clotted cloud lay between it and the cobalt sky. Behind the headland, the sun was dying.


Malise shucked her blouse and pants and went swimming in the lake. Her father sat on the rocks, watching schools of tiny silver fish patrol the shallows. He was smiling to himself, a smile Malise recognized and which dismayed her. She stayed out in the water longer than she wanted to, hoping the smile would go away.


She watched him, and waved to him, but he did not see her. He lifted her blouse to his face and kissed it. The smile just kept on getting more and more fixed onto his face. At last Malise gave up the unequal struggle and swam back to shore.


He would, she knew, now tell her about her mother.


She sat on the rock, and while she let the evening air dry her, her father talked to her in the low, level voice he used whenever he mentioned his dead wife. Normally he would stare at her when he talked like this, because in certain lights, he said, Malise looked so much like her mother. This time, of course, he didn’t stare. He couldn’t; Malise was, after all, naked. He did not realize that Malise had learned, perhaps only half-consciously, to manipulate him in this way. Whenever it seemed likely that the subject of Malise’s mother would arise, Malise would contrive, by some provocative gesture, to embarrass her father into silence, or at least into not staring at her so intently.


In fact Malise and her father had begun, without ever admitting or perhaps even realizing it, to play a sophisticated, almost sexual game with each other. This meant that the sexual connection Malise’s father made between his lost wife and his daughter was strengthened and given substance. This troubled him, but he knew from his reading that in the West, these incestuous feelings need not shame him. He need only exert a healthy self-discipline, and these feelings, these quite natural feelings, would eventually become dilute.


The lesson Malise drew from all this was simple, and not at all sexual. She discovered that it was possible to exert force on someone by indirect means. People, she found, were an accumulation of balances. If you want to move something easily, you should first unbalance it. This is as true for people as it is for objects.


It was a precocious piece of reasoning for so young a girl, but not as remarkable as it might at first seem. Suryadi’s new mathematics had rapidly seeped into the educational system, and its presiding image of checks and balances had already been firmly rooted in the young Malise at school.


Malise’s only memory of her mother was of being dropped from a height of five feet onto a concrete pavement, and then of being soaked to the skin with a warm, black liquid that smelled of urine and rust. Because the memory was a vague and terrible one, she was never sure whether it was real or not. When eventually her father told her how her mother had been shot in the back while nursing her, Malise realized that her memory was accurate, at least in most details. The black fluid must of course have been red: her mother’s blood. But Malise could hardly tell her father, who was still so obviously wrapped up in love and grief, that her only memory of his wife was of her death. This, then, became her second secret. By now, being hidden from her father seemed perfectly normal and natural.


Malise’s father was describing how her mother got angry. ‘First she’d click her tongue in annoyance, and not say anything for a little while, and you had about thirty seconds to back off before she’d strike!’ He laughed, uneasily, and skimmed a pebble into the lake. It sank without bouncing. ‘It was like a little alarm-bell. Click – “You have thirty seconds.” Afterwards there was always this tone of self-deprecation in her voice; not apology, so much as regret, “Sorry, but you cut the wrong wire.”’


‘What did you argue about?’


Malise’s father shrugged. ‘Politics.’


‘Was she very political?’


‘Very.’


‘And you?’


Malise’s father stood up, handed her her blouse. ‘Get dressed.’


Their home in the Marches was dilapidated and neglected, but Malise, though she was at first appalled by the dereliction of the place, soon found she preferred it to Tarquinia; the coast, she remembered, had seemed to consist solely of sickly fields and dirty kitchens, sea holly and broken pavements, and she was glad to be rid of it.


One weekend her father, as a treat, took her on an outing to what he called ‘a secret place’ – it turned out merely to be some other part of the coast. Still, Malise thought, glumly, as she looked around her, at least there aren’t any dead things on the beach – she was grateful for that, at least. Memories of how she used to pick apart all those corpses nauseated her now.


‘Soon there won’t be any need to be afraid of the sea,’ said her father, and he put his arm round her shoulder and squeezed her. ‘It’ll be back to rights very soon. Come on!’


They played on the rocks and eventually Malise cheered up. Recently, her father had taken to playing with her more often. It pleased and surprised her. She wished he’d been more like this when she was younger. Now, when he played tag with her or hid from her and jumped out to shock her, she was flattered, yes, but also a bit put out, that he should think her young enough for those games.


He tired before she did.


‘You win,’ he said.


He said, ‘Now for the surprise.’ He led her along the coast a little way to the mouth of a cave. ‘Shall we explore?’ he said.


It was a wonderful surprise. She loved hiding places. She hugged him and rushed inside. She gagged immediately, came stumbling out. ‘Dad . . .’


The smell hit him, now. ‘Christ,’ he said.


The smell was foul and chemical; like rotten meat stirred up in typewriter correction fluid.


‘Something’s dead in there,’ said Malise.


‘Yes,’ said her father.


He said, ‘It wasn’t like that when I first came here. It’s a tidal cave. The sea comes in here. Something must have come in to die.’


‘You said nothing died in the sea any more.’


Malise’s father laughed. He meant to comfort her but to Malise it sounded like he was laughing at some dreadful trick he’d played on her. ‘Everything dies, sweetheart.’


She pushed herself away from him. ‘Liar!’


She was thinking of her room, the postcards her father had bought her, the little plastic dolphins she’d hung above her bed. They were beautiful creatures, but God had come too late for them.


She ran back to the beach road.


‘Everything dies, sweetheart!’


Her father’s library held a strange conglomeration of leather-bound books he had inherited from his father and cheap paperbacks with the acid so sharp in the paper it tickled her nose. He worked hard in their new home and now he bought new paperbacks all the time, many of them in English, which he’d learned as his second language in the Soviet-financed school.


He let her read anything she wanted. ‘You’re in the West now,’ he said, and she wondered what he meant, since the phrase had little meaning for her generation. ‘In the West, girls do what they want, think what they want. You can be anything. You can be president.’ Then he laughed, and Malise wondered at the laugh, because there was no humour in it.


He showed her books and some of them were beautiful. She was entranced by the mathematical elegance of the ancient Islamic masters. The tapestries of medieval Europe also fascinated her, particularly those in the Musée Cluny.


Again, Malise’s taste in art was precocious but not as surprising as it might seem. The notion of patterns made up of themselves, repeated over and over according to some simple rule of combination, was far from new to her; she was drawn to the rigid geometries of the great Islamic artists more by a sense of recognition than by anything else. Her interest in medieval art was less easily explained. Certainly her father’s books influenced her; then there was her school library, which had one or two books of plates, which she came across more or less by accident. But exposure to something does not explain a liking for it. The most one can say is that its iconography haunted Malise’s dreams: the lady in the high tower, the lone figure wandering beneath its battlements, woods, witches and grails – some part of the Muslim girl’s heart was rooted in this alien landscape. Her love of the pictures was but the first manifestation of its glamour.


Europe has its own myths, magic, and character. Malise, an alien there, would spend the rest of her life attempting to penetrate its secrets while at the same time running away from them.


Sometimes her father talked to her about her taste in pictures as if he were telling her off, or at least trying very hard not to.


‘You have no sense of perspective,’ he complained once, coming into her bedroom just as she’d finished undressing, so she had to dash into bed to hide herself from him.


In his hand he held the book from the Musée Cluny. He waved it at her. ‘You see,’ he said, sitting at the foot of her bed, ‘these pictures are just flat units placed in space. Perspective’s just used to place each object, it doesn’t inform the way the object’s depicted.’ Then he went out and brought her back two books. One was of work by Atkinson Grimshaw, and one was by Stanley Spencer.


More than ever before, Malise wanted to go live in England.


A week later, Malise’s father hit her. They had been playing. He had lost and he had hit her. He had done it without thinking, the way her schoolfriends did sometimes and because of that she couldn’t, somehow, feel as angry or as hurt as she thought she should. Instead, she felt dirty and confused. She wondered: would it happen again? Was it how things were going to be, now? It was as if playing games with her had let him off the hook, so that he didn’t have to be adult.


Malise knew she wasn’t supposed to interrupt him when he was working, but she had to talk to him.


She opened the study door. ‘Dad?’


He grunted. He was hunched over the desk, drawing a toy. It was how he made his living now, as a draughtsman for a toy company.


‘Please,’ she prompted.


‘Later.’ He didn’t turn, but she could see his face was flushed. Was he angry? Angry with her? She clenched her fist against the side of her head, where he’d hit her. The skin was bruised but not broken. Her head ached, but she couldn’t tell him about that. Not unless he looked at her.


She moved closer to him, looked at the drawing, and the writing below the design. ‘That’s a nice name,’ she said.


‘Thank you.’ he sighed. He reached out and touched her, gently, on the neck. His face looked very strange, almost frightening. He had been crying, and now he was trying to restrain his tears. This made him look belligerent, the way a little boy looks angry if something has upset him.


Malise shivered. There was nothing grown up about him at all.


He continued to spend a lot of his time with her. He hardly let her out of his sight. They played lots of games. They played hide and seek in the ruined villas, and when he was so close she had to bolt from him he came charging up behind her with a great roar and she’d stop and turn and watch him, watch the great cloud of white choking dust at his feet billow up behind him, high up above the hedges. His whole skin was white. He looked very young and savage.


He had not always been a toymaker, but Malise could not remember what he had done before, and he would not tell her. Something with chemicals and aircraft. These days he played with his toys for hours, enraptured by the simplicity and elegance of his craft. He could get quite jealous of his toys, and, if she was playing with him, he sometimes snatched them away from her before he remembered himself.


When he did this, Malise would stare at him, amazed rather than angry, and he would blush and laugh and hand back the toy and go back to work. Sometimes he was lovely, yes, but at other times, Malise decided, he was like a child – a troublesome older brother, cocksure, sarcastic, always in the way; and sometimes, which was worse, a younger brother – blind with need and want, brutish as a young animal.




SEVEN OF CUPS UPRIGHT


In the mornings Malise made breakfast for her father.


He scowled. ‘Eggs? Again?’


‘They’re good for you,’ Malise replied.


‘So’s castor oil.’


‘Don’t tempt me.’


He put his head in his hands. ‘What did I do to deserve a dietician for a daughter?’


‘They teach us about it in school.’


‘Is nothing sacred?’


‘Your egg’s getting cold.’


‘Toast?’


‘Not until you’ve started your egg.’


One day when they were exploring an abandoned outbuilding Malise sneaked down to the cellar and found a case of Sangiovese. On very special days they drank a bottle of wine together. It felt deliciously wicked. On these days it felt good to have a father who was more like a brother.


One day a shadow passed by the window while they were drinking and Malise looked up to see Farzad, ducking below the window sill. Her father leaped up and found the boy waiting at the front door, as if he hadn’t been by the window or seen anything. Malise stayed out of the way, listening to her father rage but not able to make out the words.


Farzad had come to give them a message. His father wasn’t able to give Malise a lift to school the next morning. Malise was driven to school in Urbino by their neighbours – two dour brothers who had escaped Iraqi persecution only to impose the same regime in miniature (it seemed to her) upon the eldest s own son. Malise used to go round and ask if she could play with Farzad and the brothers told her he was ill, or asleep, or busy at work, and then finally they told her father that they didn’t want any Western girl bothering their son, but that if she still needed a lift into school, that was all right. They kept a dog, which her father for some reason of his own called Schwarzkopf. They brought it round sometimes when they came to complain about the bonfires her father lit as part of his attempt to get some of the fields working again. The dog growled continually and slobbered on the carpet. There was a stain on the cream rug to the left of the settee where the dog habitually sat. It was big, ugly, stupid, scarred and utterly vicious and sometimes she thought, that is how the son will be. Dogs grow up quicker, that’s all; the dog’s got there first.


Her father hated them all. He crossed his legs in front of them. He told her, ‘Walk behind little Farzad past the school gates to please them, and when they drive off give him a swift kick in the backside from me.’


Malise enjoyed school, especially art and mathematics. Her father mulled the words over in his mouth. Because she was good at both subjects her father called her his little flower of Islam. In the attic room of the house he had built up a library celebrating an older, finer, livelier culture which went under the name of Islam, and he liked to think that in his daughter had been fashioned all the creative qualities of a belief and a way of life whose reactionary form he had tried, and failed, to tolerate.


He taught her to respect deeds over beliefs. The cultures he described to her from his books seemed utterly cut off from the modern terrors which haunted them, and she was never able to bridge the gulf between the two. In her eyes, she wasn’t Islamic. She repudiated Islam. She had no religion. She was outside time. She belonged to the mythic realm of her father’s library.
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