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A Note on the Author





THREE EPIGRAPHS

She is an object of great interest and great curiosity to society here. She is not received in general society, and the women who visit her are either so émancipée as not to mind what the world says about them, or have no social position to maintain. Lewes dines out a good deal, and some of the men with whom he dines go without their wives to his house on Sundays. No one whom I have heard speak, speaks in other than terms of respect of Mrs. Lewes, but the common feeling is that it will not do for society to condone so flagrant a breach as hers of a convention and a sentiment (to use no stronger terms) on which morality greatly relies for support. I suspect that society is right in this . . . I do not believe that many people think that Mrs. Lewes violated her own moral sense, or is other than a good woman in her present life, but they think her example pernicious, and that she cut herself off by her own act from the society of the women who feel themselves responsible for the tone of social morals in England.

Charles Eliot Norton to G.W. Curtis, 29th January 1869. Cited in Gordon S. Haight, George Eliot: A Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1968), p. 409.

 

 

It often astonished us what trash he would tolerate in the way of novels. The chief requisites were a pretty girl and a good ending.

George Darwin comments on his father’s reading. Cited in Janet Browne, Charles Darwin: The Power of Place, Vol. 2 of a biography (London: Jonathan Cape, 2002), p. 68.

 

 

What is the function of the epigraph? I always read them carefully. The writing which surrounds writing may well be written in code, but will also offer a key, a clue if you like, to the author’s intentions. And in this case the two quotations above are particularly revealing. Our author is one of those sentimental people who need to admire their chosen heroes and heroines. She cannot bear it if her appointed gods turn out to be made of flesh and blood – with personal vanities and frailties as disappointingly tedious as our own. I think she has scores to settle with Mr. Darwin and Mrs. Lewes, but she adores them both. And that is her weakness. Her vindictive little game is undermined by love.

The narrator of Sophie and the Sibyl comments on her author’s intentions.





PART ONE

 





CHAPTER ONE

in which the Reader is introduced to two of the principal Characters in this History.

‘Gnädige Frau Lewes, may I introduce my younger brother Max? He is writing a great work on the monuments of antiquity. I trust that his efforts will eventually see the light of day, but I think you’re still stuck in the first volume, aren’t you, Max?’

The publisher bowed to his distinguished visitor with a merry smile, revealing an unexpected bald spot that gleamed with all the neatness of a recent tonsure. His smile included the somewhat embarrassed Max, who resorted to effortless good manners. He raised her hand to his lips and murmured, ‘Enchanté, Madame,’ in obsequious tones. Then he stood back to look at her. So this was the author of Adam Bede and Romola, the fame of whose Middlemarch was even then resounding through Europe like a triumphant drum. This was the woman considered too scandalous ever to be invited to dinner by respectable English families, all of whose members nevertheless read every word she wrote.

His first reaction was disappointment. She was old. Her liver-spotted hand and wrinkled skin smelt slightly of cinnamon mixed with an odd whiff of alcohol, that powerful preserving fluid sometimes used for scientific specimens. He raised his eyes to her face. A fragile veil was lifted away from her forehead, magnifying the long, thin countenance, the massive jaw and the vast, expressive eyes. The lady is old. The lady is ugly. The lady has wonderful eyes. Max met her unyielding gaze with a curious enquiry of his own. She represented a lucrative income for the family firm. Other writers chose their house and solicited their support because she was one of their authors. He glanced at his brother. Be polite, be charming. Impress this hideous, splendid dame. But he could think of nothing to say. The lady galloped unexpectedly to his rescue, giving him both the language in which the conversation was to be conducted (German), and the subject (his unfinished, indeed hardly begun, Geschichte des Altertums).

‘Your brother tells me that you have been reading Lucian. I was a great admirer both of his philosophy and his poetry when I was a very young woman. My family, I am afraid, concluded that his influence was pernicious.’

She smiled slightly. The row of revealed teeth gleamed like tusks, yellowing, gigantic and uneven. Max inclined towards her, amazed by the scale of her remaining fangs. One or two gaps appeared, giving the untoppled columns the tragic aspect of a ruined temple.

‘Yet I still regard his late lyrics and the famous Fragment as works that shaped my early thinking. The Fragment is really extraordinary. It has the power of a prophecy. We cannot read it now in any other light. How could he have known, in those early years of the first century, that this new religion, which he remained, nevertheless, pledged to exterminate, would rise and swell like a great wave, and that the destruction on its crest would sweep away all the gods he had so faithfully served? Lucian saw the terrible contours of the future; he grasped both the beauty of this new faith and the calamitous horrors trawling in its wake. Tell me, sir, what is your opinion of the Fragment?’

Max tortured his brains, still a little befuddled from a late night in Hettie’s Keller, where he had enjoyed himself immensely, but run up some quite serious gambling debts. As he strolled into his brother’s office, seeking immediate financial succour, his face carefully arranged in a smile of rueful penitence, he had not at first noticed the Sibyl, who was quietly seated by the fire, her ankle boots crossed, her umbrella neatly furled. Wolfgang’s immediate introduction had taken him by surprise. The history of the early Christian Church in Asia Minor refused to break the surface of memory. He could not conjure up any recollection of the famous Fragment. Either this great lady, who was waiting, all patience and benevolent interest, for his considered opinion, had no trivial conversation at all, or she never deigned to discuss matters less consequential than the decline and fall of world religions. How on earth did she buy clothes? He examined the sober burgundy brocade and black lace, very little jewellery, and that awful veil, perched in raised folds upon the colossal forehead. She looked like a decorated statue.

‘Ah yes, the Fragment . . .’

Had he ever read it? Max struck a thoughtful pose and stared at his brother’s shelves of classics. They had been his father’s books and he had known them all since boyhood, but now here they were, unhelpful, immobile, golden and embossed – Herodotus, Thucydides, Pliny, Livy, Tacitus – shouldn’t Lucian, the Latin Lucian, not the Greek one – be in there somewhere? Or was he classed among the poets? Had Wolfgang separated out the Romans and the Greeks? But the lady, clearly amused by his hesitation, bought him a little more time.

‘We cannot of course know what the Fragment would have been called, or how it would have developed. Perhaps it was originally conceived as a comparative study of religions in the ancient world? We know that Lucian was interested in the cults surrounding Mithras, and even in his own local water nymphs, for he compiled a list of sacred wells. But the usual title, A Fragment Concerning the Origins of Early Christianity, was bestowed upon the work by its first editor, Professor Heinrich Klausner, in 1782.’

Oh God save us all, that thing! Max gave an involuntary shudder of horror and relief. Lucian’s rudimentary treatise, which he had immediately made every effort to forget, had given him a sleepless night. The Latin was elegant, indeed translucent, but the unfortunate encounter between history and what he had always enjoyed in church as a row of charming fairy tales had shaken him to the core. He looked straight at the great lady, ignored his hovering brother, and spoke from the heart.

‘I must be frank, Madame, I cannot comment upon the Fragment as a scholar. I was disturbed, profoundly disturbed, when I first read it, both as a man and as a Christian. I realise that it is the great claim of our faith that God intervenes in history, that He made that final noble gesture, the sacrifice of his Son, an act that stands for all time, and yet – and yet – when I read those words, those cold observations made by Lucian, that the Christians were a set of artisans, tradesmen and merchants, that their faith originated in a Jewish sectarian heresy, that their young Prophet was executed under Pontius Pilate, and his reflections on the future of that fledgling faith, destined only for the eyes of the Emperor, I realised that I was more comfortable with myths than history. Myths are eternal, everlasting, and history is finite, indeed contingent upon particular, temporary forces. I wanted to cherish my beliefs in safety, without consequences. For if Lucian is right, and Christianity evolved out of a peculiar set of historical circumstances, then it will find its end in history, as he hoped it would.’

Max had never made so long a speech while still suffering from a hangover. The Sibyl’s magnificent eyes widened in sympathy and surprise. His brother immediately intervened.

‘Heavens, Max, I had no idea your studies involved such disturbing reading. The Fragment isn’t on my shelves here, is it?’ He gazed accusingly at his father’s noble collection of classics. The great lady inclined towards her publisher, acknowledging his intervention, but never taking her eyes off Max.

‘Your brother, sir, has just proved himself to be a man who reads with all his faculties attentive and alert. Such passion and engagement are rare in men of letters. For he is prepared to recognise, in his own flesh and blood, that Lucian is no abstract voice, lost in antiquity, but a man as full of faith and doubt as we are ourselves.’

She bowed her massive head. The veil was attached to a black cap, which covered her hair and, barren of trimmings, resembled an executioner’s headwear. Wolfgang assumed a pious expression. Max shook himself, desperate to escape from his brother’s airless rooms, the boxes of translations still in manuscript, the roll-top desk stuffed with invoices and account books, the classical library that loomed in menacing towers above him. The office suddenly smelled like a mausoleum. The lady stood up, her back very straight. Max then realised that the more arresting smell of freshly turned earth arose from her boots; the lady’s footwear had left a little trail of muddy prints, from door to chair, and several clods, now drying in the firelight, had fallen from her heels. She had been traversing not streets, but fields. Max bent over her crisped hands, now encased in embroidered lace mittens.

‘We are at home on Sunday afternoons, sir. And we will be delighted to welcome you then.’ He did not mistake her tone. He was not being invited, but ordered to attend. ‘Your brother knows the way to my door. He and Mr. Lewes are in constant touch.’

Her smile, faint, gracious, frightening in that the uneven teeth appeared once more, revealed in a theatrical lifting of the upper lip, stunned both brothers into silence. When the outer door thumped shut behind her Wolfgang gripped Max by the shoulders.

‘Well done! Magnificent. She liked you. It’s usually Lewes who hands out the invitations. If all goes well we shall have her new work at the price of the last. Sunday afternoon, my dear – mark – Sunday. You must be there. We shall go together!’

 

END OF CHAPTER ONE





CHAPTER TWO

takes place in the Sibyl’s lodgings. Max encounters the Extraordinary Herr Klesmer.

Be there by five. Max pummelled his way from his brother’s apartments in the Jägerstraße, through the afternoon crowds, to the Sibyl’s lodgings in the Dorotheenstraße, near the Neues Museum. Unter den Linden shimmered yellow and orange in the warm autumn sun. Babel towers of midges dithered in the milky air. The cobbles had blown dry, generating little puffs of dust beneath his boots. Did he look too funereal? Dark cravat, starched white shirt, coat brushed this morning before the early service, now becoming dusty. He paused at the corner to flick himself over with his new suede gloves. Elegance, sobriety and serious scholarship, this was the intended effect. He began to wonder if he did indeed look like an undertaker. Max harboured a satanic vision of the Sibyl’s salon, a Last Judgement overflowing with fiery radicals and lady poets. He saw himself reflected in the café windows, pressed, trimmed, inappropriate, and fairly menaced with social disaster. Could he avoid the occasion altogether? But his brother, haring off to be seen again at church, where he was conducting one or two business deals, had descended upon him. Be there by five.

The double windows of the first-floor apartment, thrown wide open to greet the sunshine, swung gently back against the shutters. He could hear an animated roar of voices, expectant and ferocious, billowing to and fro within. The street door also stood open; a nervous young man, the appointed porter, bobbed his head, clutching the heavy right wing of the main doors, and pointed helplessly up the staircase. Max bowed slightly as he stepped over the threshold and removed his hat. A small hairy creature, with an eager, buoyant step, that had been heading up the stairs, turned back and bounded down to shake his hand.

‘You must be Max! The Duncker brothers clearly duplicate each other right down to the moustache! You are most welcome, sir! Polly has been asking for you and your brother is already here.’

A huge bellow of shared laughter shook the building. This energetic ageing monkey must be the man himself, George Henry Lewes, the biographer of Goethe.

‘I am honoured to make your acquaintance, sir,’ said Max in English. Lewes burst out laughing, and with the brio of a much younger man, dragged him up the stairs.

Max feared the worst, murmured a little politeness and began planning his escape. Bow to the great lady, press her hand, drink one cup of tea or whatever is on offer, avoid all conversations with sculptors, musicians, actors and poets, and do a bunk as rapidly as decently possible. Don’t, don’t, don’t get drawn into political discussions or religious debates. Avoid bluestockings. Pray that, apart from Wolfgang, you don’t meet anyone you know.

The room bristled with joyous argument and knowing chuckles. Very few ladies, and two that he spotted, who announced that they were going on to a prestigious lecture followed by a concert, were of an age where their bare shoulders looked bulbous, wizened and unsuitable. The stove was lit; he could smell the coals beneath the mixed perfumes and heated bodies. Someone had pushed all the furniture back against the pale green-and-yellow-painted walls. A piano dominated the rug in the centre of the salon, and through the double doors, now folded back like an accordion, he saw yet another high-ceilinged space, and an untidy bookshelf, eight storeys high, packed with volumes, boxes and papers.

‘Dr. Puhlmann offered us the apartment,’ shouted Lewes, tugging Max’s sleeve as if they had known one another for years, and making himself heard above the excited surrounding discussions. The little man sank immediately into the midst of a disputatious circle where he was called upon to adjudicate on a point of philology. Max felt someone helping him off with his coat, snatching his hat, and then found himself besieged by a booming pair of genial grey whiskers.

‘Well, young man, here you are at last! Your brother’s already here, you know, deep in talk with the great lady. She has not yet finished that marvellous book my girls have been reading in English. She intends to retire to the country to write the Finale. It’s marvellous, quite marvellous. Haven’t read it myself yet. I’m waiting for you Dunckers to bring out a decent translation.’

Max bowed, weakening at the knees, for here, full of jovial good humour, stood Graf August Wilhelm von Hahn, now something of a minor celebrity in Berlin and one of their authors. His military memoir, incorporating his own father’s heroic participation in the Battle of Jena, caused something of a sensation when published by their house earlier in the year. The Count’s critical stance towards the Prussian state apparatus transformed the gossip and general bravado into a distinctly chilly frisson when his publishers were visited by the intelligence services, who descended upon them, in plain clothes, unannounced, to inspect their autumn catalogue and boxes of stock. The Count, sanguine, optimistic and utterly fearless, pounded up the stairs to reassure them that he had visited everyone who matters, absolutely everyone, and there is no question of reprisals. We can contemplate a second edition with perfect equanimity. Wolfgang kept his nerve and Erinnerungen und Erlebnisse: Lebensweg eines Liberalen, 2 vols. (Berlin: Duncker und Duncker, 1872) went straight into a second, sell-out edition. According to Wolfgang, even the Sibyl – formidably well read in history, my dear, and remember the lady has met Mommsen himself, over dinner with the American Ambassador – well, she perused the work with astonishment.

The Count rattled on.

‘You must pop round to see the girls, you know. Remember little Sophie, who chased you round the garden? We haven’t seen you since the early summer and she was out at our old Jagdschloss then, bolstering herself up with fresh air and taking dreadful risks with those horses. Ready to jump anything! Goes straight at it! I think you’ll find her quite grown-up. Herr Klesmer is going to play for us later on. I must finish my quiz. There’s a good chap –’

The Count had invented a political quiz, which caused the most raucous laughter. There were no right answers. The wittiest or sharpest political response gained the most points. Max now realised that he had walked straight into a salon that actually flaunted its liberal inclusiveness. Here was the Count, encouraging subversion – ‘Everything, yes, everything, my dear, can be discussed.’ And Klesmer, a concert pianist and famous modern composer, acclaimed by Liszt and Wagner, made no secret whatever of his Jewishness. He actually declared himself a Jew! The very curtains of the salon shimmered with sedition. Max fingered his handkerchief.

Lewes danced up again, beckoning him to advance, and now he entered the inner sanctum. Behold the Sibyl, enthroned in elegance, a small table mountained with books at her side, her feet upon a cushioned stool. As he bowed, his smile becoming fixed, Max studied her velvet slippers. Were they too shedding mud? He caught the same whiff of spice and alcohol on her clothes. Was it linseed oil? The smell recalled his brother, aged twelve or thereabouts, lovingly polishing his violin. The Sibyl, flanked by young courtiers, who now withdrew to a safe distance, lifted her giant head, and gazed at him expectantly. Max blushed, feeling a faint, embarrassed tingle behind his ears.

‘Thank you for coming to see us, Max. I hope I may call you Max. Wolfgang speaks of you so often. And with such affection. You must stay to hear Herr Klesmer play one of his own compositions. Let me introduce you to him.’

For there he was, like the catastrophe in an old comedy, conjured up by the ubiquitous Lewes who appeared to follow every conversation in the room, and anticipate every wish, like a successful circus impresario. Klesmer inclined slightly, a man smaller than Max with a mass of white hair, full lips, an unlined face and arresting grey eyes. He surveyed Max with sceptical contempt as they were introduced, then addressed himself entirely to the great lady, whose magnificent eyes held the two men in the same frame, an ominous image of Ugolino and his remaining son. Klesmer certainly took no prisoners. The discussion turned on the several merits of two different sculptures depicting the same subject: the abandoned Ariadne. One of the two had been misnamed Cleopatra and lurked in the Vatican Galleries in Rome, but the other, created by Johann Heinrich Dannecker, representing the unfortunate Ariadne stark naked, life-size, and seated on a panther, proved famous enough to have been viewed by both Duncker brothers, whilst in Frankfurt to attend the trade fair. They had visited both the Goethehaus in Großer Hirschgraben, draped with garlands on the poet’s birthday, and the famous statue. Max simply acknowledged that he had set eyes upon the thing. He remembered prettier girls, just as naked, but with larger breasts and a good deal more friendly, in the closed rooms at Hettie’s Keller, and had some difficulty comprehending this ecstatic appreciation of cold marble when warm flesh was to be had at the right price. The Sibyl and Klesmer, however, debated Nature and Art as if the two were in conflict, but closely related.

‘Sculpture, like poetry,’ the Sibyl declared, ‘must generate the elements that engage its audience – tension and emotion. I maintain that Dannecker’s Ariadne possesses both. Her head is lifted towards the horizon; she is gazing after her lost love. But she has been surprised while resting. The moment is clear. She has been unexpectedly awoken, one leg is so casually placed beneath the other, perhaps this is the very moment of her awakening consciousness? He is gone, and she finds herself alone. She knows that she is no longer loved. She has been abandoned.’

Max wondered how anybody managed to snooze on the back of a panther, but was too discreet to voice his literal-mindedness.

‘Madame,’ Herr Klesmer leaned towards the Sibyl and dared to contradict her. ‘You spin a narrative from a gesture and a name. Now, the Ariadne to be found in the Vatican at Rome was originally known as the Cleopatra. Would your interpretation still be valid if the statue were simply to be renamed?’

‘But it is not then the same statue. The name alone transforms the meanings of every fold in the marble!’ The Sibyl demonstrated a pedantic streak. ‘Cleopatra was the victim of her own folly. She was a queen who could love whom she chose. And she appears to have invested all her passion in the losing side. She is valued for her Oriental eroticism and her sexual power, not for the pathos of her fidelity to the man who betrayed her trust. Dannecker created his Ariadne in full knowledge of her identity and her fate. She represents the woman abandoned. He is interpreting her story.’

‘Yet you loved the Roman Ariadne best, did you not?’ Herr Klesmer raised one beautiful hand. His fingers were clean and tapered, the nails unbroken, as if he had never worked. He recited an English text unknown to Max. ‘“The hall where the reclining Ariadne, then called the Cleopatra, lies in the marble voluptuousness of her beauty, the drapery folding around her with a petal-like ease and tenderness.”’

The Sibyl’s eyes widened and glowed as if he had handed her a vast bouquet of roses. Max gazed at the illuminated lady, baffled. Klesmer suddenly poked him with one of his gorgeous fingers. Max lurched on his heels, a marionette whose strings vibrated into motion.

‘And will you be publishing the English version in Berlin, sir? Or merely the translation?’

The unknown text clearly sprang from the Great Work, which the Count’s wife and daughters were even then wolfing down in English. Max had no idea how far negotiations had progressed with the frisky husband. He hastily straightened his back and flattered the Sibyl, praying that the Ariadne – or was it the Cleopatra? – played a minor role in the Great Work.

‘We are honoured and proud to publish any work by Mrs. Lewes, whether in English or in German,’ declared Max. ‘She is admired throughout Europe.’

Klesmer snorted. The lady smiled slightly, then put her unfortunate publisher on the spot.

‘But, Max, you have not yet given us your opinion of the Ariadne. And we have been discussing her without reference to your views. Do tell us what you think about the two sculptures. Do you have a preference?’

This time, Max, no longer mesmerised by the peculiar company and the noise around him, let fly with his opinion. The girls at Hettie’s Keller were the better sort of prostitute, not overeducated, but anxious to please and to enjoy themselves. When other men sneered at them, he often rose to their defence. And now, oddly enough, he felt moved to defend each and every Ariadne.

‘The woman abandoned is traditionally regarded as the fallen woman, is she not? I have never understood what justice is to be found in that line of reasoning which serves only the desires and prejudices of men. She deserves our compassion. She is not to be blamed. Theseus is the villain of the piece.’

‘Bravo, sir! Well said!’ thundered the Graf von Hahn, appearing behind him. ‘Klesmer old chap, aren’t you going to play for us? I must get home to my girls and I don’t want to miss a minute of you torturing that piano.’

The circle around the Sibyl parted. Max held out his arm to her and she accompanied him into the great salon where the piano loomed, menacing the roaring discussions, still orchestrated by the assiduous Lewes who buzzed from group to group. Max felt her small firm grasp and caught the rising scent of mixed spices from the appalling lace cap which covered her hair. This thick, heavy mane, now streaked with grey, emerged around the edges of her unsuitable headdress. He looked down upon her great forehead and the protruding nose and wondered if she could ever have been beautiful. But the hypnotic grey-blue eyes turned gratefully towards him as he arranged the cushions at her back in an upright chair. She became the centrepiece of the salon, with a clear view of Klesmer at the piano.

Was she beautiful or not beautiful? He never decided the question, for then he had his answer. The musician twirled the stool upwards, thus becoming master of the keys, and faced the Sibyl before settling himself to play. His gesture was clear. He intended to play for one person alone. The rest of the company merely counted as incidental spectators. And now she gave the composer her entire attention. It was not just the generous freedom in her manners, nor her lack of affectation and the clarity of her gestures that formed the basis of her charisma, it was the passion of her attention that made her beautiful still. No man is impervious to the flattering power of a woman’s concentration upon him, however ugly she might be, and Max felt the drama of her listening, as if he could hear her soul breathe. He stood behind her like a soldier on duty, taking first watch.

Klesmer leaned over the keys. The rooms rustled, fluttered, then grew silent. Everybody waited.

Max rarely listened to a concert or an opera all the way through. Even famous singers in drawing rooms paused to water their vocal cords and adjust their robes. Max took advantage of the intervals. He slipped outside on to balconies, into gardens, or took a turn around the lily pads decorating fishponds, where he always found a quiet place to loiter, smoke and scratch his testicles. But now, pinned behind the Sibyl’s luminous presence, he quailed within, displayed like a collected specimen, his wings skewered with pins to the green velvet of her open curtains. The expectant hush, prolonged by Klesmer’s predatory pause over the black and white keys, pressed down upon Max’s spirit. The only door to the salon, far away on the long side of the room, with two unknown young men leaning against it, remained firmly closed and out of reach. There was no escape.

Then Klesmer began to play.

Surely music should soothe, reassure, inspire, entrance, or at the very least uplift the weary spirit from its bed of pain? Music should not be experienced as a personal, visceral attack on the stomach and the genitals. No piano, in Max’s hearing, had ever released such an unpleasant onslaught of violent sound. The power of Klesmer’s passionate surge across the keys stunned and hypnotised the assembled company. An imperious magic in his fingers seemed to send a nerve-thrill through ivory key and wooden hammer, and compel the strings to make a quivering, lingering speech for him. Melodies strutted forth like maidens in stiff new dresses, only to be crushed and shunted away before the iron march of more subversive masculine themes. A scherzo of such tearful, ripening tenderness, surely, did not deserve to be followed by such outbursts of brash rage? Max could not hear the structure. Yet he still felt the power of Klesmer’s playing. For long moments he was lifted into a desperate indifference about his own doings, or at least a determination to laugh at them, as if they belonged to somebody else. He gazed at the Sibyl’s pendulous, protracted jaw, which loomed beneath him in profile. She sat with her head raised, her vast concentration fixed upon the shuddering form of Herr Klesmer. Her eyes had become brighter, her cheeks slightly flushed. Max sensed that he had been utterly forgotten.

Irritated and eclipsed, he retreated to a safe place in his own mind where scepticism and good manners provided him with an impenetrable cocoon. The explosion of applause as Klesmer flung back his white head and hurled his beautiful hands into the air, high above the piano, took Max entirely by surprise. Could anyone have derived any pleasure at all from this extraordinary performance? The Sibyl passed a handkerchief across her moist eyes. Max gazed intently at the door. Klesmer rose up, mobbed at once by enthusiasts clustering round him, and acknowledged the cheering acclamations, his forehead curtained with a sheen of sweat. The full lips trembled.

‘Thank you, thank you. Gnädige Frau Lewes?’ He pushed his way to the Sibyl’s feet. ‘Madame, I beg to be released. You alone will understand me. You alone.’

He bowed to the great lady, garlanded with deafening shouts of ‘Bravo’ and ‘Encore’. The Sibyl returned his bow from her throne, her emotion undisguised, and away swept the extraordinary Herr Klesmer, cutting a path to the door, as if armed with a scythe. The uproar in the salon continued undiminished as he stormed down the stairs, through the hallway and out into the street. The Graf von Hahn pounded in pursuit, braying his praises, jubilant. As the musician’s powerful strides carried him away down the Dorotheenstraße he collected an improvised following, young men from the salon, who could not bear to quit his presence, and a Bacchic train of street children, shouting in excitement. One of them pranced beside him, blowing a tin whistle. And so, magical as the Pied Piper of Hamelin, the pianist completed his fabulous departure.

Max leaned against the wallpaper, uncomfortable, obscurely upstaged and tingling with alarm. His brother appeared beside him.

‘Remarkable, most remarkable,’ breathed Wolfgang, as if they had just witnessed a convincing miracle. He paused, allowing a moment for intense reverence. Then his business persona returned in force.

‘Max, listen to me carefully. I have had some conversation this evening with the Graf von Hahn, and we are contemplating an extended third edition. He has invited you to visit them this week. They are still at their summer house by the lake. I will organise a carriage for you. You are to complete the negotiations, but don’t give too much away. Insist upon the political risks that we are taking, but remain positive and convinced. I am sending you because he has also mentioned his eldest daughter as a possible match. Now consider this seriously, Max. It would be a most advantageous connection. I must be father and mother to you now in these matters. No obligations on either side of course, not at this stage, but bear it in mind.’

A new vista opened up before the unfortunate Max, now obliged to take in too many ideas at once. He saw a long line of clipped yews, pointed at the top and filling out towards the base, neat as chessmen on either side of a weeded gravel path. He smelled the odour of hot green in the shadowless summer heat, and at the end of this avenue, a child dressed in white and blue, her fair curls shining in the spray, danced in the fountains.

 

END OF CHAPTER TWO





CHAPTER THREE

steps out for a stroll in the autumn sunshine. Sophie von Hahn bewitches the Assembled Company.

The Jagdschloss stood on the edge of a forest, bordering a lake well stocked with carp. This handsome little hunting lodge, owned by the von Hahn family for over two hundred years, extended and modernised in the eighteenth century by ancestors in enormous wigs, now gave off the perfumes of a gentleman’s residence. The alterations, transforming the building, had been completed in an era when the masculine décor of antlers, stuffed boars’ heads and huge fireplaces had given way to paintings, vases and curtains. Flowers and soft sofas took the place of wooden settles, marble hallways replaced the dark passages cluttered with muddy boots and guns. Yet the family still referred to the house as the Jagdschloss, and this improbable title hung over the long two-storey building, whose yellow walls and white-slatted shutters suggested a Mediterranean villa, transported from a hilltop in sunshine to the dark edges of the North. After a rainy August harvest the September days shimmered with dry roads, sweetening grapes in the conservatory, and reddening apples tumbled into rough orchard grass. Max arrived in a fine cloud of dust, discomfited and irritable, harassed by the mid-morning sun. He had dressed up in the early cool, and now wore too many clothes.

The first thing he saw was the young lady herself, the eldest daughter of the household, the goods he had come to inspect, Sophie Anna Elizabeth Constanza, Countess von Hahn. As the carriage swung round the half-circle of gravel in front of the Jagdschloss, he glimpsed a tall, fine girl, all green stripes and bare arms, her hair mounted in plaits, held in place with a black Japanese comb. The comb flashed through the front door, the last thing certain and in focus, for the apparition squinted at him through the carriage windows, then fled back into the house. In the moment of jingling, creaking silence as the horses stopped, stamped and snorted flecks of foam, he heard a thrilling scream shear through the Chinese boxes of one room after another, opening out into long corridors, where hessian runners muffled the thunder of her boots.

‘Maman! Maman! C’est lui! C’est lui! He’s here!’

Max smiled, flattered, touched, and began to dust himself off. The moment of personal welcome from the young Countess, who had clearly been spying on the approaching roads, now vanished in the rush of family overflowing into the hallway. The Count’s hunting dogs, long-eared piebald hounds and two well-brushed English black spaniels, surrounded Max and snuffled at his heels. A gaggle of young girls pounced upon him and tugged at his sleeves. The Count had three daughters in fairy-tale succession and a household of accompanying cousins, all of whom caused the Jagdschloss to bulge at the corners. The entire house heaved with expectant energy, like an encampment before a battle. And here they all were, babbling, calling out, thronging the steps. The Count boomed greetings and gathered up the flood of little children.

‘Let the poor chap inside, my dears! Sophie? Where have you got to? It’s your old playmate Max. Come to chase you into the fountains. Do you remember Karin? My youngest. And this is Lotte. Here she is. Lottie! Say hello to Max.’

He pulled a long blonde plait to identify his third daughter and Max kissed a slightly grimy cheek.

‘Will you play hide and seek with us in the gardens?’ demanded Karin. Lotte chewed the plait, unable to speak.

‘Nonsense, dearest! He needs a cold drink first. Come on. Let him in.’

Sophie von Hahn hovered just inside the doorway. She knows, thought Max, watching her cautious hesitation. She knows that her father has asked me to choose her, and she doesn’t know whether to court me or treat me as if I was of no consequence whatever. The embarrassed hesitation infected both parties, for Max, usually self-confident with loose women, who fawned on his full purse and good looks, quailed before the feral glance of this young virgin. Who knows what forces of desire will govern a young girl? Obedience to her father? Submission to her own contradictory passions, or vanity wedded to ambition? Sophie von Hahn’s dark green eyes, flecked with hazel, scanned Max with animal intensity. Max took the initiative. He mounted the last step and bowed, never taking his eyes from her still face.

‘Countess?’ Everyone else tumbled into the house, shrieking.

She hesitated again. ‘Do you remember me?’

‘Of course! You covered me with oily water from your father’s fountain and I had to change my braces and my shirt!’

Sophie von Hahn, sixteen years old at the time, but still running, like a young hound, with the pack of smaller children. The Count’s midsummer birthday party, here at the Jagdschloss, huge red Chinese lanterns in the gardens, the children unfettered with excitement, too much alcohol in the fruit cup, everyone screaming, so that you could hardly hear the musicians, and the stone seats by the lake still warm from the sun, long after dark. Sophie von Hahn, who had taken a shine to Max and his uniform, insisted on playing find me, chase me, catch me, in the formal gardens. Finding the hidden person was not enough, you then had to catch them. Darting in and out of the pointed ornamental yews, a gaggle of children in party clothes thundering after him, Max almost pinned Sophie up against the belly of a stone Amazon, who stood guard before the fountain. But she darted underneath his outstretched arms, blue ribbons flying, and leaped on to the basin’s rim. Now she was above the children clutching at her shoes, and away she went, scampering sure-footed through the spray, faster and faster.

‘Sophie! Come down!’

Max grabbed one ankle and arrested her flight. But she neither stopped, nor fell. Instead she squirmed away, revealing a white-stockinged leg, a bandaged knee and a shimmer of thigh, reached into the rippling pond with cupped hands and covered Max in water. The children shrieked, jubilant, as he let her go, shaking the drops from his forehead and moustache. The spectacle of Max, drenched, proved too temptingly wonderful to behold. Sophie did it again. And now his white shirt stuck to his chest.

‘You can’t catch me! You can’t catch me!’ Sophie danced in the fountain’s spray, her arms flung wide.

Now the shared memory of that gaudy night united them in a delightful conspiracy.

‘You remember that!’ Sophie grinned in triumph, her adolescent victory flooded back.

‘You wore white lace and blue ribbons.’

She frowned; clearly that dress, last year’s fashion, had long been discarded. He gazed at her corn-gold plaits and the black Japanese comb, the high collar and the tiny sunburnt freckles spattered across her nose and cheeks. She stood quite still, alert, tense as a deer hearing a footstep in the forest. Max watched the extraordinary rising curve of her breasts. Surely the girl he had dragged from the fountain’s rim, damp and screaming, had been no more than a scrawny, flat-chested child.

But here was the Count again, his little wife scuttling beside him.

‘Max my dear, come in, come in. Sophie, what are you thinking of? Leaving your father’s publisher standing on the doorstep.’

Sophie von Hahn acknowledged his importance with a perfect rush of good manners. She snatched his hat and cane, held out her hand for an instant, and then whirled round, flinging open the coat cupboard door, which was all but concealed in the panelling. The Count stroked his whiskers and collected Max’s arm while Sophie bounced beside him. Her youth and energy streamed from every limb; she appeared to walk on springs. Max found her bounding stride adorable. She was barely half a head shorter than he; the black Japanese comb, he noticed, was covered in writing.

‘Has Wolfgang told you?’ boomed the Count. ‘A third edition!’

And so they all headed for the drawing room where the younger children were banging out ‘Frère Jacques’ on the grand piano.

 

Jellies for dessert! But would the trembling mix actually set in the heat? The von Hahn family had captured an English butler on one of their frequent shopping expeditions to London and he had the marvellous idea of transporting the tray of scarlet jellies to the ice house, an igloo of stone just inside the forest, filled with blocks of ice in sacking, where they set solid within half an hour. All the French windows stood open to the late-afternoon air and the long muslin drapes, which kept marauding insects from the lake at bay, stirred in the draught. Max and the Count, left alone at the table to talk business and finish their sweet wine – lovely flavour, don’t you think? Imported from Portugal! – could still hear the children shouting from the lawn’s edge, as they tried to launch the little rowing boat on the dark water. The Count talked about his extended third edition of Erinnerungen und Erlebnisse: Lebensweg eines Liberalen, now also described as his ‘testimony’, and at one point as his ‘legacy’. Max realised that he was merely required to nod, agree, look grave and smirk depending on the Count’s mood, but to become unflinchingly direct if money was discussed. He was quite unprepared when the Count suddenly changed the subject.

‘Well, young man, what about Sophie? Do you think she might fit the bill? I’m prepared to do something very handsome so far as her settlement is concerned. And she has her grandfather’s fortune, provided that she keeps her title and her own name. He’s always hoped for a grandson, you see, so that the family name continued in the direct line of succession. I never minded my little flood of girls. But that’s not something you’d bother about, is it? We’ll have to get a special dispensation, but I’ll do all the paperwork. I mean, the estate is surely the most important consideration, and were you to be blessed with a son then the names of Duncker and von Hahn could be combined. I was very fond of your father and I think he would have approved the match. He held Sophie in his arms when she was a baby, you know. And there you were, still in short trousers. Five or six at the time. And when he asked if you’d like to hold her, you said, “No thank you, Papa. I would rather not!”’

The Count let out a huge guffaw and sliced up one of his own apples with a blunt fruit knife. Max blushed, completely at a loss.

‘I’m sure that I would answer quite differently now, sir.’ He offered this as an apology, then realised that the lady in question was a rather different proposition from a babe in arms. But the Count did not appear to remark his indiscretion.

‘Of course you would. Well, no hurry. Come and see us more often. Get to know her. She’s a clever child. Full of English ideas. She’ll be eighteen in November. Right sort of age. I married her mother when she was eighteen. Quite lovely, she was.’ The Count handed Max part of the battered apple and they sauntered out on to the lawns.

The warm late-summer smell of sunshine on damp grass dominated the gardens near the house, but as the party approached the forest paths, a darker smell brushed the air, dead leaves, turned earth, cut meadows. The hay was all in, the distant stubble burned off, the cool of longer nights lingering among the trees. Shall we walk round the lake, following the edge of the forest? Yes, I’m going on ahead. And away the children bolted, their bright colours reflected in the dark lake and against the darker green.

‘Not too fast! Mind the roots! Don’t fall in! Konstantin, stay back from the edge!’ The Countess tumbled after the younger children, her white cap slightly askew.

‘No cigarettes, mind,’ warned the Count, ‘the woods are far too dry.’

Max found himself once more with Sophie on one side, plucking a pine cone, and the Count on the other. He felt under arrest.

‘Father says he saw you at Mrs. Lewes’s salon last Sunday afternoon.’ Sophie’s thrilled tone revealed her passionate adulation of the Sibyl, one of the unconditional disciples. ‘She must be very frightening to meet. She is so wise and clever. Is she really as ugly as everyone says?’

Max did not mishear the premature rebuke in her tone. Beauty should not count in any palace where Genius had already taken up residence. Max rose to the occasion.

‘Well, she is rather startling when you see her for the first time. She has a long face and a massive head. But very beautiful grey-blue eyes. And when she speaks she leans towards you so as not to miss a single word. That’s very flattering. But a bit disconcerting. Especially if you have nothing very interesting or original to say.’

Max hesitated; it had just occurred to him that the Sibyl’s habit of leaning forward and peering at her guests might indicate deafness and myopia. Sophie fixed him with a delighted mischievous grin.

‘Then it’s not fair that you should be one of the company and not me. I should have so much to say to her. About Dinah. And Maggie Tulliver. And why must she make Dorothea so stupid as to marry an old man who sucks his soup.’ The Sibyl’s characters walked beside them, utterly real and closely known. ‘I think she is not on the women’s side. Her blonde women are vapid, egotistical and silly.  They are never as clever as the dark ones.’

Sophie shook her blonde plaits so vigorously the Japanese comb slipped sideways, almost completely dislodged. The Count gently pushed it back into place.

‘But I weep over her books,’ Sophie continued, almost talking to herself, ‘and so does Maman. No one ever makes us cry as much as Mrs. Lewes does. Not even Mr. Dickens.’

‘For which I am very grateful, my dear,’ cried the Count. ‘Imagine if you did. Masterly and eloquent as our author is, the floodgates are opened indeed whenever we reach an affecting climax. I can hear you in my study. You’d think we had suffered a bereavement, or that one of the horses had colic.’

‘Oh, there are some passages that I have by heart,’ sighed Sophie, ‘they are so beautiful. And it is dreadful to wait for the next book. I cannot imagine how Middlemarch will end. Or how she will contrive the marriage between Lydgate and Dorothea. Perhaps the fair Rosamond will have an apopleptic seizure brought on by her own selfishness or by seeing her aristocratic cousin riding away, then turn purple and die upon the sofa. Or maybe she’ll be carried off in childbirth and Dorothea will comfort him.’

Sophie clearly shared the Sibyl’s taste for melodrama. She flung the plucked pine cone into the lake where it floated in the shallows before vanishing into the reeds. Max decided not to reveal his utter ignorance of the plot of Middlemarch. The Sibyl’s creation that had moved him most was not one of her rural English dramas, but the austere historical tale of Romola, the scholar’s daughter and her dangerous mentor, the megalomaniac monk Savonarola. He had passed five blissful days, mesmerised by the careless villainy of Tito Melema and the gorgeous fiery beauty of his betrayed beloved. Max had not in fact read anything else other than this great Italian fresco and Adam Bede, the first novel translated and published by Duncker und Duncker. If a novel was not written by Sir Walter Scott he had great difficulty picking it up again, once he had laid it aside. He had even argued with his brother on the need for ‘une histoire vraie’. He didn’t care if characters that had never existed were declared bankrupt, sucked their soup or married women far too young for the match to be suitable. Neither pathos nor intrigue accompanied their fictive destinies. But Savonarola really had governed republican Florence in the 1490s, had indeed fallen from power and walked to his flaming death. This was history; these were the stories that mattered. Max never investigated the veracity of Ivanhoe. There must have been knights and jousting during the Middle Ages and festive events with flags and tents, just as Scott described them. And Old Mortality, he remained convinced of this, recorded the persecution of the righteous dissenters in the Highlands with documentary rigour and offered a true description, not only of a savage and glamorous landscape, but of a just war. History readily translated itself into myth; but this did not mean that these fabulous tales were therefore less accurate or revealing. Max often argued that if the archaeological explorers dug where Homer said they should, they would happen upon the ancient walls of Troy.

But at his side tramped Sophie, anxious that at least one fair heroine should triumph over misadventure and innate stupidity. He glanced at the petulant shudder in her shoulders and the graceful ease of her stride. A maiden huntress, a virgin deity! But could she ever learn to love him enough to make marriage a matter of genial companionship rather than a chilly set of formal daily meetings? And could he make her happy? Max seldom gave himself up to reflection on sexual matters, he had no reason to doubt his power to charm and to seduce. But something untamed shimmered in the figure of Sophie von Hahn, who now swung round to face him, her hand on his arm, her face all passionate importunity.

‘Would you introduce me? You could. You’re her publisher. Well, in a way you are. I would give anything to see her and to shake her hand. Just once.’

The old Countess appeared behind her daughter. Her dapper little figure skirting a muddy patch, where a tiny stream crossed the path.

‘Now, my dear, we’ve been over all this. When you are married you can call on Mrs. Lewes every morning.’ She looked significantly at Max. ‘But until then you must be a little more cautious and listen to your parents.’

‘Oh Maman!’ Sophie stamped one boot down in the dry leaves, turned on her heel, lifted her skirts and pounded off down the path after the children.

The Countess took Max’s arm.

‘I have the very highest opinion of Mrs. Lewes. Her work will live for ever. She is one of the immortals, but her entourage, well, August tells me that you never know who you might meet. And at this stage Sophie should be a little sheltered. Innocence is so fragile, don’t you think?’

Max could see nothing fragile whatsoever about the beat of Sophie’s boots upon the path. Her pale slenderness and the loosened plaits vanished into the pine trees.

 

END OF CHAPTER THREE





CHAPTER FOUR

in which the Story pauses a little.

What is the role of a Sibyl? She is ageless, immortal, suspended in a cage, over the smoking Delphic gulf. She is also the prophetess of catastrophe and change. And so this particular Sibyl proved to be. She unravelled our common past and foresaw the dark century to come. She also transformed the shape and nature of prose fiction in the nineteenth century and altered our understanding of the novel, its role, scope and possibilities, for generations of writers and readers still unborn. The Sibyl’s extraordinary manifesto in defence of realism, which appears in the famous Chapter 17 of Adam Bede, that chapter ‘in which the story pauses a little’, seems to me to be exceedingly revealing. She equates realism not only with accuracy, but honesty. Her fiction mirrors a world without perfection. Her characters speak and act, as we do, not as heroes in ideal worlds. They make alarming mistakes, with evil, lasting consequences. She creates figures overflowing with human flaws, forgiven at the last by their author, given her complete understanding of all their circumstances, and her benign compassion. Her much quoted epigram, ‘Falsehood is so easy, truth so difficult,’ gives me pause. Why should the truth be difficult to write or to speak? The truth is often cruel and unforgiving, unless we cloak reality in a sentimental humanitarian patina, which the Sibyl certainly seemed inclined to do. The truth is only difficult when it results in exposure, humiliation and pain, and neither the author nor her characters have the guts to face it.

She uses the famous Chapter 17 to deliver a lecture on ‘the secret of deep human sympathy’, in which I, for one, have never believed. And were that all the Sibyl had to offer I might never have returned to her books. But she presents her readers with other lavish gifts, her garnered knowledge and her massive, cunning intelligence; she never abandoned her jolly taste for melodrama, and we love her for it. Yet the Sibyl insisted on maintaining genteel fictions in her life that she seldom countenanced in her novels. She was never really Mrs. Lewes; that respectable identity, as the old Countess well knew, was a sham. She answered to a multitude of names, Mary Ann Evans, Marian Evans Lewes, Polly, Mutter, Madonna, and she wrote under a masculine pseudonym, her most famous name of all. And the one that lasted. No one describes Charlotte Brontë as Currer Bell, unless they are constructing a literary argument in a learned journal. The Sibyl turned out to be a master of pretence. Her fiction championed the honesty she preached, but never practised.

Realism of course, as a literary mode, has largely degenerated into tired commercial cliché, produced by lazy writers out to make a fast buck and consumed by readers in airports. That high moral purpose, championed by the Sibyl in 1859, doesn’t cut much ice now. And we are swamped by what she so memorably described as ‘silly novels by lady novelists’. The tendency to discipline and punish errant or ignorant characters lasted all through her writing life, and therein she was no different from her contemporaries. But the sexual sins which resulted in grisly deaths for most of the fictitious ladies in male masterpieces – Anna Karenina, Emma Bovary, Lady Dedlock in Bleak House, Tess of the D’Urbervilles – I could go on and on – were by and large excused by the Sibyl, indeed often accommodated and forgiven. Tessa, the chubby little contadina in Romola, never knows that she wasn’t really married to Tito Melema, and the Sibyl’s portrait of Florence in the 1490s is riddled with coded references to sodomy, for which the city appears to have been famous. Take another careful look at Nello the Barber and his coterie, and there you will find the Sibyl’s queer community. Adultery, no, thou shalt not die for adultery, not in her novels. But you will be punished mercilessly for greed, misplaced ambition, hypocrisy, domestic cruelty, and moral betrayal. I am deeply impressed by the sins she refused to forgive. Grandcourt gets away with keeping a mistress and fathering four illegitimate children, but his creator refuses to condone his failure to marry Lydia Glasher when at last he could have done so. The discarded mistress turns all her thwarted rage on the new wife, Gwendolen. And the latter deserves all she gets, because she married him knowing that his wealth was infected with moral corruption. You will have your punishment. I desire it with all my soul. That is Lydia Glasher’s curse, sent with the poisoned diamonds, and I have heard our own author muttering this splendid formula to herself in the bathroom, when she thinks no one is listening.

The Sibyl entered this world in 1819, a world moving at the slower pace of coaches, a world lit by oil lamps and candles upstairs. The railways had not yet reached her local town; the Channel was traversed under sail and no one had ever heard of the telegraph, the telephone or the bicycle. Lavatory paper had not been invented, and so it fell to her, when their kitchen maid succumbed to a bilious attack, to cut up the gazetteer, and the cattle auction posters into little squares, thread them into a plump and fluttering mass and suspend them from a nail on the inside wall of the jakes. No bathroom ever existed in that house. Everyone managed with enamel chamber pots, or a brisk dash through the walled vegetable garden to the little house above the septic tank. The faint scent of urine, faeces and dark menstrual blood drifted through the rooms in summer, but without central heating, human excrement seldom festers with flies, as it would now. The Sibyl felt the cold; she wrapped herself in shawls, mantles, woollen stockings, fur-lined boots. Thrift is an admirable moral quality, but she adored discomfort for its own sake, and only ordered a fire when the windows threatened to freeze on the inside.

Behold the onset of modernity! The Sibyl witnessed the inventions of Alexander Bell and saw the last years of gas light before the advent of electricity. And one thing supported her magnificent advance into the world of celebrity and the ranks of those writers who gained great wealth through their intelligence and genius. An increasing mass within the population could now read. No mysteries here. The Education Acts of the 1870s began with the creation of ‘school boards’ to construct and manage schools where they were needed, to build upon the work of philanthropic charities, religious foundations and working-men’s associations. The 1876 Royal Commission on the Factory Acts recommended that education be made compulsory in order to stop child labour. And the 1880 Education Act did exactly that. Thou shalt attend school between the ages of five and ten. But of course the reforms took time to enforce. Most children worked outside school hours and their families could not live without that income. Revolution follows literacy with giant strides; if the people can read then they must be carefully influenced by the right opinions. They must also be brainwashed into making extensive purchases. The front and back pages of the newspapers were given over to advertisements for hoses, corsets, dental fixtures and tennis lessons. Look at the first printed versions of Middlemarch. The frontispiece and back flaps were surrounded with adverts for the very tonics, purges, vitamin tablets and chest expanders against which Lydgate inveighed with such fruitless zeal.

And here comes the age of cheap editions: pocket editions, abridged editions, one-guinea editions, with illustrations, and magnificent collected editions in embossed covers. Buy the lot for a knockdown price. Cheap wood-pulp paper and one-penny-a-week subscription libraries nourished a universal desire for self-improvement. Reading is good for the bowels and enlarges the soul. The self-help message proved unbeatable.

But what of the young Countess, Sophie von Hahn, whose vivid sexual energy enticed Max into a sequence of sentimental fantasies, which went no further than undoing her plaits and allowing his fingertips to brush her flushed and angry cheeks, as he rocked home in his brother’s carriage? Sophie von Hahn was born in the Year of Our Lord 1854, the same year in which the self-styled Mr. and Mrs. G.H. Lewes first visited Frankfurt, Weimar and Berlin. Lewes achieved fame in Germany as the biographer of Goethe. He interviewed many friends and acquaintances of the Great Man. The Sibyl aided his researches. She had yet to write a word of fiction. The couple arrived in Berlin in November 1854, delighted with the city, when Sophie was barely a month old. Her father, driving home at speed, anxious to see his beloved wife and tiny daughter, actually passed before their very door, where they were reading The Merchant of Venice aloud to one another. Lewes took the part of Shylock, which, given his love of theatre, he performed with resonating gusto and exaggerated affectation.

Sophie and the Sibyl belonged to two very different generations of Victorian women. Thirty-five unbridgeable years lay between them. They were born in different countries, grew up in different social classes, and learned to think in different languages. The Sibyl earned her wealth; Sophie inherited cash and lands in plenty. The Sibyl taught herself languages and philosophy; Sophie studied at home, surrounded by tutors of every nation. One woman assumed her right to wealth and privilege, the other clawed her way back into Victorian respectability by denying her fictional women the satisfied ambitions and desires that she claimed for herself. Cautious, conservative, of uncertain health and confidence, the Sibyl peddled a sententious wisdom that proved utterly seductive. Her novels sold and sold and sold and sold.

And Countess Sophie von Hahn, bewitched by the writer’s omniscient authority, lost in adulation and illusions, continued to be one of her most enthusiastic readers.

 

END OF CHAPTER FOUR





CHAPTER FIVE

in which Our Hero strives to redeem himself.

Wolfgang Duncker lurched to and fro between his desk and his father’s towering bookshelves, fuming with wrath against his younger brother. The rage achieved parental dimensions. Too many piled books and boxes of manuscript cluttered the floor to allow the infuriated publisher an unencumbered free passage round his office. But his fury required movement. And so he blundered between the curved oak steps, which enabled him to reach the upper levels of the shelves, and the fireplace, which contained nothing but a few charred sticks. He kicked the coal scuttle, sending a little puff of black dust into the air. Max, cowering on the low chair in the corner, tucked his boots beneath him, and attempted to remain invisible.

‘You live off this firm, Max. And I think you might try to contribute something useful rather than bringing us all to ruin.’

Wolfgang thumped the desk.

‘Think of everything our father put into this house. All his time, all his savings. I don’t think he ever set foot in Hettie’s Keller. In fact I’m quite sure he didn’t.’

Max agreed. His father didn’t need to do so. He kept a mistress in some style, even purchased a new apartment in Leipzig for her. Rumour had it that she was still alive, furnished with an adequate pension, that she paid visits to and received them from respectable ladies of means, and worshipped her benefactor’s portrait in the evenings. But Wolfgang had now reached his climax of righteousness.

‘Where do you think I am going to dig up the ready cash to pay off these debts? The end of the rainbow? The terms you agreed with Graf von Hahn are far too generous. This is the third edition, Max. The third! Everybody who wanted to do so has already read it. It will sell, but slowly, and we have to cover our costs.’

Wolfgang began rubbing his tonsure and swallowing hard. The office closed in around him, small, hot, stifling. And the clerk, lying low in the first room off the entrance hall, which also served as a warehouse, was listening hard to every thundered denunciation of the spendthrift brother. Wolfgang thought about his original reasons for sending Max out to the Jagdschloss and the charming letter he had received from the old Countess, urging him to visit them all again very soon, and be sure to bring Max. Sophie will be delighted to see him. All going well in that quarter, at least. He glared at Max, and then lowered his head like a belligerent bull. Max saw the tonsure approaching at speed.

‘And when you marry? Even if she does come with a handsome settlement? What are you going to do?’ Wolfgang’s hot breath billowed against his cheek. ‘Get through it all at the card tables and let your wife live in the street?’

Max shrank deeper into his chair. Gambling, he assumed, flourished as a pleasure among bachelors and military men, one of the many delectable things he must forgo, when he entered that realm of enchantment, which surrounded the vivid, shimmering person of the young Countess, Sophie von Hahn. The loss of the card tables would be a small price to pay for the treasures gained. The brothers gazed at one another. That profligate sum for the continuing rights and expanded edition of Erinnerungen und Erlebnisse: Lebensweg eines Liberalen might well prove to be a prudent financial investment. And they both knew it. Wolfgang shrugged, bit his lip and prowled back and forth.

The promissory note for Max’s gambling debts had fallen due and must be honoured. They had not yet settled terms with Mrs. Lewes and that canny, grasping not-quite-husband of hers. He managed her like a racehorse, well groomed and stabled and only brought out for races where the first prize was above one thousand guineas. Middlemarch had been sold for something like that sum to Osgood, Ticknor and Co. in America, who originally intended to bring out the novel in weekly instalments in a paper called Every Saturday – handsomely illustrated. But his spies informed him that the copyright must have been sold on, for the Great Work was even now appearing in Harper’s Weekly. Lewes, impervious to irony, published the bimonthly English version surrounded by advertisements for cordials, tinctures and surgical corsets. He actually sold space to cures for every disease of the eye by Ede’s patent American Eye Liquid! Hedging his bets, that crafty little ape of a man! The Sibyl loomed before Wolfgang, a great Atlantic ship, her funnels gusting steam, while Lewes leaped around the engine room, shovelling coal and pumping the bellows. What on earth could he offer for the Continental reprint? Before Tauchnitz sprang in ahead of him?

He inspected his brother through narrowed eyes. Max was folding and refolding his gloves. Max. Once more the Sibyl had asked for Max. He had a secret weapon tucked away in his office, which he wasn’t yet using to his best advantage. The Sibyl manifested many little weaknesses, and one of them, which seemed bizarre to Wolfgang, who calculated her sales figures on a regular basis, was her craving for admiration and praise. She needed a young man, a handsome young man, attentive at her elbow, holding her shawl, and confirming her charismatic magnetism with every devoted glance. But could Max be trusted? Wolfgang glowered at the warm red rug and a hole bored by an escaped coal. Max must be sent on a mission and made to realise that this was his chance, his one chance, to redeem himself.

‘All right,’ snapped Wolfgang, ‘I’ll write you a cheque and you can pay your debts. But you’ll have to earn the money. You’re going to Homburg, either tonight or on the morning train. The Leweses are already there, drinking the waters and wallowing in the baths. They’ve rented the first floor at Obere Promenade 14. Here’s the address. I heard from her today. They’re besieged by the English, but you can deal with the adoring crowds. Her new work is all but finished, and we must have it, both the Continental reprint and the translation rights. I’ll give you a margin and an upper limit. Never negotiate with Lewes if she’s not there. He’ll hound you into a corner. If he pushes you up, withdraw; say you need to speak to me. You can’t shake hands on any deal without my consent. Is that clear? On the other hand we must secure the rights. She wants to come back to us. Loyalty means something to her; she has a sentimental streak. But he doesn’t. And he’s the business brain. He’ll talk her up. Remember, they’re rich now. And everybody wants to know them.’

Wolfgang fingered his first editions of her works, which were all still conspicuously displayed on green velvet, in anticipation of her last visit.

‘And Max –’

His brother had risen to go, disguising the guilty sweat on his palms. He stiffened, expecting another onslaught.

‘If I find out that you have so much as touched a card or rested an elbow on the black and red squares in the Kursaal I shall halve your allowance, confine you to the country house, whatever the weather, and write to the Countess von Hahn giving her the honest reasons for my decisions. Is that clear?’

Max went white. The twelve years between the brothers suddenly expanded into thirty, and he faced the balding patriarch his father had once been, stuttering explanations as to what he had done with the eggs. In the Duncker household there was a daily accounting. And it did not do to be weighed in the balance and found wanting.

 

When Max arrived in the not quite fashionable portion of the street where the Leweses had taken lodgings the couple were not at home. The housekeeper explained that they walked every afternoon in the parks and woods. She then added that the sure signs of their homecoming, clods of mud and leaves, littered her staircase every day. The town streets appeared quite dry, even the horse shit crumbled in the gutters, leaving the crossing sweepers with very little work to do. But the Leweses avoided the crowded promenade, headed off past the bandstand and plucked their way through brambles and woodland to the river. They even visited the outlying villages and returned bearing sprigs of late-flowering briar roses, all thorns and no scent, with which they decorated their rooms above. Max and the ruddy housekeeper inspected her freshly swept wooden staircase like a pair of private detectives, and concluded that Mr. and Mrs. Lewes were still at large. Max wrote his hotel address, the Grand Continental, exceedingly fashionable and littered with English tourists, on the back of his card and placed it carefully in the pottery bowl on a dresser in the hallway. He flicked through the other cards left by Lady Castletown, Mrs. Wingfield, and a folded message from a painter called Hans Meyrick. Could it be the same man he had met in the Neues Museum in Berlin, picked out by Wolfgang as a possible illustrator? He had discovered Meyrick carefully reproducing the statues of classical antiquity in a giant sketchbook; a jolly good fellow, according to his friends, often to be found in Hettie’s Keller, and up for a laugh. Max unfolded the note and attempted to decipher the script, but gave up when the housekeeper peered suspiciously over his shoulder.

‘Tell Mr. and Mrs. Lewes that I will call again tomorrow.’ He strolled away down the steps and mingled with the passing crowds.

September turned out to be a popular month for the English in Homburg. The Casino overflowed in the warm nights; the throng in the Assembly Rooms crowded the dancers. Max paused in a quiet square before the Synagogue and watched the men and women separating at the entrance. He determined to resist the Kursaal and its gaming tables, for Wolfgang never delivered empty threats, but he now found himself at a loss, not hungry enough for supper and very bored. The hotel dining room gaped like an abyss, packed with vague acquaintances whose names he could not accurately remember, and aged military types, armed with manuscript memoirs, anxious to be as successfully published and as extensively discussed in the press as the now notorious Count von Hahn. Duncker und Duncker dealt in the very latest celebrities. Max decided that he had pandered long enough to the rich and famous.

He consulted his small guide to the spa, borrowed from his brother. The rudimentary map only showed the main sights: Thermal Baths, Konditorei, Gymnasium, Kursaal, Lawn Tennis, Theatre, Assembly Rooms, Royal Schloss with Gardens and Fountains, Churches (various), Synagogue, Concert Hall, Grand Continental Hotel, Pension (various), Parks, Open-air Bandstand, Freilichtbühne, Belvedere. He passed the street sellers hawking flowers, apples, plums in sugar, and the very first brazier, roasting nuts, that he had seen that autumn, all gathered round the market entrance. Even the smaller hotels bulged with visitors. He heard children playing on the swings, beyond the high brick wall of Frau Heide’s Very Superior Pension. Should I go this way? Or this way? He halted at a crossroads and watched an empty cart lurching slowly over the cobbles and onward beneath the yellowing trees.

Dusk had settled on the little town as Max coasted carefully into the darker eddies, where carriages passed infrequently and gentlemen walking alone were honoured and anticipated. Even in the rural suburbs, remote from the main baths, the streets gleamed clean, the dust damped down and recently swept. Max began to doubt his informant’s directions. He lit a match and consulted a handwritten address: Königgasse 8. Be assured of a royal welcome! Yes, here it is – the knocker on the door is a snarling lion, beautifully polished, and shining in the gloaming. Courage, comrades, joy awaits us! Max felt an erection rising against the buttons of his slightly-too-tight trousers.

The opening door revealed a huge expectant smile, and the warm smell of a female body, recently perfumed, gusted into his face. She barricaded the doorway, large, big-breasted, her teeth even and clean. Her arse blotted out the light. He brushed against her as he entered.

‘Bonsoir, Mademoiselle.’ Max set the tone and bowed low.

She giggled.

‘Come in, sir, come in.’

The first rendezvous of the evening, but the fizzing Sekt was a little too warm and the rooms, in heavy patterned red silk, close and airless. The Hausmutter accepted his cluster of coins with a cordial nod and waddled away into her private chamber to count them. The overflowing bosom that had welcomed him into the bower of bliss oozed against his shoulder. She smelt of musk.

‘My sister would like to dance for you. Shall I call her in?’

I’ll have to pay off the dancer too, Max calculated, wondering what he would say if Wolfgang forced him to account for every last thaler.

‘Perhaps we could get to know each other better first?’ he suggested, chivalric even in a situation where the imminent transaction was utterly clear, the price already named and paid.

But the maiden presented little information beyond the fact that she had grown up in the country, loved her mother’s farm and sent money home every week. Her mother believed that she was still in service at one of the big houses in Homburg; unfortunately she was obliged to quit her favourable situation, when her figure, seen to advantage while she was bending over a grate, attracted her master’s unwelcome attentions. She explained the regrettable incident with great good cheer, from which Max deduced that she earned more as a prostitute than she had done as a housemaid, and had better working conditions.

The lady looked anxiously at the clock under its glass dome on the dresser and Max suspected that the second engagement might even now be approaching. The tariff rose alarmingly after the first hour. He gulped down his draught of warm bubbles and followed her into a dark closet. The bed was covered in russet shawls, the blinds drawn, the shutters closed. The air felt thrice breathed. He stumbled over a row of little boots. The girl’s white thighs gleamed in the obscurity as she raised her skirts. Max gently lowered them again, patting her cheek. He decided not to take the risk of venturing into unknown canyons and gorges, only to find that many nations had already planted their flags. Instead, he settled himself on her mattress and deliberately undid the buttons of his trousers. She tucked her breasts between his thighs as she knelt before him. The bed shuddered a little as she began to suck and push, kneading his stomach like a hungry cat. But they lurched off together, rocking in rhythm, a brave little ship leaving harbour and catching the first wind.

Max felt the wonderful moment of approaching darkness as the lady’s lips sucked his penis into a priapic arch. The delightful explosion ended in salvage, as the maiden expertly fielded every drop upon her handkerchief. Through his muttered groans Max heard her praising his Tremendous Engine, its magnitude and voracity; flattering practised phrases, which, nevertheless, were pleasing to hear. He kissed her forehead, and bending to undo the ribbons on her bodice, released both breasts into the fetid air. They swayed before him, gigantic and comfortable. Lying back upon the russet shawls he sucked both nipples into pyramids, resisting the temptation to forage further beneath her skirts and incur more substantial expense. He had spent all he could afford for one evening. But he felt neither guilt nor regret. During his unsteady progress in darkness, back along the unfamiliar streets, Max felt well disposed towards all mankind and a little in love with his farmer’s daughter, whom he determined to visit again, as soon as his business with the Sibyl and her dancing whiskered husband should be concluded.

 

But on the following morning, when he presented himself on their doorstep, he encountered Mr. and Mrs. Lewes dressed and ready to go out. Mrs. Lewes dipped her head and he found himself bowing to an enormous green bonnet trimmed with a deep red frill. The green shawl draped over her shoulders slipped a little and was immediately rescued and straightened by Lewes, who began gabbling cheerfully.

‘Ah Max! We’re on our way to your hotel to winkle you out. D’you know Meyrick? The painter? He’s offered to conduct us round his studio. Wants to paint Polly of course, but we’ll look at what he does first before we agree to anything.’

Max lifted his hat and stood aside, making polite noises of assent, and offering his arm to the Sibyl as she descended the steps like a recently awakened deity. He caught a glimpse of the slight wolfish smile as she peered cautiously up into his face. And so the little party set off through the still uncrowded streets, the dark-suited gentlemen on either side, the Sibyl cruising gently between them. The chilly air smelt of bonfires and dead leaves. Autumn now freshened the wet pavements and the street vendors seemed slower to animate their baskets and carts. The spa dozed in the early day.

Lewes chatted energetically, leaning across to Max, breaking off to greet the odd acquaintance, everyone bowed to the couple as if they were passing royalty, who had mysteriously mislaid their carriage. The Sibyl murmured the odd comment in German, but otherwise concentrated on picking her way over the cobbles as they descended into the old town and the narrow, secluded streets.

‘You must excuse me, Max,’ she whispered, when they arrived at the painter’s door. ‘I am suffering from an appalling attack of neuralgia, which came upon me in the night. But I am anxious to visit Mr. Meyrick. He has been so warmly recommended to us. Ah, we have found him at last.’

Am Mühlweg 17 towered above them, an immense wooden house. Pale, late roses mingled with Michaelmas daisies surrounded a veranda covered in dead leaves. A child eating an apple opened the door and pointed to an endless staircase lit from above by a dusty roof-light. Meyrick himself came bounding down two flights to greet them; Max and Lewes adjusted the speed of their climb to allow for the Sibyl’s toothache.

The painter leaped to and fro like an excited dog, his face encircled with very long ginger curls, but he was freshly shaven and clearly wearing his cleanest shirt. Max recognised him at once as the man working in charcoal before the blank-eyed figures of goddesses and gladiators in the winter halls of the Neues Museum.

‘We met in Berlin,’ he said, shaking hands. ‘I am the brother of Mrs. Lewes’s publisher.’

But Meyrick, clearly desperate to impress the visiting celebrities and secure his commission, merely nodded, bowed and welcomed him into the draughty atelier, then flung himself into captivating the silent Sibyl, whose prophecies and pronouncements remained suspended. The studio smelt of turpentine, mixed paints, linseed oil and burned vegetables. Meyrick clearly lived where he worked. An assortment of cooking pots littered the brick hearth surrounding a small black stove, apparently the only heating in the huge cavernous space. Coals glowed through a round gap in the lid and the hob chuffed gently like a stationary steam engine. Vast northern windows welcomed the autumn light. Unfinished canvases turned their faces to the wall, so that all they could see were the rough sketches and the brown mesh of the reverse sides. Meyrick led them straight to his easel where he had prepared a sofa, covered with a glaring white linen sheet, ready for Mrs. Lewes, who subsided thankfully, her skirts compressing like an expiring bellows.

‘I prefer grand historical subjects,’ declared the painter, ‘but created in the spirit of that stern realism so admired by your English artistic brotherhood. Yet I also treasure that affecting tenderness that I fancy best illustrates my own style. Here is the last in a series of four: Berenice Weeping in the Ruins of Jerusalem.’

The painting revealed a beautiful young woman, her rich clothes ripped and torn, her feet bare, her gaze vacant and empty, the lovely breasts partially exposed. All around her lay a great city destroyed; the temple toppled and the roofs aflame. The eerie atmosphere surrounding the abandoned grieving woman gained in intensity from the fact that the city appeared to be entirely uninhabited. No other figure haunted the picture. Jerusalem, in Meyrick’s vision, resembled ancient Rome, rather than an Eastern walled fortress, which, Max suspected, would have been nearer the mark. But the detail was extraordinary, crisp and sharpened like a photograph, each fallen brick and splintered column painted with a meticulous attention to shadow and weight. The city’s calamitous destruction could have been caused by an earthquake, or any other act of God, as the victors were nowhere visible, nor were the bodies of the slain. Berenice herself appeared to be both agent and victim of the absolute ruin that surrounded her. Max thought he recognised the model, but could not be certain. The maiden in the painting was a dark-eyed beauty, representing the Jewish princess, whose tragic story now ended in catastrophe.

‘Did she ever return to Jerusalem according to the legend?’ asked Lewes, peering closely at the woman’s delicately painted breasts.

‘She was cast out from Rome,’ murmured the Sibyl, drawing her shawl closer to her massive aching jaw, ‘but no one knows where she died.’

‘I like to believe that she returned to her people,’ said Meyrick. Max now convinced himself that he had indeed recognised the magnificent breasts through the shimmering veil of convenient myth. The Rape of the Sabine Women, which Meyrick now displayed, contained naked breasts a-plenty and some extraordinarily convincing Roman thighs, partially covered in metal and leather. The artist’s genius for creating surfaces and tiny, convincing details loomed out at Max: the thonged sandals of the screaming women and the bloody sides of white horses, wounded in battle. That much-praised stern realism now seemed menacing and uncanny. He found himself eyeball to eyeball with the inside of a woman’s mouth as he shouldered the canvas on to the easel, with Meyrick supporting the other end. The entire painting writhed and howled. Even the blood appeared fresh and dripping.

‘I completed this last year upon my return from Rome.’ Meyrick began to explain the composition.

Max inspected the other, smaller canvases that Meyrick had prepared for them to see. Here was Echo fleeing from Narcissus and the Bacchae in thrall to Dionysus, tumbling after their erotic enchanter. The dancing god sported long ginger curls, his golden cup raised in ecstasy. Max half closed his eyes to absorb the energy of the gesture and the naked glory of the figure; he recognised the self-portrait of the artist by the intense stillness of the features. The first follower clung to his arm, and now Max smiled, quite certain that he was gazing at the very lips that had tasted his own body the night before. Here she was, the long blonde hair dishevelled and unfurled, the warm country cheeks, the vast magnificent nipples, and the abstracted glance of the professional prostitute. Meyrick’s model is surely also his mistress. Ah, and here she is again, as Titania, or could it be Queen Mab? I see Queen Mab hath been with thee tonight! Well, sir, she has also been with me. Max ogled the naked Fairy Queen, imagined his lips on her breasts, and then bent to study the picture, obscurely embarrassed by the opulence of the woman he shared with the painter.

‘My Shakespearian studies are taken mostly from the tragedies.’ Meyrick was anxious to present himself as a serious painter. ‘Othello, Macbeth and Lear. Here is Lear with Cordelia murdered, cradled in his arms. But ah, sir, I see that you have uncovered my Titania.’

Max raised the painting from the dusty floor to the easel.

‘Goodness,’ cried Lewes, snatching up the offered magnifying glass. ‘Polly! Come and look. Never in my life have I seen so many fairies.’

‘There’s a good-natured competition among the painters here,’ explained Meyrick, ‘to see how many fairies we can squeeze on to one canvas. Would you believe that there are one hundred and sixty-five fairies in these Athenian woods? All busy about their queen! I won the Fairy Prize for this painting,’ he added with a smug flourish, handing the glass to the Sibyl, who rose unsteadily and approached the picture.

The visitors sniffed the flamboyant varnished surface, peering at one tiny, grotesque figure after another. The little people belonged to several different species. Some marched in ranks, wearing uniforms with tiny golden buttons, others, bizarrely clothed in savage grass skirts and adorned with garlands of minuscule flowers, whirled in circles, holding hands. Two little elves with pointed ears approached bearing a parade of exotic fruits on silver platters: pineapples, apricots, oranges, dates and pears, the flesh of each delicacy painted with exquisite care. A couple galloped past on miniature donkeys and a wizen-faced crone in a cap of bells danced all alone in a corner. The surface of the painting quivered with activity and movement. Three tiny ladies peered at their faces in even tinier mirrors, others melted disturbingly into half-human, half-animal forms. A little row of blue-skinned goblins played on cithers, lutes and a large tuba. A gaggle of junior fairies, one picking his minute nose, clutched their slates, attentive to their elfin master, whose ferocious bobble eyes bulged out of all proportion to his face and reddening ears. One creature with hooves and hairy legs dived into the ground beside the giant fingers of his sleeping queen.

‘My word, Meyrick,’ cried Max, genuinely impressed, ‘only an overdose of laudanum could have produced these delicate and scaly beasts! How did you dream them all up?’

‘Oh, there are fashions in fairy painting,’ said Meyrick, unabashed.

‘I have seen your Titania before, however,’ said the Sibyl. ‘She is there in your Roman canvas, grappling with the soldiers, and here beside Dionysus, clinging to her chosen god. If I am not mistaken she is also Echo and Pandora.’

‘You are very perceptive, Mrs. Lewes.’ Meyrick bowed his assent. Max stared at the discerning Sibyl, suddenly feeling exposed and accused, as if the all-seeing Sibyl had watched him, oiled with lust, sucking Titania’s breasts.

She smiled slightly, raising her deeply lined face and glowing eyes towards the painter.

‘I suffer from toothache, sir, and my hearing is not what it was, but my powers of observation are undimmed. And here is a lady who has not always been an artist’s model. Your stern realism, Mr. Meyrick, betrays her earlier professions. She was either in service, or has worked on the land. Look at her hands. Those are the hands of a woman who works. They are beautiful, but they are also calloused and hard to the touch.’

The Sibyl sank back once more on to the white shroud, while all three men examined Titania’s roughened hands.

‘The Fairy Queen did not, I think, scour her own doorstep,’ continued the Sibyl from her throne, ‘but I love the busyness of this painting. It exudes the energy and bustle of a street scene in Fairyland, the more so because their ruler, even in her gigantic sleep, appears to dream their presence. This work is a miracle of varying scales, like Piranesi’s vaulted staircases, ascending into darkness.’

Lewes spun round and gazed at her with affectionate concern. ‘Shall I take you home at once, Polly? That toothache has not eased at all. You already look exhausted.’

The Sibyl raised her gloved hand to his. ‘I fear we are obliged to discuss the question of the portrait on another occasion, Mr. Meyrick.’

Max offered his arm to support her, while Lewes rearranged her shawl. She looked up at him gratefully, but remained silent.

 

‘Anyone who hates faults, hates mankind.’ This assertion was delivered in sweet, firm tones. Nobody dared to dissent.

The Sibyl sat in the light by their window, reading aloud to Lewes when Max entered their sitting room. She completed her sentence and looked up, every gesture slow, patient, careful. Max found it impossible to imagine her hurried or alarmed. He bowed and lowered his eyes to avoid the terrifying smile. Lewes sat by the fire with his feet perched on a low stool, balancing a currant bun on a toasting fork. The tea tray stood ready on the table by the lamp. He bounded over to shake Max’s hand, wielding the steaming bun like a Devil’s prod.

‘Come in, Max, come in. I hope we can dispense with all the formalities. You find us revisiting Lucian. Rather upon your account, I gather. Polly is gathering her forces to complete the Finale of her Great Work and then we shall celebrate.

 

‘For now the matchless deed’s achieved,

Determined, dared and done!

 

‘Well, almost done.’

Max clasped the Sibyl’s mittened paw, with, he hoped, suitably submissive reverence. And then settled down to listen to more of the odious Lucian, whose sinister Fragment now clearly rested in her lap. The Gothic script facing the Latin original announced the existence of a German translation. Max feared the worst. The Sibyl’s voice, low and persuasive, resumed the narrative, left floating through history by the provincial governor of Mysia and Lydia, marooned far from Rome, battling with corrupt officials, insurgent slaves and disturbing news from the frontiers. He spent his days in court and the evenings coaxing his resentful wife to sample the local spices. But he found himself confronting a new religion, which threatened to undermine the state. For the altars were deserted; no one purchased sacrificial doves or votive silver offerings for the Temple of Jupiter. The gods ceased to speak, the augurs fell silent, the entrails lay bloody upon the altar slab of prophecy, uninterpreted, meaningless and blank. Something new had arisen from the gutter, something irrational and inhuman, a heresy slithering out from beneath the wreckage of Jerusalem and the slaughter of the Jews. The thing proved as tenacious as an Asiatic infection, spreading slowly, like lichen on damp stones.

 

‘I was asked to investigate the Christians by the Emperor Trajan, who suggested that we should interrogate the servants of the main households under suspicion. At first we had imagined that the new religion remained confined to the artisan class and located near the docks, but various accusations brought before me suggested that some of the major households in the town had become tainted by the sect. My informants revealed that Christianity originated with the Jews, who await a saviour, or a messiah. The Christians believe that He is come. This is unlikely, as their young Prophet was executed by Pontius Pilate, during the reign of Herod in Judaea. So far as I was able to ascertain, no major insurrection against Rome was ever planned by these disciples. The Christians meet on the first day of the week to say prayers, chant devotional verses, and share a simple meal of bread and wine. But preachers of the hotter sort made themselves known at Ephesus. And a riot is recorded. The struggle appears to have taken place between the Christians gathered in the theatre and the silversmiths, whose business, located in the streets below the temple of many-breasted Diana, consisted of making silver images of the god and offerings to her for healing and protection during childbirth. The Christians proclaim One God, all-powerful, invisible and transcendent, who needs no idols or incessant blood sacrifice. Nor presumably any expensive, delicate, silver shrines. The silversmiths are reported to have got the better of the encounter, racing through the streets shouting, “Great is Diana of the Ephesians!” and pillaging shops supposedly owned or run by Christians.

‘It was upon the Emperor’s wise insistence that this growing flame should be quenched. This, therefore, became my mission, and I began by handling the interrogations personally. I demanded of the accused whether or not they subscribed to the new religion. If they denied the charge and offered prayers to our gods, and gifts of wine and incense to the statue of the Emperor, they were pardoned and set free, whatever the nature of the accusations made against them. If however, after persistent warnings, they refused to deny their faith, I ordered them to be led away to execution. The Emperor himself advised me that an infallible test was to demand that they spit upon the name of Christ, as no genuine Christian would ever do this. I was loath to inflict that test upon the citizens before me, many of whom were mere children, women and slaves. In fact the sheer variousness of the people brought before the courts roused my instincts of alarm. The new faith respected neither sex, nor caste, nor indeed class, for the usual hierarchies in households where the infection had taken root became unstable or were even dissolved. A maid and her mistress went to their deaths together, supporting one another, singing praises to their invisible god. This scene took place in the public arena, and caused much widespread and unfortunate scandal, engendering seditious discussions in the marketplace, for the woman had been a notorious benefactor in the town, contributing substantial sums to a variety of causes. Adepts of the Christ claim to be sinners, guilty of various spiritual crimes that I could not understand, and yet to have been made perfect through the grace of their god. I have not resolved this contradiction.’

 

The Sibyl laid down the Fragment and looked up.

‘I rather think we have not either, not in our own age. It is the misfortune of Christianity to insist, not on the fallibility of human nature, a quality even Lucian acknowledges in his gentle acceptance of our weaknesses, but on its criminal wickedness. As for the doctrine of original sin, I see no conclusive evidence in its favour. Either in the types of humankind, or in individuals.’

Lewes popped a tea cake on his toasting fork and handed the steaming bun to Max. ‘Lucian ruled Mysia with an iron fist, did he not?’ remarked Lewes calmly. ‘He never gave original sin a chance to take root. If he discovered anyone afflicted with that inherited disease they were in breach of Roman law.’

‘Lucian was an atheist. Religious convictions have never been a prerequisite for moral excellence,’ smiled the Sibyl, coming to the tea table. ‘But I agree. He prided himself on the fact that he was a ruthless governor. Lucian took no chances.’

‘Could a just ruler conduct a moral reign over his citizens or his subjects without any religious principles at all?’ Lewes clearly enjoyed a good dispute.

Max rarely troubled himself with intellectual speculations concerning ethics, let alone metaphysics, but something he had discovered in his researches for his all too easily abandoned Geschichte des Altertums now clanged like a rising bell.

‘Was the main city of Mysia called Sardis or Pergamum?’ demanded Max, to the general astonishment of the Leweses, whose teacups froze in mid-air. Max had sat silent, attentive and decoratively pleasant to the eye for so long that his voice boomed into the warmth of their food, carpets and furniture.

‘Both Sardis and Pergamum were situated inland, I believe,’ said the Sibyl, manifestly capable of conjuring all biblical history out of her massive brain in an instant. ‘Lucian mentions both cities. But at that time Ephesus was a considerable port. The earthquake, which buried the town, filled the land between the arena and the sea with rubble from the mountain. Many of the great cities on the Anatolian coast ceased to exist because they became separated from the Mediterranean by increasing undredged silt. Lucian speaks of the docks in his comments on the Christians, and he certainly embarked at Ephesus when he returned to Rome by sea. The Seven Churches established by the time of Trajan’s campaigns between AD 98 and 117 were often located in ports, and St Paul travelled frequently by ship. He was shipwrecked on the rocks of Malta and immediately set about converting the island to this new faith.’

The Sibyl sipped her tea and took a moment to reflect.

‘Lucian compares the new religion to a plague, spread through the waterways. All seven churches of the Apocalypse were established in the provinces over which he was governor: Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamos, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia and the unfortunate lukewarm Laodiceans.’

She stretched forth her cup towards her husband and uttered a rich, warm laugh.

‘My tea is in imminent danger of becoming a Laodicean!’ Her huge pendulous face lit up like a young girl’s, mischievous, merry and comical. ‘“I know thy works, that thou art neither cold nor hot: I would thou wert cold or hot. So then because thou art lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I will spue thee out of my mouth!”’

Max dreaded the fate of all those found to be lukewarm.

‘Poor Lucian,’ continued the Sibyl. ‘The infection clung to his rocks and terraces, taking root and growing fast. The games were eventually banned; the temples ruined and abandoned.’

‘But was the old religion worth saving?’ asked Max, thinking aloud. He gave up trying to follow the Sibyl’s sympathies and set about wolfing cake.

‘Now there’s a good question, Polly! And posed with the candid open-mindedness of a free-thinker, if I may say so, Max!’

The unfortunate Max munched his cinnamon and raisin cake in horror. For here was conclusive proof that he sat among advocates of that dark doctrine, which teaches that man is dust, and nothing but dust.

‘Yes, it is a good question,’ said the Sibyl, unperturbed, ‘and much depends upon how we understand the rise of Christianity, for if we view all new religions as a voyage towards the idea of God, then the Jews hold a special place, not only because of their unusual monotheism but because of their emphasis on human responsibility. The great strength of the Olympian gods lies not only in their all too human fallibility, which reflects the imaginations of their creators, but also in the pagan emphasis on the holy nature of the earth in their representation of divinity. We have sacred groves, sun gods and water nymphs. The ancients worshipped the world before us. Poseidon and Apollo rule the waters and the skies.’

She turned confidingly to Max.

‘Since Mr. Lewes purchased a microscope we have not ceased to wonder at the miraculous organisation of those tiny worlds hidden from our ordinary sight. Not unlike Mr. Meyrick’s paintings, although we have never yet come across the little people. I believe that in a remoter time the gods represented and celebrated our link to those unrevealed worlds within worlds.’

She paused to accept another cup of tea, smiling tenderly at Mr. Lewes’s fingertips.

‘And the earth is filled with treasures that we would be wise to treat with reverence. But in our own time we see them clearly with the eyes of science: our geologists, naturalists, and, of course our extraordinary Mr. Darwin, the beauty of whose Origin of Species never ceases to enthral us. No, it is the human endeavour of shaping our own history which determines the rise and fall of our religions. We create the gods we need.’

Max wondered if he would actually survive the conversation. He changed the subject.

‘I am to join an archaeological expedition to Anatolia led by Professor Kurt Marek in the spring. Pergamum is one of the places where we obtained permission to begin our researches. We shall hunt down biblical truth by digging it up.’

Both Lewes and the Sibyl turned upon him with expressions of transfixed and startled interest.

‘Well now, Polly, here’s a turn-up for the books! Our Max is not content with challenging received opinions of antiquity, he intends to retrieve his own version with a shovel!’

And the whiskered little man leaped out of his seat to extinguish a flaming tea cake, pounding his guest on the shoulder as he did so. The Sibyl’s calm gaze rested upon Max, intrigued and intent, as if he had translated himself into a phenomenon that surpassed all her expectations.

 

END OF CHAPTER FIVE





CHAPTER SIX

records the Narrator’s speculations on the Mysteries of Marriage and reveals one or two Interesting Possibilities intrinsic to the Plot.

Max had in fact agreed to join the archaeological expedition under some pressure from his brother, who put up the necessary funds. Wolfgang engaged both an artist and a photographer to accompany the troop of historical scholars, and intended to publish the first photographs of the great temples unearthed, should they be as glorious as was generally supposed. The publisher had cleverly spotted a method of making his recalcitrant brother useful, and, with one stroke, removing him from Berlin’s more immediate temptations. Off you go, Max. I’ll buy you a splendid set of trowels, picks and boots, and suitable clothes for a different climate. The Turks did not countenance gaming tables outside Constantinople, where they supposedly existed for the sole amusement of tourists and visitors. Max’s travelling allowance would be strictly rationed, thaler by thaler, or, if the much-heralded new currency should ever come to pass, a fixed amount of Reichsmarks, donated every month to the Embassy account, and not one pfennig more.

But for Max, as he sauntered away from the Lewes household in the early evening, both consideration of the terms Lewes himself had written out for the Continental reprint and the translation rights of Middlemarch, now so nearly completed, and, indeed, the archaeological spring expedition, had all but faded completely from his mind. Two things disturbed his youthful complacency: the sudden, casual emergence of that modern philosophy of atheism, whose contaminated air he had inadvertently sucked in, and the nature of the bond between the Sibyl and her married lover. No god sanctified this union. They stood alone before an ungoverned universe, braided with meaningless accidents and mysterious unseen laws, visible only to science. The Sibyl had staked her all on one man’s faithful trust. And she seemed very far from being a lost and fallen woman. Indeed, she gave every indication that she enjoyed contented happiness with her loquacious, energetic husband, her social celebrity and obvious wealth. Was she one of the wicked, who shall flourish like the green bay tree? This was completely improbable. The Sibyl gleamed from afar, a moral lighthouse, benevolent and wise. She dispersed her radiance to a higher moral circle, far above the general populace, whose ignoble desires rose no further than a moment of sweaty fumbling on the dance floor or an elbow resting on the gaming tables. But if no God watches, judges and foresees our every deed, then why should not evil flourish? For who shall stop us? And the faintly guilty flush Max felt about the throat as he tapped away over the cobbles of the Königgasse was infantile and irrelevant. Take your pleasures, sir, enjoy. Morality is simply the limit of what you can get away with. The God of his childhood either did not give a damn, or did not exist. True, the Sibyl could not be received in decent, English bourgeois company, but actually, who cares? She kept company with ambassadors, intellectuals, aristocrats and princesses on the Continent. Writers travelled from America to sit at her feet. The casino still stood, for a few more months at least, littered with all sorts and conditions of men, peacefully rubbing shoulders at the roulette table, eyes narrowed and fixed, not upon each other, but upon the red and the black.

Max, you will remember, has received a proposition, if not a firm proposal of matrimony, to which he is not averse. But neither is he inclined to follow it up with any degree of haste. He is a conventional man, but lacks those spots of commonness, with which the Sibyl adorned one of her fictional heroes, who chose his wife to match the furniture. Respectable virgins, at least in Max’s eyes, prowled the Assembly Rooms like panthers, dangerous, supple, on the watch. He always took care to dance with every pretty girl in the ballroom. Two dances each. His habits never changed, he loitered, bowed and vanished, wary of the circling mothers, who closed in at once if he led a girl out on to the balcony, or into the dining room to look for ices on the buffet. Max never underrated women’s passions or their cunning. How these unstable waters could be negotiated in matrimony remained a mystery to him.

And indeed, they are a mystery to me. What qualities in a man and a woman allow a marriage, legitimate or otherwise, to prosper and endure? Never underestimate the power of habit. Most men cease to see or listen to their wives in all but the most general terms fairly early on in the engagement. If the deal has been arranged, as it often was in the nineteenth century, he is more likely to be wondering if he can live with her perpendicular nose and podgy hands than listening to her statements of desire with any great attention. If he has married for love his central preoccupation will be with his own powerful feelings, and the sad necessity of keeping his prick in his pants before the appointed day. If indeed he does. The Welsh have a wonderful tradition called ‘bundling’ – that is, courting in bed. And presumably the knot is hastily tied if the woman falls pregnant. With the lady’s fertility established and the inheritance secure, the marriage may then proceed with celebrations and blessings.

John Fowles, in the first of many books to assault the nineteenth century with the sensibility of the twentieth, which then indeed opened the Neo-Victorian gates to the pornographic gusto of the twenty-first century, mentions the fact that among Dorset peasants in the 1880s, ‘conception before marriage was perfectly normal. Thus premarital sexual intercourse was the rule, not the exception.’ (Italics in the original.) Fowles goes on to assert that, in the Victorian period, when a man and a woman of the middle classes were introduced, shook hands and conversed, the possibility that they would go to bed together remains simply inconceivable and not on the table, as he supposes – or hopes – that it is in the modern world. Fowles, writing in the midst of the so-called sexual liberation of the 1960s, 1967, an iconic year, set his novel, The French Lieutenant’s Woman, precisely one hundred years earlier. Now, the usual point of writing an historical novel is to measure the distance travelled between those previous generations, and ourselves; sometimes we contemplate the roads not taken, and expose the reasons why. But sometimes we venture down precisely those unknown, un-chosen roads, rewriting history as fiction. This is what might have happened, should have happened. Even if it didn’t.

But Mr. Fowles doesn’t do that, he gives us a good story and a just account of mid-Victorian attitudes, sexual, political and religious. But, in tones that are often patronising and contemptuous, his narrator uses a 1960s set of sexual prejudices, all, to my mind, male, misogynistic, lecherously and vigorously heterosexual, and pre-AIDS, to bash the Victorians as a just punishment for their rampant hypocrisy and sexual confusion. It’s easy to crow, isn’t it, if you imagine yourself in possession of superior sexual hindsight? But I want to challenge Fowles on his own territory. Did middle-class men and women in the 1870s approach one another without a sexual thought in their heads? Surely Max speculated freely on the bizarre idea of the magnificent Sibyl, who radiated noli me tangere, except to kiss my gloved hand, and the hairy little scientist, making the beast with two backs? Lewes had three sons, but the Sibyl appeared to be childless. Did the couple use some form of contraception? And if so, what? Had babies been concealed, smothered at birth, or smuggled off? Every gesture on both sides indicated that they were a couple devoted to one another, courteous, fond, and conciliatory to a fault, fussing over each other’s health, comfort and headaches. Max observed it all, at close quarters.

Happy middle-class marriages in every age usually work best with a degree of geographical distance: separate domains, consisting of drawing rooms and gentlemen’s clubs. The Leweses achieved an almost supernatural harmony, whilst maintaining a degree of domestic intimacy, which, in every other couple, leads to a tournament, fought out between Spite and Contempt. Spite is usually the woman’s weapon; many of us have been burned, hanged or battered into pulp for being unrepentant bitches. Contempt is the prerogative of power.

The Sibyl often referred to her ‘sacred bond’ with Mr. Lewes, a holy act of union, an echo of that unfortunate Act which still, at the time of writing, binds Scotland to England. In her letter announcing her changed status to her brother Isaac, she employed a little necessary subterfuge. But she used that fatal and mendacious word – husband.

 

Rosa Cottage

Gorey

Jersey

26th May 1857

My dear brother

You will be surprised, I dare say, but I hope not sorry, to learn that I have changed my name. And have someone to take care of me in the world. The event is not at all a sudden one, though it may appear sudden in its announcement to you. My husband has been known to me for several years, and I am well acquainted with his mind and character. He is occupied entirely with scientific and learned pursuits, is several years older than myself, and has three boys, two of whom are at school in Switzerland, and one in England.

We shall remain at the coast here, or in Brittany for some months, on account of my health, which has for some time been very frail, and which is benefited by the sea air. The winter we shall probably spend in Germany. But any inconvenience about money payments to me may, I suppose, be avoided if you will be kind enough to pay my income to the account of Mr. G.H. Lewes, into the Union Bank of London, Charing Cross Branch, 4 Pall Mall East, Mr. Lewes having an account there.

I wrote to you many weeks ago from Scilly, enclosing a letter to Chrissey, which if you received it, you would of course put by for her, as it was written in ignorance of her extreme illness. But as I have not received any intimation that my letter reached you, I think it safest to repeat its chief purport, which was to request that you would pay £15 of my present half-year’s income to Chrissey.

I shall also be much obliged if you will inform me how Chrissey is, and whether she is strong enough to make it desirable for me to write to her.

Give my love to Sarah and tell her that I am very grateful to her for letting me have news of Chrissey.

[. . .]

We are not at all rich people, but we are both workers, and shall have enough for our wants.

I hope you are well and that Sarah is recovered from her fatigues and anxieties. With love to her and all my tall nephews and nieces,

I remain, dear Isaac

Your affectionate sister

Marian Lewes

 

Notice that she claims her rightful income, and insists on the importance of her family relationships. All that loving care for her ailing sister Chrissey, who had married a hopeless failure and had her health ruined by constant childbirth. But none of this solicitous obfuscation worked. Isaac Evans smelt a rat. She said that she had changed her name, but not that she had married. If Lewes had three sons and was indeed the respectable scientist and intellectual she said he was, then he must have had some form of a wife. Would it not have been prudent, honest and sensible to mention the fact that he had been, for many years, a widower? But, as in a more famous contemporary narrative, the gentleman possessed ‘a wife now living’. Isaac Evans handed the letter over to his solicitor, and demanded concrete evidence of marriage in a church, a shrewd tactic, which forced Marian Evans to waffle on about sacred bonds and legal contracts in her dignified, unflinching, candid reply. But she still signed herself, defiantly, Marian Lewes. Isaac Evans broke off all communication with his abandoned sister, and forced the rest of his family to do so.

And herein lies the problem. Marian Evans Lewes, or whichever of her many names you wish to use, insisted upon the value of an integrity she did not actually possess. She wrote thousands of pages defending the so-called sacred bonds, all of which proved in need of sharper definitions. No one could argue that Miss Evans was seduced and betrayed in true nineteenth-century fictional fashion. The writer may have hidden behind a complex web of sexual moralities, a labyrinth that we are still decrypting, but the woman herself stubbornly brazened it out. She insisted on calling herself Mrs. Lewes, never mind the other Mrs. Lewes, whose sons she supported and whose bills she paid.

Mr. Fowles never bothers with the daring and courageous women of the mid-nineteenth century who fought for social and sexual reform: Caroline Norton, accused of ‘criminal conversation’ with the Prime Minister, who campaigned for the transformation of the divorce laws, Barbara Bodichon, who founded the English Women’s Review, and visited Marian Lewes and to hell with decorum and appearances, Elizabeth Gaskell, who wrote Ruth (1853), championing the virtue and innocence of the young woman seduced. Actually, Gaskell insists so fanatically upon Ruth’s utter innocence that I, for one, have never been able to identify the moment when the wicked Mr. Bellingham makes himself Master of her Person. But possess her he certainly did, because she gives birth to a son, who lives to be proud of his heroic mother. The latter dies in a burst of sanctimonious religiosity. Saved at last!

The Sibyl saved herself by writing fiction.

 

END OF CHAPTER SIX





CHAPTER SEVEN

spins the Wheel of Fortune in unexpected ways. The Reader is invited to place her Bets.

Prostitutes, gorgeous as princesses, rubbed shoulders with the recently rich around the roulette tables, but too many of their Berlin acquaintances, there to enjoy the gambling, had already greeted him. Max decided to play safe. Forbidden to enjoy himself in the Kursaal, and disinclined to float gently in the baths, Max decided to pay for one whole night of bliss in the arms of his farmer’s daughter. She fulfilled all his expectations, and if not as weightless as the Fairy Queen Titania, nevertheless performed an exotic variety of magical tricks, some of which startled her worldly young gentleman into yelps of joy. Sated, washed, brushed and perfumed, he strolled back towards the populated promenades in the early morning, inordinately pleased with the intensity of his night’s bought pleasure. He paused to light his cigarette, not ten paces from the Israelite’s pawn shop, when a familiar young figure swung out into the street before him. Her plaits were tucked into her hat, so that her pale neck shone smooth as a statue above the embroidered collar and the bold green stripes of her walking dress. Max was so close that he saw the light gleaming through the fine blonde hairs at the nape. Her laced boots, black with white trim, hammered away over the cobbles. She kept her eyes down. She wasn’t looking for trouble. But there was no doubt about it; out of the Jew’s den flounced the Countess Sophie von Hahn.

Max froze, his face boiling with embarrassment and shock. Her receding virginity reproached him for that one night of love, and he stood, denounced, as guilty as any young husband caught in flagrante delicto with the housemaid. What on earth was she doing in Homburg? And did she know he was already here? Max dived into the Aladdin’s cave presided over by a tiny bearded Jew. The shop was darker than he had expected; the pocket watches, bracelets, necklaces and precious stones luminous on black velvet squares beneath locked glass.

‘May I be of service to you, sir?’ whispered the Jew. He laid down an elegant necklace of opals and rubies surrounded by diamonds, that he had been examining through an eyeglass, which he now carefully extracted, and set down beside the languorous jewels.

‘The young lady who just came in – what did she want?’ Max blurted out his alarm.

The Jew seemed to shrink a little. All transactions on his premises remained confidential. He murmured apologies. Max loomed over him. Without speaking, the pawnbroker simply lowered his eyes to the necklace and Max grasped the transaction at once. Sophie had borrowed money against the necklace, almost certainly without her father’s knowledge. But where was the Count? Would no one step forward to reprimand this wastrel daughter? What troubles had engulfed her? Blackmail and Vice hovered in the wings, awaiting their chance to drag down his adorable Sophie. Max mounted a metaphorical charger and lowered his lance at the Jew.

‘I understand you perfectly, sir,’ he snapped, although nothing had been explained. ‘How much?’

‘One thousand thaler.’ The Jew’s voice sank to a barely audible vibration. He glanced nervously into the rooms behind him, hoping for reinforcements if the gentleman before him, clearly a near relation of the lovely young lady, turned nasty. Max shivered slightly. The jewels glowed on the velvet between them. This necklace must belong to the old Countess; surely these jewels formed part of Sophie von Hahn’s dowry and inheritance. One thousand thaler barely touched their value and the Jew knew it. Redeeming the thing then and there drifted into Max’s brain, but without Wolfgang’s authorisation the project was impossible.

Max turned on his heel, threw open the door, with not one further word to the Jew, and bounded away down the street. He flung himself into the awakening watery sunshine of the little town and pounded after the woman he intended to honour with his own hand and his brother’s money. So far as Max was concerned Sophie von Hahn already counted as his wife, and never mind the fact that he hadn’t actually asked her. But she had vanished into air, as decisively as the fairies, dissolving at daybreak. He rang the bell of Frau Heide’s Very Superior Pension, but the sleepy maid informed him that they didn’t have rich people like the Count von Hahn staying there, and why didn’t he try the Grand Continental Hotel? Out of breath and temper, edgy and flustered, Max stormed the reception desk, only to be informed that the Graf von Hahn and his daughter had indeed arrived the day before, had left several messages for him, including a pressing invitation to dine with them on the previous evening, but had not yet emerged from their suite to greet the day. You little minx, Max fretted and bristled. Not dressed yet? Not gone out? He was quite prepared to hunt her down himself and give her a wigging. Had she got herself into debt? Surely the Count gave her a generous allowance? Was she supporting some indigent relative? The indigent and the undeserving remained indistinguishable in Max’s imagination. Or maybe she had become too deeply involved in good works of a religious nature?

Standing there, undecided, in the great foyer of the Continental, beside the palms in giant Oriental vats, Max poured out his apologies to the Count von Hahn on the back of his visiting card, which he left with the porter to be sent up with their breakfast. Then he marched out into the gardens to read his letters just arrived from Berlin: one from Wolfgang and the other from Professor Marek, inviting him to attend a series of lectures in preparation for the Anatolian expedition in the spring. Wolfgang outlined a counter-proposal for Max to negotiate with Lewes, which gave their house both Continental reprint rights and the translation copyright on the Sibyl’s next masterpiece, whenever she might choose to create said work, certain to be even more excellent and extraordinary than the present magnificent and amazing magnum opus. Max abandoned his brother’s hyperbole. Yet more negotiations with the inflexible hairy husband! Max almost mowed down an elderly English lady, her companion and their little dog, parading round the fountain. His self-satisfied mood of sexual accomplishment dissipated before a row of irritating obstacles.

And so it was that Max, disgruntled and anxious, presented himself at Obere Promenade 14, equipped for battle with the publisher’s counter-proposals. But the scene which greeted him in the comfortable first-floor apartments suggested a peculiar and alarming scientific experiment. Lewes, he assumed that it was Lewes, sat at the table, still wearing his robe de chambre, an ample towel draped over his head, so that his voice, hoarse and stifled, emerged faintly through the folds. A sinister balsamic mixture filled the room with odours of menthol and verbena. A brown bottle containing the tincture stood beside the jug of boiling water, which the Sibyl poured carefully into the basin before her husband, causing the vapours to surge upwards, like mist evaporating from the valley bottoms. She nodded earnestly at Max.

‘Pull the towel right over the basin, dearest, and breathe deeply, so that you get the full benefit.’

Lewes bent forwards, as if intending to be sick.

‘I am sorry, my dear fellow,’ groaned the voice, hoarse and indistinct. He echoed like a reluctant spirit guide, discovered beneath linen drapes at the climax of a seance. ‘You have caught me at a low ebb.’

Max attempted to excuse himself and backed towards the door, but both the Sibyl and the muffled Lewes insisted that he should settle and be seated.

‘It’s only a chesty sore throat,’ gasped the voice, ‘and Polly’s wonderful inhalation may put a stop to it. I don’t want her to succumb to this as well.’

The closed rooms, stuffy and airless, with the fire banked up and blazing, produced a dreadful claustrophobic fug, smelling equally of illness and cloves. The Sibyl gazed at Max, the marvellous grey-blue eyes filled with beseeching tenderness and anxiety.

‘George wondered if you would be so kind as to escort me round the park. He is sure to be better tomorrow and is convinced that my headache will reappear if we sit here with the windows closed.’

‘Give Polly a run in the sunshine, won’t you, Max, there’s a splendid chap,’ croaked the scientist, suspended over the fumes. ‘And fight off the English. We’ve already turned away Lady Castletown this morning, and her daughter Mrs. Wingfield, who pours forth confidences to Polly. The English are kind and convivial, but also very wearing. Polly needs a brisk canter à pied and a dose of fresh air, or she’ll buckle under the strain.’ Lewes vanished again beneath the towel and the steam mounted around him as if he were sniffing hell-fire, well in advance of his appointed time. Max assented politely to every suggestion.

 Here she was, the Sibyl, in bonnet and cape, neatly packaged with gloves and shawl, ready to step out through the wilder reaches of the park, beyond the prying eyes of the English guests at the Hessischer Hof, with Max as her guardian knight. The lady set a cracking pace. Max realised, in some alarm, that his charming promenades as a flâneur, through Berlin’s welter of amusements, did not equip him to pound down damp paths beside the Sibyl, who leaped bare roots like a champion racehorse, engaged on winning a steeplechase. They strode purposefully away towards the pine forests, carried on a light wind, beneath the reddening leaves. At first their speed permitted no more than sparse conversation and the occasional observation, but once they reached a safe distance well beyond the morning crowds circling the bandstand and the pavilion, the Sibyl slackened to a steady little trot and accepted his arm with a grateful inclination of her huge white forehead. The disordered bonnet slipped back a little, revealing a thick mane of chestnut streaked with grey. Max immediately felt embarrassed and intimidated by this unlooked-for tête-à-tête. The great trees around them blew leaves of many colours, as varied as Joseph’s coat, across their path. He kept an eye out for brambles snatching at her shawl, and lurking murky puddles, for the path, less frequented here in the outer reaches of the park, roughened and dipped. But the Sibyl knew where she was going. Her gentle pressure on his arm guided him on to woodland trails, unvisited. They startled a hare on the edge of a meadow, which leaped away into the undergrowth, ears flattened. The path now rose upwards and they began to climb. The trees thickened and darkened, the way before them flecked with sunlight.

‘I feel so peaceful here,’ remarked the Sibyl, scraping mud from her boot on a dead branch. The earth peeled off in one piece like the shavings from an orange. ‘We never meet anyone.’

Max bowed, terrified of small talk. He felt sure she had already notched him off as insincere and stupid.

‘I came out here to meditate the Finale to Middlemarch.’

Now he had to say something.

‘Your readers will be both grateful and distraught, Madame. For every ending is both a resolution and a parting. Especially for those who have followed you through this long and enthralling year. Your characters have become living people to so many of your readers, who fear for their final destinies.’

He thought of Sophie’s putative endings, and remembered that she found none satisfactory. Suddenly the end of the story mattered more than anything else. He longed to hand his bride both the pawned necklace and a happy ending. But the Sibyl stepped ahead of him.

‘Conclusions are the weak point of most authors, but some of the fault lies in the very nature of a conclusion, which is at best a negation.’

Max did not understand her. He adopted an exceedingly grave expression, and navigated a wrinkle in the mud with exaggerated care for his pale grey trousers. She drew him after her into the forest. The Sibyl looked up at the whispering trees; sycamore, ash, birch, oak, giving way to an eternal, darkening green. They stood side by side, listening to the soughing pines. Their onward steps made no sound, cushioned by pine needles, and they drew closer together as the path narrowed. Immediately, they both lowered their voices, as if entering a church.

‘Every limit is a beginning as well as an ending,’ murmured the Sibyl, her head tilted, as if listening to the rhythm of her own words. ‘Who can quit young lives after being long in company with them, and not desire to know what befell them in after years? For the fragment of a life, however typical, is not the sample of an even web: promises may not be kept –’

She stopped and looked directly at him, her great face sombre and worn. Max felt judged.

He had flourished and bloomed, grown tall and strong, his father’s favourite son, the Benjamin of the family, that wonderful miracle – a healthy child, after several tragic infant deaths. His sister fled away into the shades, carried off by scarlet fever, and his mother had despaired of ever giving Wolfgang a sibling. But here stood beautiful, joyous Max, with his dark eyes and powerful bounding limbs! He saw himself, galloping fearless on his first pony, speaking both English and French fluently at seven years, rattling along beside his stringy, austere tutor, reciting the names of all the plants, as if the earth belonged to him. He remembered eating too much cake at his tenth birthday party and being violently sick all over his rocking horse; carrying a giant cone of sweets to his master on the first day of school, sitting for his portrait in his cadet’s uniform at fifteen, that painting still hanging in the hall. Had he lived up to the golden promises of those first days? He had not only wasted his brother’s money, he had disappointed Wolfgang by refusing to finish anything. If any project proved difficult or irritating, Max instantly manufactured an excuse to abandon the field of endeavour. He stood surrounded by attempts and beginnings, rather than achievements, all his beauty and charm fraudulent and spoiled. Even Hans Meyrick, with his effeminate curls and effusive desire to impress, had won the prize: he had painted more fairies into one canvas than any other artist.

The Sibyl sensed his discomfort. Her antennae flickered like a praying mantis registering a disturbance in the air. The luminous grey gaze swept across his face, conciliatory, generous and forgiving. He could hide nothing from her.

‘I sometimes feel –’ Max commenced his confession, then ran out of words, as well as feelings. The forest breathed quietly about them; sunlight spattered across the Sibyl’s bonnet and shawl.

‘You see, Mrs. Lewes,’ he gathered speed and began to gibber, ‘I am like your Tito Melema. Or at least I am in danger of becoming like him. Romola is your book, that is, the one book that meant most to me, or at least so far –’ Max was not prepared to admit that he had not read one single word of Middlemarch.

‘You see, Tito Melema wasn’t an evil man. He simply didn’t like rows, unpleasantness or decisions. I recognise that. He liked everything to be as pleasant and as beautiful as he was himself. And he procrastinated. He did intend to save his father from slavery and to purchase his freedom. Just as soon as he had set himself up properly in Florence, and got a bit of influence. He didn’t mean to forget the man to whom he owed everything. And he really did love Tessa, the little contadina, not because she was undemanding and naïve, but because she believed in him, unquestioning. He just didn’t possess a strong enough character to comprehend Romola’s finer moral sense, or indeed to be worthy of her love –’ Max petered out, sensing that his situation had degenerated into the ridiculous. Here he was in the middle of a forest, describing a fictional character he had recognised as an awful personal warning, to the very woman who once created him. Tito, the laughing Greek, loomed merry and menacing, amidst the sharp shadows of the pines, and Max stood, hesitant, between this phantom of himself and the traitor’s only begetter.

‘I know Tito,’ he blurted out. ‘I know all his weaknesses. I found it appalling that I knew him at once, and so well.’

The Sibyl smiled slightly, without uncovering her fearful teeth, and offered her arm to Max. They stepped onwards down the forest trail, whose edges now appeared fluid and nebulous among the dead needles.

‘I am very moved and honoured that my work should speak to you so clearly, and that you read Tito with so unerring an eye. You are right. He is not a criminal; he simply wishes to follow a path through life that is always littered with adoration and roses. But the moral life, that best part of our own souls, is neither so rosy, nor so simple.’ She paused, looking up at the earth’s breath, which stirred the pine tops. ‘That book is indeed dear to me. I was a young woman when I began, but an old woman by the time it was finished.’

‘You were unflinching in your justice.’ Max contemplated Tito’s end, and the grim fate that awaited all those incapable of rising to the awful demands of the moral life. ‘The traitor died by his own adopted father’s hand.’

The writer nodded, her face sombre.

‘But revenge, however just or apparently noble, is persuasive only in fiction, Max.’ She used his Christian name with warmth and intimacy, her hand on his arm pressed him gently onwards. ‘In our human world, revenge leaves nothing but the taste of ashes in its wake. My first source for that part of the intrigue in Romola came from General Pfuhl, nearly eighteen years ago. We met at Fräulein Solmar’s salon in Berlin. He told me of a wealthy nobleman, who was cheated out of all his property by a villainous adopted son. The man killed the thief he had taken to his bosom – killed him on the spot. He was imprisoned, tried and condemned for the murder. It is said that on the eve of his execution he refused to accept a confessor, and cried, “I wish to go to Hell, for he is there, and I want to follow out my revenge.”’

‘Was killing the traitor not enough?’

And here Max was graced with the Sibyl’s disconcerting yellow smile with the red gaps, gleaming at uneven intervals.

‘It seems not. Revenge, you see, binds the avenger irrevocably to the person who has wronged him. They are doomed to seek one another for ever through the shades of Hades. Baldassare never freed himself from Tito. His hatred grew, commensurate with his former love.’

Max suspected that the Sibyl, who spoke of Hell and Hades with such eloquence, did not actually believe in the existence of either place. A fresh puzzle presented itself to him for the first time. Why, if she walked the earth without faith in Providence or the Beyond, did she praise religious fervour with such discriminating conviction? Was it possible to live openly with a married man and still preach morality and righteousness from the pulpit of her fiction? Wolfgang assured him that all her first readers, when her identity was so well concealed that not even her publisher knew who the mysterious friend of Lewes was, remained convinced that the author of Adam Bede must be a clergyman, in charge of a rural parish in the Midlands. The Sibyl raised her extraordinary eyes to Max, paused, and then pronounced her absolution.

‘Reflect for a moment, Max, upon your interpretation of Tito. You have recognised his nature as a dangerous one. You have seen where that kind of moral laziness may lead. You are not Tito and you need never duplicate his ways. You have a choice.’

And now, in her priest-like presence, Max felt himself illuminated, reassured. He was being given a second chance, but he did not know how, or even why. The arched cathedral of the forest and the Sibyl’s grave authority, that uncanny sensation of having been not only heard, but chosen, conspired to meddle with the fragile roots of his complacency. Something intangible in her company lifted him from the swamps of his own selfishness. He vowed never to visit a prostitute or gamble at the tables again.

But Max was led into temptation before that day was out.

 

They returned home to a pile of visiting cards and Mr. Lewes, peacefully prostrate upon the sofa. Lady Castletown had besieged him with Irish bronchial remedies, and sent meat broth and soft, steamed vegetables from her own kitchens. Furthermore, she insisted that my dear Mrs. Lewes and her charming German publisher, that handsome young man who has such a sweet German accent, should join them for dinner, with a view to visiting the Kursaal later on to watch the gambling. The mercurial little showman was laid low and the great lady novelist must not only be amused, she must nurse him in as remote a fashion as possible, for that cough is certainly contagious, and she was sending her very own private physician, with his efficacious assistant, to ensure the dear man’s speedy recovery. At first the Sibyl refused. She would not leave her husband’s side. But Lewes added his persuasive croak to the general clamour.

‘We’ll dine here together, Polly. But you must go out a bit or you’ll succumb to morbid thoughts. I’m feeling better already, and a long peaceful night will set me straight.’

He closed his eyes. Max pressed the Sibyl’s hand gently and nodded his farewell, then crept out of the room. On the stairway he remembered Wolfgang’s revised publication deals. Renewed negotiations were out of the question at present, he had bought himself a little time. But suddenly another memory intervened: a torrent of opals, rubies and diamonds poured across the Jew’s counter. Both of these peremptory thoughts framed themselves into commands to act, and disconcerted his new-found composure. He burst into the autumn sunshine, clutching his hat.

Back at the Grand Continental Hotel a row of messages fluttered towards him from the reception clerk. Count August von Hahn and his daughter longed to see him, after a session in the baths for arthritis (the Count), and a gallop in the meadows (the Countess), come and visit us in our suite, my dear Max, when you have sufficiently buttered up the famous lady and closed the deal. My little Sophie is quite rabid with desire to meet her, and thinks that she’ll get round her doting father while her mother’s still at home. I’m counting on you not to bend a whisker, Max, or to engineer an introduction. It would all come out at the dinner table, and I’d be in for a hell-fire lecture.

The Count and his daughter occupied five adjoining rooms on the second floor, with views overlooking the royal castle and the park. The maid flashed past him, bearing two jugs of hot water for the Countess to refresh her toilette, after her fiery ride out to the hunting lodge, surrounded by an escort of admirers. But here she was, the young lady herself, still in her riding habit, with her veil thrown back, her bright cheeks flushed and her eyes dancing.

‘Why didn’t you come before?’ she demanded. ‘I wanted to see you and tell you lots of things.’

‘You were galloping around the countryside, and I am engaged upon my brother’s business,’ smiled Max, beguiled. She grabbed his arm and dragged him into a gorgeous expanse of gilt mirrors and chandeliers, with four French windows and a long balcony, from which he glimpsed the fountains and the gardens.

‘Come in quick! Father! He’s here!’

What things does she have to tell me, thought Max. Certainly nothing about Jews and jewels. He decided not to probe the mystery. Or at least, not yet. Sophie flung off her jacket and swung on the bell rope so that all the tassels shivered, her enthusiasm unbounded and unfeigned.

‘I’ve ordered chocolate. My fingers are freezing. You must take a glass with us.’

Could she have negotiated a price on that necklace for someone else? The soft smell of wealth perfumed the rooms. How could the Countess be in debt? At eighteen? Sophie offered him a cigarette and hauled the double windows open.

‘Blow it out on to the balcony. That’s what Father does. Mother makes him smoke outside at home, or in the winter garden. And we call that the Fumarium.’

The autumn air, rushing into the warm salon, smelled of bonfires. But here is the Count himself, dressed in a blue silk waistcoat, festooned with medals and ribbons, explaining that he is due to address a small political society, nothing subversive, you understand, just a group of like-minded chaps. And here is the waiter, wearing white gloves, armed with a pot of chocolate, extra cream, orange biscuits, tall delicate glasses in the Russian style, embedded in silver frames, standing perched on the threshold. No one heard him knocking. Max subsides into luxury, gazing at the smooth, translucent countenance, tiny earlobes and glossy pearl earrings of Sophie von Hahn. She is all movement and vivacity. She cannot sit still. She flickers past him, corn blonde and blue, like a ripe field. She flings herself into a chair so that the flower-filled vase on the rosewood table shivers and wobbles. Then she raises one boot towards her father for him to unbuckle and unlace, then the other. Max observes this cheerful domestic intimacy, and steals a glance at her white-stockinged toes. He is quite unprepared for the smooth curve of her instep, the gentle rise of her ankle, the intricate twitch of her calf muscles as she stretches and flexes her foot. All her youth and beauty, suggestive, glimmering, floods into the long stretch of her body, as she leans back in her chair and yawns. Max ostentatiously presses against the cold stone of the balcony and blows smoke into the crisped chestnut leaves of the nearest tree. He manages to mask his erection.

 

In the hushed deep stillness of the Kursaal, sixty or seventy people gathered around the roulette tables, many standing in outer rows, peering forwards to watch the gambling. Some of the aficionados had been there, slouched on gilded chairs, since mid-afternoon. The reverent concentration of those seated at the tables remained fervent and undisturbed, the hush broken only by a light rattle, a faint chink, and the occasional monotonous murmur in French: Faîtes vos jeux, Rien ne va plus, as if an ingenious automaton had been constructed to officiate at the ritual. For gambling does indeed resemble the Holy Office, the repetition of a sacrament charged with the particular mood of the congregation, optimism and desperation, laced with curiosity or boredom. Some are there merely as observers, while others are engaged, with all their souls, in the deadly pleasures of the game. Max had played both parts in his time, at these very tables, and now he stood well back as if to avoid contamination, holding the Sibyl’s shawl, while she conversed in whispers with Lady Castletown. Here before them, lounged or poised, lay the great world of men, and women too, old and young, wealthy and skint, some leaned over the tables, ignoring one another, utterly lost in the deep, hypnotic trance of risk. These were the big players, staking all on the red or the black, barely aware of the impoverished dilettantes placing small bets with an absurd flourish. Rank, age and sex vanished in the long chequered space before the wheel. Were these lovely painted women, with their little jewelled reticules, ladies of pleasure or daughters of the rich? No one cared. Faîtes vos jeux, Rien ne va plus.

Max watched the gamblers. He felt the adrenalin precision of that tingle in the thighs, chest and neck, as you begin to win, and the quiet sighs from the watchers, never from the table, as you begin to lose. The whole point of gambling is to lose. You always lose in the end. You go on till you lose.

But someone at the far table was on a winning streak, and causing a small stir in the phalanx of onlookers. He could see only the back and shoulders of her blue jacket, and her hair pinned up into a jaunty matching cap with a darker velvet band around the rim. She wore walking clothes indoors, as if she had sauntered in from the Schlosspark, to pass the time between dinner and the dancing among the clique at the tables, her dark blue gloves luring the napoleons out from other fingers. Here they come, swooping towards her across the red and the black as if magnetised. She won, again and again.

Was she beautiful, or not beautiful? Max could not see her face. He craned forwards. He glimpsed the blue cap, emerging and vanishing as the crowds closed round again to watch ‘la belle qui gagne’. The blue gloves, tapering to points, pushed the chips away across the board as if they were too filthy to touch. Back came her stake carrying the contents of the board in its wake. Max rose on tiptoe, his view of her magical fingers suddenly frustrated by two fat silken backs. The Sibyl, sensitive as a butterfly to every gust and shift in the air, immediately sensed his defection.

‘Who is it?’ She raised her giant head to look, but the far table, now surrounded like a fort under siege, hid all its secrets.

‘A young lady, playing recklessly, I believe. And winning.’

The Sibyl followed his curious glance and they proceeded to the far side of the Kursaal to watch. Lady Castletown, waylaid by one of her many English acquaintances, paused in the gangway. They took up their positions by a sofa on the angle of the stairway, commanding an excellent view of both tables. Max settled the Sibyl first, bending to make her comfortable, then swung round to scrutinise the face beneath the blue hat. He recognised her at once, swallowed hard in disbelief, and glared across the little distance between them. For there, bent forward to deposit her stake, the blue glove firm on her little tower of chance, sat the Countess Sophie von Hahn.

His first idea was to abandon the Sibyl, who was now also gazing, fascinated, at the gambling belle, and drag the feckless wench out of the Kursaal and back to her hotel by the hair. What did she think she was doing, flinging down her money like a drunken professional? And where was Fräulein Garstein, the chaperone, who was supposed to accompany Sophie on a march round the park and a session with the dancing master, while the Count talked politics? But even as they watched, Sophie won again, her pointed avaricious fingers raking the pile of chips across the green baize towards her. Faîtes vos jeux. She divided the jetons, canny as a Frankfurt banker, hesitated, then shovelled the lion’s share on to the black. A soft gasp ruffled the hush. She had doubled her stake. Her eyes devoured the spinning glint of the wheel.

Roulette is a game of pure chance, if the house has not bugged the machinery. Win or lose appears as random as the accidents of birth: one child has shining eyes and long lashes, the other a hare lip. Ah, Sophie, you see nothing else, with your hot glance, bent head and that defiant set of your shoulders, braced for whatever comes. The girl’s whole body rocked, clamped to the board and the wheel. The other hands that placed their stakes did not exist for her. She saw nothing, only the wheel’s turret and the spinning rim. She won again. A small whispered tinkle of pleasure and astonishment accompanied the rustle of shifting ivory stakes nuzzling the actual cash on the green baize. Max tensed; the crowd solidified around her. He eyed his prey, a cheetah preparing for the leap.

The Sibyl laid her hand gently upon his sleeve. He saw the ivory lace mitten clamped on to his dark coat and recoiled, the moment lost.

‘I take it that this young lady is an acquaintance?’

Max remembered where he was, bowed politely, and bent his head to hers. No one would have overheard their exchange.

‘I am afraid she is indeed. That, Madame, is the eldest daughter of the Count August von Hahn. But I am at a loss to explain her presence here in the Kursaal, without her father or her usual chaperone.’

The Sibyl’s ironic smile of recognition bought him a moment to stifle his fury, now directed primarily against Fräulein Garstein, who had mysteriously allowed Sophie to slip the leash.

‘This is quite unaccountable. What can –’

‘Do sit down for a moment,’ suggested the Sibyl.

Max obeyed.

‘Do you know why she is gambling with such passionate abandon? She lives mostly in the country, I believe, and can hardly have done this before? Although Fortune, at present, clearly loves her dearly. Do you have any idea why she is here?’

‘I do.’

Suddenly Max gave in to that universal impulse to confide all, seduced by the benignity of that great prophetic forehead, and the vast tenderness in the writer’s eyes. Max’s narrative, carefully absorbed by the Sibyl, revealed itself to be a masterpiece of omissions. Yes, he had played with the Countess when they were children. And of course, Wolfgang had always been a close friend to the Count. Max adopted a careful strategy, which would give the tale a sentimental spin, and would also explain his evident and possibly excessive feelings of indignation and concern. The Count himself was like a father to us when my own father died. And so I have always known the little Countess. (That makes me sound like the brother she never had.) I had no idea, until yesterday, that they were visiting Homburg. He decided not to mention the recent visit to the Jagdschloss, or the proposed engagement cooked up between Wolfgang and the Count. This morning, when I was walking in the early day (I had just spent the night with a prostitute), I saw her in an odd part of town. And here he disclosed everything he had witnessed concerning the necklace and the cautious Jew. Opals, rubies and diamonds flowed on to the Sibyl’s lap. Yes, Sophie von Hahn had laid down part of her inheritance upon the Jew’s velvet counter.

‘Ah, she must have visited Herr Wiener,’ nodded the Sibyl. ‘His shop is in the Judengasse. He is a friend of ours. I know him through other connections.’

Max immediately regretted his incivility to the clearly alarmed pawnbroker, and gazed at the Sibyl, astonished. Surely she was omniscient, all-knowing and forgiving, given that her acquaintance stretched from chateaux to ghettos. What if the Jew revealed he had been rude? Max now overflowed with speculative drama concerning Sophie’s motives, to conceal his own embarrassment. Why did the Countess need to raise money in the first place? Was she in terrible trouble? The Sibyl presented only rational explanations.

‘Either she needs one thousand thaler to nourish her gaming streak, my dear Max, or she owes more than that sum and is busy winning it back before you at this very moment. But soon, she will begin to lose, and we must stop her before she does. We must also remove the need – or the debt – she is concealing from her father. The Graf von Hahn has championed my cause in his time. And that kindness I will now repay. Her relationship to you makes her all the more interesting to me. But one of us must save her from this evil vale of temptation. I will send to Herr Wiener for the necklace. He will accept a credit note from me.’

Max stared, open-mouthed, at her decisiveness.

‘Go on. Be quick. Stop her. Her luck won’t last.’

The Sibyl rose to greet Lady Castletown and retreated in the direction of the supper tables. Max thrust himself into the fray. Sophie, leaning forward, elbows on the table, had by now accumulated an Ali Baba’s cave of winnings, piled up before her. Max grasped her shoulder, none too gently, and hissed:

‘Countess von Hahn, I believe you should now rejoin your father.’

Her eyes widened in shock as she recognised Max.

‘You! It’s not possible! Wolfgang told us he had banned you from the tables.’

‘I’m not playing, Sophie. You are. Just collect that pile of money and get up. Now.’

Murmurs of disappointment surrounded them as he dragged the gambling belle away by the elbow. Belligerent with righteousness, Max stood fuming while Sophie translated her jetons into cash, then swept the girl out of the Kursaal and into the swift chill of early evening, regardless of numerous fascinated glances, and a trail of gossip, burgeoning behind them.

‘A striking girl – that Sophie von Hahn – unlike others.’

‘I hear that the Count is negotiating her price with the publishers. That was Max Duncker I saw, dragging her away from her pleasures. Is the marriage arranged between her and the younger or the elder brother?’

‘Oh, she must always be doing something extraordinary. She is that kind of girl, I fancy. Do you think her pretty?’

‘Very. A man might risk hanging for her – I mean, a fool might.’

‘You like a nez retroussé then, serpent-green eyes and that wonderful boyish stride? She really does not present herself like a lady.’

‘I saw her this afternoon in the water meadows, at full gallop, riding a bay horse. Quite fearless, she was, all her veils flying!’

‘Very becoming that – a girl who can master a horse.’

‘The younger Duncker son used to be here every night at the tables. Haven’t seen him this year. He must have been mastered by the little Countess.’

‘Well, I gather she’s taken his place, and had a luckier swing at Fortune’s Wheel.’

Max dragged Sophie through the lighted streets towards the Marktplatz, nodding to the odd acquaintance. He glowed with rage, and never noticed the social sensation caused by their rapid progress. What irritated him most? The fact that the Sibyl could write out a credit note for a thousand thaler without a flicker, and he couldn’t? His prospective bride rubbing shoulders at the gaming tables with men who were hardly gentlemen, and ladies who were certainly not ladies at all? Sophie von Hahn exposing herself to gossip, comment and impudent glances? The delinquent behaviour of Fräulein Garstein? The irresponsible Count? Or was he incensed by the bitter truth that she was winning, and winning large sums, whereas he always lost every stake, without fail?

‘You don’t need to hang on to me as if I was a criminal, Max. Let me go.’

‘You’re coming straight back to the hotel. How could you be so indiscreet?’

‘In what way? By winning?’

Sophie pulled herself free, and shaking with pink-cheeked resentment, took her stand on the steps of the Grand Continental, and declared, for all the world to hear:

‘How dare you spoil my game? I was well ahead. I know when to stop. Unlike you, by all accounts. You haven’t even asked for my hand and yet you think that you can treat me as if I were an abject wife, to be bullied and pushed about. You have no right to tell me what to do. And you never will have.’

Max hurled her and her ill-gotten gains through the hotel doors. And behold Fräulein Garstein, rushing towards them, a respectable middle-aged bundle of grey silks.

‘Ah ma chère, there you are! I was most anxious. The reception clerk told me that your headache had quite gone and that you had stepped out. I looked for you in the gardens. But I am so relieved to see that you were not alone! Indeed, you have discovered a most acceptable escort!’

She smirked at Max, the fiancé-in-waiting. Sophie laid down her heavy bundle of notes and cash on the marble table in the foyer, turned her back upon him, and began, with slow and ostentatious care, to unpin her hat. Max bowed low to both women, speechless with fury, and stalked out of the building. He pounded back down the Obere Promenade to the Kursaal, cutting several people dead en route and causing lasting offence.

The Sibyl stood in the hallway, buttoned, cloaked and muffled, gently acknowledging curious little troupes of admirers, her washed eyes anxious for home and her beloved scientist. She drew him aside, pulled forth a cambric handkerchief from her nécessaire and opened her palm to reveal a glittering shaft of colours. The pure stones flickered and swam in the gas light.

‘There are the very jewels, I believe?’ Max gasped. How had she conjured them up in so short a time?

‘They must be returned at once. And, I rather think, delivered up to the hotel safe.’ The Sibyl reflected for a moment. ‘For her to accept them from either one of us, my dear, would be utterly compromising, and extremely humiliating. She has taken control of her own destiny and here we are, robbing her of all her freshly awakened powers.’

The Sibyl flashed him a glance of pure mischief.

‘I took the liberty of writing this note. She will not know my hand.’

She handed him a scrap of torn-off notepaper, on which was written with a pencil in clear, but rapid handwriting:

 

A stranger who has found the Countess von Hahn’s necklace returns it to her with the hope that she will not again risk the loss of it.

 

Max reddened and gazed at the Sibyl, trumped, upstaged, and quite unable to speak. She handed him the necklace and the message, then took his arm in hers, as if they belonged to one another.

‘And now, my dear Max, I have enjoyed a sufficient number of adventures in the Spielsaal for one evening, and would be delighted if you would see me home.’

 

END OF CHAPTER SEVEN

 





CHAPTER EIGHT

in which Our Author sorts out Several Muddles.

Max slouched in his chair, eyeing the new arrivals in the breakfast room, and nibbling thin slices of buttered brioche, while the Count deciphered the English newspapers. The papers were all out of date, but still vigorously fought over by the early guests in the Grand Continental. Had Max calmed down overnight? As we all usually do? Not a bit of it. His emotional temperature had risen ten degrees. A reprise of the previous night’s rage engulfed him while he composed a brief note to the Sibyl, enquiring after her husband’s health. Should he mention the apparition of Sophie in the Spielsaal? No, be oblique. Nothing specific or incriminating. And I thank you for your kind comprehension concerning last night’s incident. That will do.

But it didn’t do at all. He sat facing the Count, compromised by his own silence concerning Sophie’s gambling escapade, convinced that the Count would hear of it anyway. Most of the visitors in Homburg had watched her gambling. But that now appeared to him as by no means the worst moment of the night’s events. He sat there, appalled that the young Countess had refused him, point blank, in public, before he had even got around to proposing, on the hotel’s front steps and in ringing tones. Surely the Count would get to hear about that too? Why hadn’t he said anything? Here he was, combing the columns of The Times, a paper he described as detestable, and gently chuntering to himself.

‘Home of democracy indeed! A second Athens! They forget themselves. Athenian democracy was an oligarchy, based on a slave state. And no question whatever of votes for women.’ None of the random, irritated expletives were directed at Max.

‘Ah! Here you are, my dear!’

The boyish stride, criticised as unladylike, crossed the sunny breakfast room in two bounds, and a large kiss descended upon the Count’s whiskers. She wore her riding habit, the blonde plaits wound round her head, like a true rural maiden, bent on pigs and harvests. Max immediately stood up and bowed, peering at her dimples from beneath his lowered lids.

‘Countess,’ he murmured. Sophie von Hahn flushed brick red, and merely bowed in return. She sat down with a thump.

‘I’ll just order your chocolate. Max and I have been drinking coffee.’ The Count noticed their mutual embarrassment and grinned, ah, Bonjour, l’amour, how perfectly suitable for young lovers to blush and tremble in each other’s presence, and we were all young once. He began waving at waiters.

The supposed lovers looked at one another, mortified. Nothing could be said in front of the Count. Sophie recovered first and mouthed her apology in dumb show. I’M SORRY. The shape of her lips and the downcast glance shimmered with genuine repentance. Max sat bolt upright and mouthed back, I’M SORRY TOO, disarmed. The silver pot of chocolate and a rack of fresh toast scurried towards them, but so did the hotel manager, with a packet for the little Countess, handed in late last night, delivered by a young boy he didn’t know. Max, standing just outside, smoking on the steps, had paid said young boy to deliver the package to the reception clerk, then sauntered in himself, giving no sign of recognition, and insisted, as a responsible family friend, that it should be locked in the safe until morning. He dare not let the jewels, so recently redeemed, slither out of sight.

Sophie, unknowing, innocent, dropped the packet beside her plate and chomped the toast, avoiding Max’s eye. He sat quite still, transfixed by the packet, and pretended to listen to the Count’s political commentary. Finally Sophie reached over and slit the packet neatly open like a fish fillet, with her slightly buttered knife. The jewels flooded out from their shroud, bound and muffled by the Sibyl’s handkerchief. And here lay the fatal note, a torn slip, containing the gentlest of reprimands. The Count leaned over, astonished.

‘What on earth are you doing with your mother’s necklace at breakfast, Sophie? I told you to lock it up in the hotel safe when you weren’t wearing it. It’s much too valuable to carry about.’

Her eyes flickered across the note. She reddened again, then turned white. Her fingers trembled on the butter knife. Was she consumed with vexation, or wounded pride? She must have realised at once that the clear straight lines of writing before her were not from Max. He would never write to her in English. But did he know who this stranger was? She raised her savage green eyes and searched his impassive face. He began fiddling with his cigarette case. Then who? Who knew? Or had the Jew himself returned the jewels?

‘Sophie? Are you listening?’

‘Oh yes, Father. I’ll put them back in the hotel safe at once.’ She gave no sign that they had ever been anywhere else.

‘You might wear them tonight for the dinner and the ball. Your mother would be pleased.’

So the necklace wasn’t even hers to pawn. Max transformed an indignant snort into a cough. Sophie tucked the crushed note up her sleeve, and swept the guilty necklace on to her lap, out of sight. He watched her fasten the button on her cuff one notch tighter to secure the note. She’ll pore over that in her bedroom, later. And she will scan the English here in the hotel, wondering, which one, which one. Nothing, however, interfered with her appetite. She wolfed down two more chunks of toast, a large bowl of pears in honey, and then swigged her steaming chocolate, two cups, at speed.

‘Please excuse me.’

She rose, clutching the jewels in both hands, and made off towards the hotel office. She’ll interrogate the manager, thought Max, and then have it all out with Wiener. Would she go that far, he wondered? Of one thing he was completely certain. Sophie von Hahn believed that the unknown stranger, who had returned her jewels, and whose identity remained a mystery, was a man. A man who was probably watching her.

Did the young Countess feel compromised, humiliated, exposed? As she should have done? Max had no idea. The Count turned to Max, but his thoughts were so saturated with Sophie that the Count’s sudden change in demeanour and proximity, a shift in tone and rhythm, generated a gentle shock in his brain.

‘Will you take care of Sophie? There’s a good chap? Just for a couple of hours while I amuse myself in the Kursaal?’

Gambling? The Count? The elderly gentleman lurched forward like a predatory owl spotting a mouse, and thrust his whiskers into Max’s face. ‘And not a word at home, eh? You can tell Wolfgang I stopped you coming with me.’

Everyone traipsing round the shops and streets in Homburg vor der Höhe, or taking the waters, with their extraordinary curative powers, an amazing tonic which eliminates arthritis, lesions and psoriasis, was actually there for the Spielsaal and the roulette tables. Those canny French entrepreneurs, the brothers Blanc, François and Louis, negotiated the thirty-year concession with Landgraf Ludwig von Hessen-Homburg to build the Spielbank, and ensure an annual turnover of at least one hundred thousand gulden. The Casino opened on 23rd May 1841. And thus an insignificant country town, capital of a tiny principality, with an elegant chateau on a hill, surrounded by farms and woods, became an international spa with a fashionable Spielsaal and high stakes. Dostoevsky named the place ‘Roulettenburg’, for the Kurhaus did indeed resemble a miniature castle, all columns and decorative turrets, with the fatal wheels turning in the left wing. The town flourished and filled up with the wicked and the dissolute; they too prospered, like the biblical green bay tree. Streetlights glowed in the thoroughfares, and a direct train link to Frankfurt united Homburg with the great world. By 1866 the three most opulent Prussian casinos, much visited by the British, were Wiesbaden, Ems, and Homburg. But puritanical Prussian morals kicked in, and with the founding of the Deutsche Reich came the order to close. The brothers Blanc decided to play on until the last possible minute – the twenty-third hour of the last day – 31st December 1872, before returning to their other profitable little enterprise, the Spielbank Monte Carlo.

The urgency of imminent closure packed the Spielsaal in the Kurhaus with passionate addicts and curious tourists. If pressed to explain himself, the Count August von Hahn would have offered two motives for disappearing in the direction of the card tables and Fortune’s Wheel. He genuinely did wish to partake of those Silenic pleasures, before the unkindly Prussian harpies whisked them away, but he also wanted to arrange a little tête-à-tête between his innocent, vivacious daughter and her intended. Let the young people get to know each other better. He never doubted Max’s honour or his intentions. Of course Max wanted to marry Sophie. Every young man with means and ambition would want to do so. The Count was prepared to place all his stakes on that square. Well, young man, here’s your chance.

‘Yes, of course, sir, of course.’

Max rose and bowed, as the Count slipped away, in search of his wallet and coat. Sophie reappeared a moment later.

‘Where’s Father?’

‘Heading off to the Kursaal,’ said Max, and met her eye for the second time that morning.

‘No, really?’

A moment of mock horror engulfed them both, and then erupted into shaking giggles. They clutched each other’s hands and rocked with laughter. The breakfast room stared; the unmentionable could now be discussed.

‘He’ll find out, Sophie. Someone will tell him.’

‘I know. I’ll have to come up with some dreadful excuses. But you’ll back me up, won’t you? You saw me win.’

‘I can’t say that I encouraged you. I pulled you out of that place.’

‘Well, at least you weren’t playing. Wolfgang would have a fit.’ She smothered a fresh wave of laughter.

‘Come on,’ commanded Sophie, ‘I’m engaged to go riding before dinner and I’ve got something to show you.’ She snatched up an apple from the fruit bowl.

‘I hope you’re going to give me some explanations for your behaviour yesterday. Even if you aren’t in the least repentant.’

She paused. They were already striding down the Dorotheenstraße, and a gust of cold air flooded his unbuttoned coat. It was warm in the sun, but nowhere else. She grinned up at him.

‘I’m going to reveal all my secrets!’

Then she took his arm and laughed, laughed as she had once done when she guided him through the bushes in the woods near the Jagdschloss, to their secret cabin, a little wooden shack with real curtains, built with her own hands, where the children carefully arranged their broken crockery for dinner. Max noted with some alarm that they had marched out of town in the same direction as the Königgasse, and feared the worst, but she turned off into a mucky cobbled alleyway, where the stables looked out over the meadows. The Schlosspark with the new Tannenwaldallee now lay behind them, and the fresh damp mass of fields stretched out, the cows wandering into the distance. Sophie turned abruptly into a narrow lane and they both leaned back against the hedges as two ladies on horseback, veiled against the dust, trotted past. Max felt the prickle of twigs on his back. He had forgotten Sophie’s refusal to marry him, and already begun to imagine their life together. She attended the Berlin charity subscription concerts with her mother, but he had never seen her at the theatre or the opera. He hoped she wouldn’t insist on spending all their days in the country. Would she be content dealing with farmyards, gardens and stables?

‘You don’t ride much, do you, Max?’ He detected a note of puzzled reproach, and experienced a ripple of panic; she clearly imagined him strolling down an eternal boulevard.

‘Wolfgang keeps a carriage, but no saddle horses,’ admitted Max, alarmed that the Duncker brothers appeared to be living well within their means. But here they reached the stables. Sophie leaped a puddle at the corner, hauling up the skirt of her riding habit and revealing her boots. Max noticed her tiny silver spurs and heels flecked with mud. He observed her frank and cheerful manners with the head groom, who immediately strode out to meet her. She shook his hand warmly, as if she were concluding a deal. Then he realised that she was in fact doing exactly that, concluding the deal.

‘Tell Herr Halmers that I have arranged for the money to be paid directly to his agent. The balance is already waiting for him at the hotel. And I shall expect the signed papers, including the documentation and the bill of sale, to be delivered to me by the end of the day, so that I can arrange transportation by train.’

She swung round to Max. ‘Come! Look.’

And she pranced into the long dim tunnel of the stables with loose boxes ranged on either side. His eyes gradually adjusted to the dark; the sweet warm smells of crushed hay and horses mingled and thickened in the gloom. Sophie gently opened a box door and spoke quietly to a huge bay mare that raised her head and snorted slightly. Behind the mare stood another young horse, a smaller bay with two white socks, perhaps a yearling. Max caught the flicker of the creatures’ startled, retreating eyes. Sophie fastened a halter on the mare; the animal bent her neck and shivered. The Countess talked softly to both horses all the time.

‘There you are. They’re mine now. Both of them.’

Max stood well back, open-mouthed, batting the flies away with his hat.

‘Are you telling me that you were gambling in the Kursaal just to win money and buy horses?’

‘Yes. And I won a lot more than I needed as it turned out.’

Was she thinking of the redeemed necklace? Max couldn’t ask without giving himself away.

‘Mind. Stand back. I’m going to lead her out.’

And into the warm autumn sun stepped the dark bay, her neck arched, her powerful flanks trembling slightly as she raised her tail and deposited a pile of steaming golden turds dangerously close to Max’s recently polished boots. Sophie laughed out loud at his elegant withdrawal to safer ground, and stood back herself to let the young filly trot out past her mother, nickering with excitement in the fresh air. The still-stabled horses began to stamp and neigh, calling to their two companions, now smelling freedom and open fields. The head groom slapped the yearling’s rump and she circled the yard rapidly, her unshod hooves slithering on the cobbles. Both animals shimmered with unspent energy and strength.

‘I’ll let them loose in the meadows this morning and ride her tomorrow. I have to get a wider side saddle that fits. Herr Halmers keeps his horses shut up in boxes. But they are like us. They need to gallop and roll in the sunshine.’

Max concluded that Sophie would hate to be shut up in crinolines and drawing rooms. What could he offer this Daughter of Artemis? A wave of doubt almost drowned his restored confidence. He acknowledged himself a man of hesitations, while Sophie glowed with decisiveness. Here she stood, gloating over the magnificent bay and her foal, stroking their black manes and surging shoulders as they danced about her, the mare nuzzling Sophie’s fingers, eagerly pulling on the rope, their breaths generating huge gusts of steam. The groom threw open the gates and Sophie slipped the rope from the mare’s halter, turning her loose. The two horses, freed at last, raised their heads high, and clattered forth into the meadows, their excitement palpable with every stride. They felt the soft earth beneath them and shuddered. And then they were galloping, tails raised like streaming flags, calling to each other, away down the slopes to the river, a straight trail charted their course through the damp grass, their dark forms sharp against the silver of the willows.

Sophie swung on the gates, crying out with excitement.

‘Look, Max! Look at my horses. Even I – and I chose them – hadn’t thought they were so beautiful.’

Her green eyes filled with tears and she snatched at his shoulder for balance with her gloved hand. This utter abandonment to the moment enchanted Max. The girl galloped with her horses, unaware of his presence, lost in the glamour of their excitement, power and joy. He stood beside her, steadying the gate.

‘Wouldn’t your father have bought them for you?’ The Count granted his daughter’s every wish, like an elderly djinn in a lamp.

‘Oh yes, but then they wouldn’t have been mine. Really mine. And I wanted them so much. And I thought I had to get the money from somewhere. Then I saw women playing in the Spielsaal. And the idea came to me. I could win what I needed at the tables.’

‘But what if you had lost all your savings?’ Max prompted carefully; the origins of her original stake remained her secret, and his.

‘I won. And I’ll win again,’ retorted Sophie, jumping off the gate. Her spurs rattled on the cobbles.

Max strolled back into town, wondering if his smart coat smelt of horse and needed to be brushed. He promised himself an emergency dose of cologne when he reached the hotel. His last glimpse of Sophie, disappearing at a brisk, dusty trot down the lanes, filled him with determination. He would court her, win her, earn her confidence, and deserve her love. He wished to see her always, coming towards him, her green eyes filled with the same passion that had possessed her when she beheld her horses. Max saw something tangible and precious in her face, and he wanted that ardour for himself. No man could ever desire a more potent reward – that love poured out unmeasured, profligate. But first he must persuade her, and himself, that he was a serious man, capable of genuine scholarship and distinguished achievements. He settled in the hotel library to peruse the most recent issues of the Edinburgh Review.

He was dozing comfortably over an article on natural history in a quiet armchair by the window, when he received a note from the Sibyl, delivered in hushed tones.

 

My Dear Max

Thank you for your kind enquiry. My husband is much recovered this morning, but we have consulted Dr. Schöngraben who has advised a mild water treatment in addition to the mineral tonics we are both already taking. We have every confidence in him, as he was a pupil of the famous Dr. Gully at Malvern, who worked such wonders for Mr. Darwin some years ago, and whose treatments were not ineffective when we tried them in the past. Would you be so kind as to call upon us this evening? My husband is anxious to finalise the proposals for subsequent reprints and publications with your brother’s house.

 

Affectionately

M. E. Lewes

 

PS. I trust there have been no difficult repercussions with our gambling belle, and that she has received our little packet. I confess I am eager to hear more of her adventures. She is a young lady who interests me greatly.

 

Max decided to draw a veil over Sophie’s horse-trading. Her motives still appeared obscure, unintelligible. He could not understand her need to act independently of her father. The Count’s famous generosity overflowed; his household, family and friends lived brimful with comfort and riches in the wake of his excess. The hotel staff flung themselves into action whenever he appeared and fought over his gratuities. Had she so wished, Sophie von Hahn could have demanded an entire stable of racehorses. This complex doubleness in his fiancée-to-be troubled him greatly. Was she in fact a reckless, headstrong girl, capable of impatience, temper and deceit? Was her affectionate and docile obedience to her father merely a calculated performance? And were all those kisses and caresses a way of blinding the old gentleman to her real aims and purposes? And what on earth did she actually want? Most men think they want a wife with spirit. But the challenge, usually unacknowledged, is to break that spirit, and bend her will to his own, for the real issue, as Humpty Dumpty so eloquently put the case, is this: who is to be master?

Max replied at once to the Sibyl’s message, adding that the package was received at breakfast with baffled embarrassment, but that Herr Wiener could rest assured that the matter would go no further. Privately, he doubted that the bumptious Mr. Lewes would be up to any robust discussion of figures and reprints after the fearsome ordeal of the water treatment. Hydrotherapy and its sister cure, thalassotherapy, commonly known as sea bathing, had both gained a terrific reputation, in the 1840s and ’50s, for miraculous improvements, no matter what the ailment; the Homburg cure followed the English model. Each patient was placed on a strict regime of copious vegetables, little meat and no alcohol, which purged the body of all noxious toxins. Then, a pattern of soaking and washing different parts of the body, to awaken sluggish organs within, would be prescribed, depending on the seriousness of the complaint. Lewes was diagnosed as ‘liverish’, and therefore wrapped in wet sheets for hours, then ‘sweated’ with a lamp under a blanket. But his nervous system was considered by the resourceful Schöngraben as too sensitive to be plunged under a douche. The douche consisted of a huge tank of icy water, suddenly released upon the patient from a great height. The resulting shock worked wonders apparently, both for the circulation and for anyone with a delicate digestion, and had been known to ease the suffering caused by dreadful, persistent vomiting.

Max, like all young men blessed with good health, mistrusted all drugs and doctors, and put his faith in two things: eating less and going for walks. He was proved right about the water treatment. The unfortunate Mr. Lewes, flattened by the sweating and the wet sheets, proved quite incapable of receiving visitors that evening.

Nothing for it then, but to scrub himself down and dress himself up, trim his fashionable moustache into points, wax his opulent curls, cram himself into a fresh white shirt, stiff-starched white collar and cuffs, a deep white waistcoat decorated with tiny gold studs, and determine, well beforehand, to ask the Countess Sophie von Hahn for the first dance. Max checked the visitors’ list at the hotel. There were no very dangerous virgins of his acquaintance, accompanied by their mothers, married sisters, cousins or aunts, lurking in Homburg, attempting to get the season off to a flirtatious start. Had the Countess von Hahn returned from her ride? Yes, the young lady, ensconced in her suite, had already sent down to the kitchen for copious refreshments. As the lamps came on in all the houses, the hotel braced itself for the evening’s festivities. Much rearrangement of furniture and decorating of tables went on during the day, and now came the time for lighting the gaseliers in all the hallways and down the main corridors. The ballroom, famed as a Prunkkammer, shimmering with gilt and mirrors, remained golden in candlelight, untouched by modernity, and, as yet, empty of music, satin slippers and leather soles. The parquet smelt strongly of beeswax.

Years later, people in Homburg still recalled that evening of celebration, which became known as the Architect’s Ball. Schloss Homburg vor der Höhe, once the residence of the ruling Landgraf von Hessen-Homburg, now belonged to Kaiser Wilhelm I, whose grandson Kaiser Wilhelm II became cheerfully known to the British at a later date as Kaiser Bill. He decided to make Schloss Homburg his regular summer residence, and after perusing various estimates and proposals, transformed the Königsflügel into luxurious modern living apartments, with English water closets discreetly hidden in cupboards. The town, already galvanised out of its medieval torpor by its position as a fashionable Kurort, now prepared itself for royal visits. Great expectations were entertained on all sides: fresh stables, horses, hunts, hotels, building projects, a new brewery, landscaped gardens, parks laid out in the English style, lakes dug, new housing, roads relaid, an extension of the gas streetlighting, clinics, quacks and haberdashery, dressmakers, jewellers, tailors from Berlin and full employment. Upholsterers from Frankfurt arrived in full cry; surely there would be an orgy of refurbishment, a great measuring for new curtains and a rising middle class, bellowing for fine porcelain?

The extension of gas lighting in the town proved uncontroversial. The Kurverwaltung had already built a gas factory on the Frankfurt Landstraße near Gonzenheim; all the streets and squares glowed brightly at dusk and the Kurhaus sported gas lights in every room. Sophie von Hahn repeated her mother’s views on gas lighting. She wouldn’t have it in the house, because all the dirt she had been scraping from side to side over the years with the aid of the housemaids would suddenly become visible. The Count, all in favour of every modern development, no matter how outlandish, grunted, and folded his arms. All the English households took gas light for granted. Even in the kitchens.

The Architect and the Baumeister from Darmstadt visited the Schloss, to draw up preparatory studies for the Kaiser’s state apartments. The Court comes to Homburg, and these fine, anticipated visitors will leave a trail of wealth in their wake, rich pickings for all, an earthly abundance of prosperity and happiness. The invitations arrived, printed on ivory cards. You are cordially invited by the Town Council to a formal dinner and a ball at the Grand Continental Hotel (Louisenstraße 12). But an undercurrent of anxious desperation simmered beneath these bright declarations of confidence. Spare the Spielsaal, wailed the Council, smelling disaster; but there was no reprieve for the gambling. The Großer Spielsaal would be closed by the end of the year. The town lived in terrible fear of the consequences. The number of visitors would probably halve in one season. The Architect’s Ball was a last-ditch attempt to salvage the town’s economy from the jaws of the oncoming Prussians.

A select number of guests, Sophie and the Count included, attended the dinner, but invitations to the ball were less exclusive, and all manner of men and women sauntered through the doors of the Grand Continental. Several decorated doxies, unaccompanied, excessively rouged, skimmed past and made straight for the ladies’ dressing room. Max, lurking in the lobby, and hoping to apprehend Sophie, ran into an acquaintance; the artist arrived in acceptable, if slightly shabby clothes, curls tied well back, no hat.

‘Meyrick! How are the fairies?’

‘Capital!’

They shook hands.

Hans Meyrick looked startlingly young and scrubbed. Max noticed, disconcerted, that he appeared to know everyone who came through the doors. The painter stood in a little swirl of dead leaves, surrounded by happy smiles of greeting.

‘I’ve been very fortunate,’ confessed the artist, leaning against the very marble table upon which Sophie had banged down her gambling gains. ‘Mrs. Lewes has agreed to sit for me, but only for a series of portraits in chalks and silverpoint. Her husband does not consider her strong enough to endure the lengthy studio sittings necessary for a portrait in oils. Nevertheless, it’s an important commission and I shall do my best. However, the Count von Hahn is not at all satisfied with the photographs recently taken of his daughter. All of which, he says, fail to capture the dynamic energy of her glance. And so I am to paint her portrait, in her blue riding habit, with whip, boots and spurs visible, in a style that radiates her vivacity –’

But at that moment the lady herself interrupted him. She pounded towards them, holding her skirts high above her dancing shoes. Sophie had discarded Fräulein Garstein in the dressing room and now stood her ground on the flagstones, fabulous in pale green, the controversial necklace at her throat, her hair dressed in a massive cascade of curls, a starched green waistband with large ribbons magnificent in her wake. She thrust her face up to Max, indignant with bottled rage and disappointment.

‘She is here, here in Homburg! The author of Middlemarch! You knew and you didn’t tell me. My spoken English and French are quite good enough for me to be introduced. I’ve read every word she’s ever written, and you haven’t. You must have been visiting her and you could have taken me with you. Mama’s silly prohibitions count for nothing when we’re not at home.’

‘Good evening, Countess,’ said Meyrick diplomatically, snatching up her hand and kissing her white-gloved fingers. The young lady nodded, but concentrated on her quarrel with Max.

‘Your mother may not be here, Sophie,’ he replied, with no intention of humouring this fresh outburst of folly, ‘but your father is. And he would not approve of you calling upon Mrs. Lewes if your mother did not wish it.’

‘Oh, you take their part against me!’ Sophie chewed her thumb through her glove. ‘Why should I care what is proper or not? And in any case, if any one of my actions was improper of course I should know, for I should feel no pleasure in doing it. Hans is going to take her likeness, you are able to call upon her every day and I am not even allowed to shake her hand, or to tell her what joy she brings to our house. Nothing could be more morally uplifting and improving than her books. They are proof of her nobility, and the greatness of her soul.’

Max decided instantly that they proved nothing of the sort, but did not choose to take the argument in that direction. He did not think that the Sibyl needed defending on moral grounds, but he saw, quite clearly, that despite her avid consumption of the novels, Sophie and her beloved author occupied different worlds. He could not even imagine them sitting opposite one another. And he did not like to hear Mrs. Lewes discussed in a public place, as if she were common property. The moment of absolution in the forest haunted his unconscious mind. This writer moved in a sphere beyond the petty judgements of ordinary men and women. No words could contain the Sibyl. He had fallen under her spell.

The great world surged past them, and some, who had witnessed the gambling belle in action at the tables, paused to enjoy the argument. The hotel manager, in charge of the ball, and clearly overtaken by the magnitude of events, had already settled the musicians, ready for the first set, and they were tuning up as the guests poured in. Max, Meyrick, and the explosive little Countess, still standing in the foyer, were objects of amusement and remark.

An evil pause settled over all three. Meyrick gazed longingly in the direction of the ballroom. Sophie fingered her necklace, scanning the crowd. She’s watching out for him, thought Max, the man who redeemed her jewels. She is wearing the necklace as a signal. He squinted at her dance card, which dangled from her wrist, and saw to his alarm that several names were already entered in a cheerful scrawl. The orchestra, now perfectly audible above the turbulence in the hallway, contained both a trombone and a tuba. A bandstand thump could be heard from the far end of the ballroom.

‘I hope you’re not already engaged for every dance.’ Max tried to sound conciliatory.

‘Not quite.’ She glared at him for a moment, then suddenly relented and smiled broadly. She held out her hand. The full-length gloves covered her elbow, but above that her upper arms, soft, unmarked, vanished into the green lace of her sleeves, only to emerge again, her white shoulders rising to her naked throat, the jewels warm against her skin. Max had never seen so much of her uncovered. He caught his breath.

‘I’m sorry I shouted at you. It’s very rude. I’m just so frustrated. Mrs. Lewes seems so near to me and yet withheld – like a god, whose presence is everywhere, but never seen.’

She looked at the dance card. ‘Good heavens, Hans. I’m engaged to dance with you!’

Meyrick held out his arm to her and grinned apologetically at Max. ‘The Countess is doing me the honour of the first quadrille.’

Sophie called over her shoulder, ‘Come and ask me in the refreshment interval. You used to be brilliant at the waltz. My dancing master, who was also yours, said you had real grace.’

And away they went, the obsequious Meyrick bowing to right and left.

Max realised that he could not enter the ballroom and avoid dancing. Too many young ladies wanted partners, and so, rather than risk incivility, he stepped outside into the dusk and the flare of the gas. All the hotels in the Louisenstraße gleamed in the dark, yet all the carriages and walkers headed fiercely through the windy damp towards the Grand Continental. The Architect’s Ball sucked everything towards it, a tornado with the dancing at the core. He stepped down one of the side streets into the dark, under the eaves of a large house with carved doors, and vanished.

Max’s temperament, actually so far distant from that of the Countess von Hahn and her impetuous rapidity as to suggest an incompatible gulf, demanded time, not only to think, but also to feel. Max stood smoking in the dark, safely out of range of the hotel steps and the faint drizzle. He had imagined married life as a coronet of smiles, sexual convenience, and excellent domestic organisation. Children would appear from time to time, washed and diffident, respectfully addressing him as ‘Papa’. They would then be swept away to the nursery, awaiting a suitable moment to be reintroduced. Calm reigned throughout an orderly house, a port of still waters, and at the core, gardening, supervising, decorating and managing the kitchens, but above all smiling, stood the little Countess, her wonderful golden hair secured beneath a modest cap. This conventional fantasy, no sooner conjured up, was just as rapidly dismissed. A quite different Sophie von Hahn stood before him in his mind, her brows drawn together and her head thrown back. This apparition showed no signs of settled calm. Nor did obedience to her father and mother appear to figure very strongly in her moral landscape. In a mere two days Sophie von Hahn had undergone a startling metamorphosis. Max had never envisaged marrying a woman already so firmly wedded to her own opinions, still less one that proved more fortunate than he was at roulette.

Wolfgang ordered him to consider his childhood companion as a suitable future wife, and he never questioned his brother’s judgement. But Sophie was, and was not, still a child. She sharpened all his senses, she possessed everything he desired: beauty, intelligence and wealth. But now, equally clearly, she presented an appalling vista of extraordinary domestic disruptions, and unpleasant rows. She danced across his imagination, luxurious in green, swirling, turning, clasped in the arms of men he didn’t know and had never met. How long had he stood, skulking in the drizzling dark, well away from the glare of gas jets and carriage lamps? How many cigarettes had he smoked? Max began to feel defeated and stupid. He had abandoned the field to a far lesser man in Hans Meyrick, who, even now, might be turning her head with tales of the Fairy Queen. He stamped on his cigarette, shook himself alert, and marched briskly back to the Grand Continental, to gain possession, if he could, of the Countess Sophie von Hahn, and set about taming the beast.

The ballroom, stiflingly hot, overflowed with dancers, observers, flunkeys, gossips and English voices. He craned his neck and insinuated himself into a corner. His mirrored image immediately appeared at his right shoulder; arrestingly handsome, he decided, and pretended to straighten his white tie for the pleasure of a longer look. But even as he indulged this moment of harmless vanity he caught sight of her flying curls and Meyrick’s open hand, spread firmly across the green gauze of her waistband. The artist’s long hair, partially escaped from the controlling velvet ribbon, strayed across her face. Oh, you should see me dance the polka! The painter swung the Countess into the air with bravado and panache.

‘Sir,’ brayed the hotel manager, who had hunted Max down, even into his temporary, mirrored cave, ‘may I introduce you to a young English lady who would be an ideal partner for the next set?’

‘I should be delighted.’

Max confronted a plump, simpering Englishwoman, at least five years older than he was, draped in swathes of orange taffeta. His alarm deepened when the lady, a confirmed admirer of the ubiquitous Mrs. Lewes, also proved to be a fan of Mr. Darwin. Had Herr Duncker read The Descent of Man? A remarkable volume. And was it already translated into German? I gather that Mr. Darwin is very particular about his translators, but that he is in constant correspondence with numerous members of the Versammlung Deutscher Naturforscher und Aerzte and many have been quite converted to Darwinismus. Wolfgang, with an eye to the main chance, had in fact published numerous works on popular science, both for and against Darwinismus, ever since he had grasped the tiller of the firm. The ongoing controversy sold well, and most people purchased both sides of the argument. But Max hadn’t ever bothered to read any of the tracts and pamphlets, and thus remained blissfully ignorant of the details concerning evolution and natural selection which swept the educated world. The relationship between apes and men appeared to him self-evident, but just as one does not always acknowledge distant relatives, Max did not feel called upon to investigate further. Classical antiquity, sufficiently remote to bear exhumation, without discovering flesh on the corpses, seemed unsettling enough. The bluestockinged mound of taffeta danced him briskly round the crowded mass of seething couples, with never a word concerning the weather, the Kaiser’s arrival at the summer Schloss or the heat of the room. He handed the lady her fan, as he secured her a seat after a strenuous half-hour of heaving bosoms and increasing perspiration.

The Countess von Hahn, devouring an ice in a goblet, materialised at his elbow in the refreshment room.

‘Did you survive Miss Gibbons? I saw you getting the scientific treatment. She has tested the Homburg waters with her travelling chemistry laboratory, and our doctor says she is spot on in her mineral analysis.’

Max took Sophie’s hand and shuddered. He desperately needed a sofa. The damsel leaped to the rescue.

‘Let’s run upstairs and eat ice cream in Father’s suite.’

Decamping from the ballroom proved neither polite, nor simple. They ran into endless rows of curious acquaintances, including the Count, who had cornered the Kaiser’s Architect and pinned him down on the question of improvements to the Orangerie. Sophie and Max bounded up the stairs hand in hand, affectionate and open as any young couple happily engaged, secure in the family’s approval. Sophie held up her green gauze in her left hand, careful not to tread on her lace flounce. Her little white dancing shoes rattled on the tiles, then muffled into damp thumps as she scurried down the corridor.

Ice cream in different flavours triumphed in the refreshments room and remained all the rage, whatever the season.

‘A jug of iced water, two tall glasses, et deux petites corbeilles de glaces, s’il vous plaît. Please send them up immediately. Thank you.’

The waiter raised his eyebrows slightly at the young Countess, alone with her father’s publisher in the Count’s private suite, but withdrew at once to tell everyone downstairs. The staff took the pulse of the hotel. They knew whose doors opened softly in the night, which boards creaked and when the last lamps had been blown out. The Countess von Hahn turned out to be a favourite, not just with the kitchens, but also with the chambermaids. Her manners, frank, democratic and decisive, went down well everywhere. Knows what she wants, that girl, never wastes your time with whims and caprices. Eats up too, never seen such a good appetite. And she drank a spoonful of wine at supper. Yet she’s got such a neat little waist. It’s all that riding, and she sits her horse well. Do you know what I heard? She’s already spent all that money she won in the Spielsaal. And on what? You’ll never guess. She’s up there now with the younger son. Unchaperoned, I’ve seen Fräulein Garstein wandering around like a lost cow. Aren’t they engaged to be married? Well, if they aren’t, they ought to be. She danced more than once with the artist, Hans Meyrick. He’s just as handsome as the publisher, but not so rich. Is he really so rich? I thought it was his brother’s money. Well, he’ll never want for anything again if he marries the Countess. And whatever they need, she can win at the tables.

Sophie von Hahn shook off her dancing shoes, propped her feet up on a footstool, shoved her father’s papers aside and gobbled her ice cream. Max marvelled at her wolfish voracity. He nibbled a biscuit, careful not to drip crumbs and ice on to his shirtfront. He could not keep pace.

‘You’ll dance with me when we go downstairs again, won’t you, Max? Like we used to? Especially the last galop. I kept that free with you in mind. I don’t much care for the quadrille. Somebody always muffs it up.’

Max gazed at her smile, utterly disarmed.

‘I’ll help you escape from Miss Gibbons. An awful lot of the English ladies read volumes I can’t pick up, they’re so heavy. But Miss Gibbons is the only scientist. Did you know that she’s visited Mrs. Lewes? At her house in London, which is called the Priory. I suppose she’s the abbot. Have you ever been there?’

Her tone became obscurely accusing. Max confessed that he had never set foot in the Priory.

‘Miss Gibbons says that they have a beautiful secluded mansion and that the garden is filled with roses. All sorts of famous and not so famous people go to see her, and not just gentlemen. I think I might go with Father –’

Max shrugged impatiently.

‘We’ve already discussed this, Sophie.’

The necklace, gleaming at her throat, seemed to wink at him, the dark-eyed stones malevolent as watching toads. Sophie changed the subject.

‘Did you admire my horses? And did I do right to buy them? They came when I called them this evening. I think they know my voice already, but I was carrying a bucket of oats and molasses and they could smell that.’

Max examined his fear of this unpredictable and dangerous beauty. All the women, whose skirts he lifted and whose bodies were landscapes marked by many men’s hands, were paid to serve him. This girl expected to rule. He discovered in alarm that his reverence for her innocence actually concealed his terror at her virginity. Like the Sibyl, she would be told no lies. Now she was looking straight at him, green-eyed, merry and radiant, waiting for an answer. Max spoke from the heart.

‘I thought your horses were beautiful. And I thought you were too when you watched them galloping away. Your eyes were full of tears.’

Sophie leaped to her feet, knocking over her empty ice-cream bowl, which rolled under the armchair, seized both his hands and kissed him on the lips, a huge resounding smack of pure, boisterous affection.

‘You darling! You do understand me. You think I did right.’

At that moment the salon door flew open and there stood the Count, resplendent in his campaign medals, his lace cravat rakishly askew.

‘Sophie!’ His daughter leaned over his publisher, her curls falling into his face, as if she had been riding astride his knees. She bounced upright, uncompromised, pink-cheeked and smiling. Max shrivelled to the length of an earthworm. He sat transfixed among the cushions, electrocuted by Sophie’s kiss.

‘What’s this that I’ve been hearing downstairs? The hotel is full of it. Is it true that you were in the Spielsaal, gambling, all yesterday afternoon, in public, unchaperoned, winning indecent amounts of money, all of which you’ve used to buy horses? Speak, child. Now. Explain yourself.’

‘It’s all true, Father. But I didn’t spend it all. I won enough to pay for their transport home myself.’

Thus spoke Sophie, unrepentant.

‘You monstrous little baggage! How do you think that makes me look? Like a man who can’t afford to give his daughter all the horses she wants.’

‘But I wanted them to be mine, Father. Paid for with my own money.’

The Count marched round the rug in a circle, mopping his forehead. Max tried to make himself invisible, slithered out of the armchair, and took up a position in the shadow of the French windows. He was still holding his goblet containing the remains of melted ice, but could find nowhere convenient to abandon the thing.

‘I’m sorry if I embarrassed you, Father. I didn’t mean to do that, and indeed, I never thought of it. Please forgive me.’

She looked up at the Count, expecting absolution. The Count had started worrying about greater matters.

‘I can’t settle your inheritance until you’re married. You can use your own money then.’ He suddenly remembered Max, slapped him on the shoulder and collapsed on one of the sofas.

‘Well, Max, I’ve been looking into the question of Sophie’s inheritance and it’s damnably complicated if she marries a commoner. Her grandfather never thought she would, but he was a very old-fashioned gentleman. Not at all modern in his views. And it seems that the only way to fulfil her grandfather’s wishes and ensure that she keeps her title, name and privilege is to appeal to the Kaiser himself. Or the König, whichever title he prefers. He uses both, you know. But I’ve got wonderful news. His first secretary will be down at the Schloss tomorrow to meet with the Architect, and I’ve been granted an interview. I’ve set the whole thing in motion! I’ll have to swallow my politics of course, but that’s a minor sacrifice, if it will make you young people rich and happy.’

Max felt himself vanishing into a long dim space, with horses, their heads suspended over doors, neighing on either side.

‘Max, my boy, you’d better marry this girl at once and take her off my hands. As you can see I’ve lost all but the most nominal control.’

Sophie cut in:

‘But, Father, he hasn’t asked me yet.’

And she grinned broadly at Max.

 

END OF CHAPTER EIGHT

 





CHAPTER NINE

visits the Museum.

But Max didn’t propose that night, or the next day either. He told himself that he needed camellias or a conservatory with glowing oranges, and the lady, modest, flattered, glancing downwards, and then raising her eyes to his in grateful adoration. He simply could not imagine proposing marriage to the bracing girl who bounded through the mêlée on the dance floor, lost a lace flounce in the final galop, while swinging round in his arms, and didn’t care, then stood clapping her hands at the last blast of the tuba, hot with sheer youth and dancing joy. But who could grasp the spirit of Sophie von Hahn? She soared and slithered away, laughing, teasing, shimmering with haste. Would she ever stand still long enough to listen to a marriage proposal? How could he declare his love if the lady seemed likely to laugh at him? And did he really love her?

The jury, still locked in conclave, had reached no decision.

Therefore, Wolfgang’s latest letter, recalling him to Berlin, arrived like a reprieve. His brother wrote informing him that Mr. and Mrs. Lewes, wearied by the persistent English claiming their acquaintance, rather than the exhausting water treatment, had decided to decamp in the direction of Stuttgart and Karlsruhe, where flatterers, milords, and autograph seekers seemed unlikely to pursue them. The contracts, now settled and drawn up, awaited signature. Mr. Lewes has been invited to attend a joint meeting of the Goethe-Gesellschaft and the Society for the Promotion of Scientific Knowledge, where he is to take part in a lecture and discussion on the subject of Goethe as a man of science. You know how antiquated these societies are, Max. Ladies cannot become members and are therefore not admitted. But don’t worry; there have been plenty of protests. I would therefore be most grateful if you would conduct Mrs. Lewes on a tour of the new collections. Your affectionate brother etc., etc.

In the years immediately following the founding of the Kaiserreich, Berlin boiled and churned with the fever of building works. The Franco-Prussian War brought the National Gallery project to a standstill. But now the work had recommenced; huge holes in the earth regurgitated workers, and armies of stonemasons swarmed over great white blocks, left lingering in piles on the roadways. Max picked his way through the boom of hammers and chisels, skirting the grimy mounds of discarded rubble. The creation of the Museumsinsel, well under way, produced tornadoes of dust, which, in dry weather, coated the queue of passengers waiting for the omnibus. Those perched on the upstairs seats remained at risk from gusts of fine grit. The Bavarian workhorses, who pulled the omnibus, stood patiently, like man and wife, their coats speckled with stone dust and wood shavings. Armed with his umbrella Max fought his way to the Museum steps, where he picked out the Sibyl, resplendent in a new astrakhan jacket, with a muff to match. Lewes, pale and jittery, danced about, looking in all directions. Max hurried to meet them.

Midweek, but the Museum still sucked in dozens of hurrying visitors. Max heard English voices and shuddered. He led the Sibyl into the sculpture gallery, determined to save her from her own celebrity, and guided her down the long cool march of colonnades. The alcove spaces stretched away before them, peopled by white statues, many larger than life-size, an occupying army, all colour drained from their veins. Some figures bowed, bending their heads and hands down towards the visitors; some, arrogant and detached, ignored the upturned, wondering faces. Marble satyrs grimaced and snarled, clutching their enormous phalluses; fleeing women flung their faces to the heavens, gazing upwards at falcons and descending gods. Olympians hurled javelins, or crouched over the discus. A belligerent Hercules brandished his club; Diana, a Roman copy of a Greek original, mastered her hounds. The Sibyl said little at first, her gloved hand rested lightly on his arm. She seemed preoccupied and distressed by Lewes’s rapid departure.

‘We are now at that age, Max, when every parting, even for a few hours, seems to foreshadow the moment that must come,’ here she braced herself slightly, ‘that moment when we must part at last. If you knew how I dread that fearful day; were I to be left –’

She sighed and turned her face towards the windows; the skin, shrivelled and carved into lines of pain, moved him to pity. He pressed her hand gently, and as if only then becoming aware of his presence, she raised her great head towards him and her countenance transformed before his eyes into an oval of benevolent gentleness. Max hastened to reassure her.

‘But he seemed, I mean, when we parted from Mr. Lewes just now, and he was bolting away across the square, he seemed more than well. He was animated, no, really excited at the prospect of vindicating Goethe’s Metamorphosis of Plants in such exalted and distinguished company. He has completely recovered from that brief bout of bronchitis in Homburg.’

‘Indeed, he has. And we have been walking out by the Spree with such pleasure. We have settled into our old apartment and are really quite comfortable. I should push aside my anxieties – or use them to nourish that fine tenderness which unites me to Mr. Lewes. I think of him with such gratitude, Max, for whatever success I have had is due entirely to him. Without him I would have been quite unable to work. He has defended me against all comers.’

Max carefully rearranged his expression. He did not like to think of Lewes as indispensable.

The Sibyl gazed at the goddess Athena, whose nose, smashed flat, gave her the fierce appearance of a warrior who has just lost a battle. Her helmet, however, remained intact. The Sibyl’s yearning for her absent husband appeared to ebb as she turned from the Athena towards Kresilas’s famous statue of the wounded Amazon. The bare-breasted maiden leaned against a marble column, her white feet disturbingly naked in the daylight of the gallery. Two artists, perched on stools beneath the windows, their backs against the hall walls, concentrated hard on the muscled bodies of the athletes. Is this where I first saw Meyrick? Max faced a disconcerting row of tiny penises and tense buttocks. Surely women seldom gazed at naked men, or at least not quite so intently as did the Sibyl, who, unembarrassed, approached the gorgeous Antinous and smiled. The statue of the Emperor Hadrian’s boy lover stood tall, heraldic, potent, fixed in a magnificent gesture, which usually represented Apollo.

‘Ah, the beloved boy,’ said the Sibyl, walking round the statue, her eyes at the level of the genitals. ‘It is extraordinary, is it not, how Hadrian’s cult of his lost love spread throughout the Empire? Antinous had cities named for him, temples built, an entire religious sensibility thrived upon Hadrian’s grief. Antinous surpassed his destiny as just one more lost boy, and became a Hermes of the Underworld. He never grew old.’

Max stared at the statue’s proud nakedness, the reared arm cresting the world. The blank eyes interrogated posterity. Max decided that the beloved boy looked arrogant and sulky, and had he lived would surely have developed an enormous double chin. The signs were there. This glossy Antinous will run to fat. Max decided to pay attention to his diet and the amount of port wine he consumed at dinner. But the Sibyl had begun to moralise. He stood to attention. Duty called. His function, on that October morning, was to incline his head devotedly, and keep his views to himself.

‘Hadrian lost that classical poise, so typical of wise rulers in the ancient world. He fell victim to quacks and charlatans, and sank into credulous absorption, giving ear to any cult which proclaimed eternal life. He could not accept that his beloved boy had chosen to leave him and that they would never embrace one another again. For Antinous was found drowned in strange, indeed inexplicable circumstances. Some say he gave his life for Hadrian, a bizarre, primitive sacrifice on the banks of the Nile. At that time Egypt bristled with mystery and resurrection cults, including that of Isis and Osiris.’

The Sibyl, clearly used to addressing a rapt audience, usually consisting of one spellbound individual, and clearly possessed of a pedagogical streak, treated Max as if he were in urgent need of instruction. Max dared to question the Sibyl’s patronising dismissal of all Egyptian spiritual quests.

‘But seekers after truth might well have been adherents of those cults.’

‘Of course, and I do not despise them. Nor do I disparage Hadrian’s noble grief. He made his Antinous a god.’

Max gazed dubiously at the naked marble foot, inches from his nose. He could not imagine loving a man with the unmeasured passion Hadrian had poured out over Antinous. The Sibyl continued.

‘But our relationship to those belief systems has been transformed by the serious scholarly challenges, led by German writers and thinkers, to our own common faith. Nothing has seemed more remarkable to me than the spread of scepticism, or rationalism if you will, during the latter part of my life. Any person who has no assured and ever-present belief in the existence of a personal god, or of a future existence with retribution and reward, can have for his rule of life only those impulses and instincts which are strongest or which seem to be the best. We have the power of reflection and our highest intelligence commands us to act for the good of others. This is undoubtedly the deepest pleasure on this earth: to deserve the love of those close to us, and to see that diffusive goodness spreading ever outwards.’

Max did not share this Olympian perspective of universal benevolence, which bore little relation to the deep-rooted iniquity he observed all about him, and often perceived, to his alarm, within himself, but he decided not to argue, and, while giving every impression of complete attention, he guided her towards the Hall of Classical Roman Portraiture.

The marble faces, which had, until then, appeared unchanging and remote in their abstract loveliness, suddenly aged, creased, and frowned. The blind gaze of their still features shifted, intensified, and became disturbingly real, concentrated and intent. Eternity, which had left Antinous untouched, notched lines around these eyes and mouths. Death and Time held hands with the Romans. Here stood the Emperor Augustus in marble relief, and here a bust of Caracalla, his naked chest crossed with his sword belt, and his cloak wrenched aside for battle. They paused before the tomb relief of Publius Aiedius and his wife Aiedia: two aged faces peered forth from their monument, as if it were a window carved in the wall of their final home. The figures turned a little towards each other, their shoulders touching, their hands clasped. The Sibyl gazed at the shrunken mouth and chicken neck of the old man, and murmured, almost to herself:

‘That long, late afternoon of love. To be desired above all else.’

Max decided not to hear, obscurely jealous of each solicitous reflection directed towards her husband. The Sibyl’s strange gift of being wholly present in her listening never was withdrawn. But her absorption in Lewes covered every thought with a patina of wifely devotion. They lived each other’s lives, and from that claustrophobic intimacy all else remained excluded. No one could be admitted to the Presence, except as a converted worshipper, and Lewes, as gatekeeper, checked out all the applicants. How odd, thought Max, to find himself within the walls, without the aid of a Trojan horse. They paced the gallery slowly, arm in arm. Max kept an eye on the other visitors, but no one approached them, or attempted to accost the Sibyl.

‘Here it is at last,’ she exclaimed, ‘the face I have come to see.’

And before them, next to an animated struggle, which represented Theseus dealing with the Minotaur, a bust on a plinth gazed away out of the window. The temporary handwritten label peeled slowly off the polished oak stand: Der Dichter Lucian, Erworben 1871. The Poet Lucian. The face, reflective, absent, was that of a bored sitter forced to remain still, while the clay mould of his features took shape beneath the sculptor’s hands. Was this a noble, scrupulous face? Max had expected Lucian to resemble the Sibyl, and found to his surprise that he did not. Shrewd rather than handsome, austere rather than generous, and that kind gentleness which so often animated the Sibyl’s glance formed no part of this man’s character, concluded Max. But like the Sibyl, he was no beauty. The hawked nose loomed from his lined face. Beneath his folded hands, apparently written on a tablet, emerged the words: ‘SUAVE MARI MAGNO’. Max didn’t recognise the lines, but the Sibyl gently indicated the text and completed the verse, first in Latin, then in English. Pleasant it is, when on the wide sea the winds stir up the waters, to gaze from dry land at the great troubles of another.

‘Those are the first three words of the second book of Lucretius’s De rerum natura. Lucian and Lucretius were not contemporaries, for Lucretius died in 55 BC, and while we are not certain of Lucian’s dates, we think that he was born in Southern Gaul a hundred years later, perhaps around AD 50. But Lucian is known to have admired the poem, although he considered its contents subversive, and possibly damaging to the state. Many of his comments seem hostile to the philosophy of Epicurus, whom Lucretius revered. The Epicureans seem so modern to me now. But Lucian knew all his predecessor’s poetry well, and that verse, which if the sculpture is genuinely a portrait, and we believe that it is so, must be one that he chose, for it describes what Lucian did. He retired from public service to his country estates by the sea, and concentrated on farming and writing. So far as I know, apart from that early period when he studied in Athens, he never travelled for pleasure. He lived in quiet retirement and gazed upon the sea and other people’s troubles.’

‘But if the Fragment is authentic,’ said Max, intrigued by the face of the ancient atheist, ‘then he had enough close contact with the changing mores of the Empire, even when he ceased to be Governor of Bithynia and Phrygia, to write what he did with authority.’

‘Indeed.’ The Sibyl never ceased to gaze upon the pensive countenance before them, lost in the wastes of nearly two thousand years, and now polished and gleaming amidst Caesars and famous gladiators. Like the Sibyl, Lucian had transformed himself into a celebrity. ‘He lived close to a busy Mediterranean port. Christianity spread rapidly across the waters.’

She gazed critically at the portrait; then walked round it twice.

‘This bust was created for a public building, to honour the man. I think he must have been past fifty when the likeness was taken. The provenance of the sculpture must be secure. The archaeologists seem entirely confident that this is the poet philosopher Lucian. That unique voice, contemplating his own times and the future of all peoples, rings as clear and truthful as if he were speaking to us now. His extraordinary organic theory of societies and religions influenced Herder, I believe. He thought that, like plants, a society may be born, grow, flourish, blossom and mature, but that it will then inevitably fade, decay and die away, so that new worlds and new ways of thinking may be discovered and reborn. Do you know the story of Lucian and the slave girl? She was a Palestinian woman, possessed of extraordinary healing powers, whom he purchased at the very moment when, unbeknown to him, as master of the house, the new religion had already crossed his threshold.’

She turned to face Max, who shook his head. And there, standing in the gallery, the Sibyl told the story of the first meeting between Lucian and Myriam.

The old philosopher had arranged for his agent to purchase several household slaves in the market at the local port, but before allowing them to enter his service he insisted that they should be inspected for vermin and disease. Then the new slaves were brought before the master who questioned them himself, concerning their origins and talents. The young woman from Palestine could read and write Latin as well as Greek; this was extremely unusual in a woman sold into bondage. The head cook vouched for her; he claimed she understood the medicinal qualities of plants, and that her power to heal wounds, agues and skin diseases was little short of miraculous. Intrigued, Lucian demanded to know where she had learned these things. The cook glared at her, but the woman stood mute, her head thrown back, defiant. Was she too frightened to speak in the presence of the master? Lucian called for a slate and chalk. Could she write? Would she be useful?

‘Let her write down the source of her power.’

The woman snatched the slate, scrawled a single shape across the surface and handed the image back to Lucian. He found himself gazing, for the first time, at the secret Christian sign of the fish. The slaves grouped around him recoiled, frightened for their lives. For the new religion, widespread within the philosopher’s household, could never be safely acknowledged. Lucian simply nodded, and dismissed the group, stipulating that the woman should be treated well and brought to him again when she had regained her tongue. And so began that curious connection between the old Stoic philosopher and the Palestinian slave, the argument between classical antiquity and the new religion.

‘Lucian realised at once that Christianity could not be stopped. And he foresaw its power. The old religions managed their gods with a system of bribery and wheedling, and bloody offerings of sacrificed animals. The Christians claimed to love their god, and, despite the evident insanity of the proposition, argued that their god loved them in return. Lucian felt the full force of this argument. And I can never forget the poignancy of his words when he wrote: I returned to my sacred groves, only to discover that the nymphs had fled. The old religion could not evolve to confront this threat, and would therefore wither and die.’

‘But he thought that Christianity would vanish too,’ Max objected, shaken by the Sibyl’s fearlessness, and sensing that he was being challenged. ‘And paganism didn’t just fade away gracefully. The old religion was put down by force.’

‘Not many people were prepared to die rather than relinquish their faith in Aphrodite, Max. That made no sense. The old religion was distinguished by ritual. What you did mattered more than what you believed. The Christians were prepared to die for their hidden faith, for something unproven, unseen. Persecute and torment a people for their beliefs and some will certainly recant, but others, the most intensely fanatical, will prefer to die, however horribly, thus bearing witness. And I do not think that Christianity as a religious system will pass peacefully away in our lifetimes.’

She smiled calmly at Max, concealing the fearful teeth.

‘The old religion continues to glimmer through the centuries, my dear. In the sixteenth century most people in England were hedging their bets by visiting sacred wells and attaching locks of their children’s hair to holy trees. We visited a little chapel in Brittany, which was once dedicated to St Venus. There she stood, emerging from the waters, surrounded by fishes, her lovely breasts uncovered. But in the Middle Ages the chapel was rededicated to St Agatha, who sacrificed her breasts for god. And so the beautiful naked breasts of the goddess simply changed sides, and the old religion metamorphosed into the new faith.’

Max had never discussed the erotic and religious potential of breasts with anyone, even his fellow officers, and no woman of his acquaintance ever talked with such open frankness. He bowed slightly to Lucian and the Sibyl, a ploy devised to mask a faint but rising blush. The Sibyl took his arm, mightily amused.

‘Come. I have something else to show you that I noticed when we were last in Berlin.’ They approached a red sandstone tomb of a Crusader and his wife, laid side by side, their gloved hands clamped in prayer.

‘Look carefully, my dear. Do you notice anything odd about this dead, devoted couple?’

Max didn’t. They were both fixed in carved stone, their blank eyes raised to heaven. At the knight’s feet lay a snarling lion, the long mailed shoes curved over the creature’s body, ending in neatly fettered points. Beneath her feet lay a greyhound, foetal and quiet, nestled in the final folds of her stone drapery. Nothing was amiss. The tombstone seemed remarkably well preserved and intact. Husband and wife had been dead for nearly five hundred years.

‘Look,’ insisted the Sibyl.

And then he saw it. Protruding from the folds of her gown, shrouded a little by the embroidered cord at her waist, lay a sword. The lady had carried her sword to the grave, and no ordinary sword; this was a broadsword, with jewels carved into the handle, a sword carried only by knights in battle. The lady lay for ever armed, like her husband; she too was a knight.

‘Good heavens,’ said Max. ‘How peculiar!’

‘I wonder,’ replied the Sibyl, satisfied by his surprise, ‘what story lies behind this curiosity, which is nowhere mentioned in the guidebooks.

‘Indeed,’ said Max, proffering his arm. He did not like to think that a wife, capable of decapitating her husband in life, would continue to take the precaution of retaining her weapon after death.

The Sibyl possessed an odd knack of noticing disconcerting facts or objects; she was on the watch for the peculiar, and the graceful irony of her manner as she enjoyed sharing her visions of the freakish and the weird enchanted him utterly. He was granted an audience, standing before her inner world, a museum of observations, selections and judgements. Her public would have expected to view a noble array of sentiments, ranked like statues of the antique gods in the upper gallery. Instead he was privileged to view a cabinet of curiosities, where the bizarre triumphed over the moralistic and the beautiful. He had been granted permission to meet the Sibyl on her own ground.

‘No one but you would have seen the sword.’ He gazed at the Sibyl’s extraordinary profile. They paused before a gigantic Renaissance Madonna, startled by the arrival of a floating angel with rainbow wings.

‘I think that the sword has often been noticed, and then ignored. We tend to ignore the unaccountable. Look at this Madonna’s expression. What do you see? I see surprise, incredulity and disgust. The mother of Jesus of Nazareth would almost certainly have been illiterate. Yet now that we women have been allowed to learn how to read we are perpetually disturbed in that precious, silent meditation, rarely by angels, but sometimes by men.’

She gleamed wickedly at Max, who reddened, remembering his intrusion at Homburg when the Sibyl sat reading Lucian.

‘Forgive me, I would never intentionally intrude –’

‘Don’t apologise! I only said that for the pleasure of seeing you blush again. You radiate such an endearing modest glow.’

Max inclined his head to hers, flattered and trapped.

‘Shall we look in on the Byzantine sculptures? A second-century sarcophagus has been added to the collection. I didn’t see it in the spring, but Mrs. Harleth tells me that the frieze is in perfect condition.’

As they left the Museum at the appointed hour the Sibyl thanked him graciously.

‘We shall spend the rest of our time in Germany visiting Karlsruhe and Stuttgart, but I hope that we might see you there before we return to England. We have an affinity with what the world calls dull places and always prosper best in them.’

She declared herself too tired to walk to the Dorotheenstraße, and so he hailed a cab. As he took her gloved hand to help her up the step she reached into her pocket and handed him a small note, with an air of conspiracy.

‘I have received a letter from the Countess Sophie von Hahn. As you are mentioned therein I think it perfectly correct to put the matter in your hands. You will give her an answer for me, Max. I would have been quite unable to avoid making mention of a certain necklace or moralising on the evils of the Spielsaal.’

Max took the note. Ripples of alarm shivered down his arms and back. What had Sophie dared to say to Mrs. Lewes? The Sibyl, sharp as an owl on the hunt, noticed his discomfiture at once. The mischievous smile, which she delivered at the last, finally revealed her monstrous teeth, and abruptly transformed her from the Grandmother into the Wolf. Max, abandoned on the busy pavement, watched her cab rattle away down the wide streets. Then he swallowed hard and opened the letter Sophie von Hahn had written to Mrs. Lewes.

 

END OF CHAPTER NINE

 





CHAPTER TEN

builds to an Unfortunate Climax, leaving Our Hero in a Desperate State of Mind.

Sophie wrote in German on headed notepaper filched from the Grand Continental. The letter, clearly dashed off in haste, for the handwriting flowed over the edges of the line and dipped downwards, had been composed on the very night of the Architect’s Ball, five days earlier.

 

Sehr geehrte Frau Lewes,

I hardly dare to write these words as my heart is overflowing. Indeed, you must receive so many letters of admiration and gratitude from your readers that I must content myself with adding to the pile. But I cannot bear to know that you are so close to me here in Homburg and that I am forbidden to see you. What pleasure and delight you have already given me. When I read your words I imagine myself in your company, and throughout all the hours I pass, turning your pages, I feel that you are speaking to me, and only to me, as if we were alone, together in one room. And I have listened, all attention, to your wisdom and forgiving tenderness. You see into all hearts and read our human souls. Forgive me if I speak only of myself. I cannot know who you really are, and yet I feel that I do. I long to have the strength always to do what is right, and yet I cannot always discern what this would be in my particular circumstances. I have always found the loving judgement that I seek in your words. And that is why I appeal to you now.

I am promised in marriage to Max Duncker, the younger son of your publisher here in Germany. Yet I cannot tell whether this would be right, for me or for him. Could I ever love him as a husband? And does he have the power to make me happy? For I do not even know if I want to be married at all. I have never travelled or lived my life, just for me, made my own choices, tested myself against the world. Would I be content with the duties of a wife? Or with a life tied to a household and children? I cannot imagine myself as a mother, because I want more, more than ordinary women of my rank and station appear to do. I want to visit other countries, study their histories and peoples, just as Max has done. Perhaps I could be an explorer or a scientist, for this would be the fulfilment of a dream, especially if I could visit Egypt, India, Africa – or ride beside herds of bison on the plains of the American West. You see, I have longings and dreams. Surely women have a right to want more than they are offered or permitted to desire? The right to lead extraordinary lives that have some purpose and meaning? Just as Dorothea yearned for some great cause to which she could dedicate her days? To be part of that greater kingdom of human endeavour? To live as you have done?

I pray that you will not think this letter impertinent and I beg you to grant me an interview, however brief. If I have overstepped the mark, then the only atonement I can make is to resolve that whatever words of advice or warning you may give me shall not be lost. I will treasure them for ever. For I believe in you, my dearest Frau Lewes, I love your novels with all my heart and I love you too.

I remain, sehr geehrte Frau Lewes, your affectionate and obedient servant

Sophie, Countess von Hahn

Standing there in the street with all the crowds in flux around him, the first idea that erupted in Max’s brain was to tear the letter into tiny pieces, scatter them in the gutter, ride like the Devil to the Count’s country Jagdschloss, where the family remained, still settled in their summer residence, and spank the feckless Countess till she screamed. Or was she with her father, still in Homburg, arranging transportation for the miraculous and dearly purchased steeds? Max stared at her handwriting, furious that he was not the recipient of this unguarded torrent of confidence, admiration and love. She should be writing passionate letters to him, and to no one but him. What unmitigated madness could have entered the girl’s head and induced her to write to the Sibyl in this fashion? And what insolence possessed her to describe herself as ‘promised in marriage’? Surely nothing so certain had ever been agreed? And then to suggest that she might not be satisfied with him as a husband! Max bit his lip in fury. He feared that he might awake one morning and discover himself married to the boisterous Countess, without any action on his part. Would he be pleased at this prospect? Or outraged? He simply did not know. One thing loomed in his mind, with utter clarity. Any attempt on Sophie’s part to approach the Sibyl must be stopped. Their paths must never cross. Max, not at that moment sufficiently self-aware to understand his own motives, did not realise what he feared. The Sibyl, with her great washed eyes and noble ageing countenance, knew too much about him. He feared that freemasonry of the sex, which resulted in confessions of a most intimate nature. He shuddered lest the Sibyl should describe him in terms of hesitation and weakness. She possessed the means to tarnish that self-portrait he had so carefully polished, and therefore to betray him. Was Sophie’s outburst of self-revelatory ardour handed over as a warning? And if so, who presented the threat? Sophie or the Sibyl?

Why did Max set such store by the world’s eyes? He was twenty-three years old and had, as yet, done nothing of any magnitude, apart from running up enormous debts. His knowledge and his reading, random rather than profound, would not pass muster among the members of various learned societies he sought to join. His studies in antiquity were best described as rudimentary. He cast no shadow; like Peter Schlemihl, he was a man without substance. But not a man without ambition. He desired a name in the world and he wanted to be remembered. He imagined himself honoured with memorials for doing great things, so great that they were not yet even conceived, let alone executed. His mind resembled a bell jar, with all the oxygen sucked out.

 

The Duncker establishment in the Jägerstraße stood four storeys tall. The servants amounted to one butler, who managed everyone, including the two brothers, one cook, one kitchen maid, one scullery boy, two housemaids and a groom. Most of the household observed Max, storming into the house, abandoning his coat on the chest in the hall, and locking himself in his father’s library, where a fire was always laid, even in summer, to prevent damp invading the books. With whom had he quarrelled: the Countess or his brother? His present studies, with photographs of the proposed site in Anatolia, reproached him with their neglect. A dead fly lay on the distinguished essays by Professor Marek. He flicked it into the flames, then flung himself into his father’s chair and reread Sophie’s letter.

Distance, familiar surroundings, time to consider alternatives, all these things encourage calm judgement, informed by reflection. But not in this case. Max became steadily ever more furious. The Countess von Hahn had deliberately, knowingly, cunningly disobeyed him. The fact that the young lady’s behaviour should not yet concern him to this degree simply never occurred to Max. Her business was his business, of course it was. He rummaged among Wolfgang’s papers scattered across his father’s desk and fell upon the corrected proofs of the first translation of Middlemarch. The unfortunate Chapter 29 began thus: ‘One morning, some weeks after her arrival at Lowick, Dorothea – but why always Dorothea? Was her point of view the only possible one with regard to this marriage?’ Max read no further. Had he done so he would have been confronted by the awful consequences of neglected scholarship, and the eternally unfinished key to all mythologies. Instead, he felt justified in his rage, his personal point of view for ever vindicated. And confirmed by the Sibyl herself. Yes, there was another way of reading Sophie’s letter and recent events in Homburg. The Countess von Hahn had insulted his integrity and challenged his sense of self-worth. Moreover she had revealed her personal ambitions to a complete, if influential, stranger, and those ambitions were in direct conflict with her duties as his wife. He snatched up a sheet of Wolfgang’s writing paper and scrawled a savagely brief and formal note to the Count von Hahn, in which he requested the Count’s permission to seek a private interview with his eldest daughter at her earliest convenience.

This note, instantly dispatched to their Berlin residence at Wilhelmplatz, where the family was every day expected, then travelled another sixteen miles to the Jagdschloss on the lake, and passed at once from the hands of the Count into those of his wife, who was digging in bulbs with the gardener. She pulled off her gloves and beamed at her husband. A private interview! Well, my dear, it’s not like our Max to be so formal. And so soon after the visit to Homburg, where they were every day in one another’s company. Practically tied to each other with ribbons! She danced the last set with him, and I caught them wolfing ice cream together upstairs. His brother will arrange a handsome settlement of course. The Dunckers own a good deal of property, from the mother’s side. I haven’t settled the business of Sophie’s title and inheritance, but I’ve had a good deal of encouragement from the Kaiser’s personal secretary, and I’ve been called to court as usual, never mind the Memoirs. Well, what do you think? Shall I write and ask him to come out here? Or will the end of the week in Berlin seem soon enough? The old couple linked arms and gazed at their gardens, remembering that wonderful moment, decades ago, when the Countess’s own father, God rest his soul, the dear man, had totted up the figures, studied the young Count with suspicion, and then given his consent.

 

Sophie, Countess von Hahn,

will be delighted to grant a private interview to

Maximilian Reinhardt August Duncker.

She will be at home on Friday morning at ten o’clock,

Wilhelmplatz 2, Berlin.

 

In the course of three days Max developed a tremor in his left cheek. Sophie, radically undecided on the wisest course of action, and helplessly watching the post, lest the Sibyl should choose to break her sinister silence, ordered a new dress in pale blue silk. A precaution, just in case the result of the interview required new clothes. She spent hours talking to her horses. The creatures replied in kind; they lifted their heads and snorted at the sound of her voice, or the clatter of her boots crossing the yard. Her younger sisters teased her mercilessly and made up silly rhymes, which they chanted in chorus.

 

Sophie and Max

Went off to Saxe

In heavy weather.

They looked the same

When back they came

Huddled together.

 

The songs ended in stifled shrieks and raucous giggles. The household buzzed with expectation. Her mother wondered if eight months might seem too indecently short an engagement and if her husband could find out exactly when Professor Marek intended to spirit the archaeological ingénue away to parts of the world where the food makes you sick.

Max said nothing whatever to his brother.

On Friday morning Max appeared in the hallway dressed for battle: dark as an undertaker, starched white cuffs and collar, black waistcoat, long coat, top hat. He stood before the mirror, obscurely convinced that he would emerge by midday, master of the field.

‘Where on earth are you going?’ Wolfgang looked up from the scientific journal that he was reading with a magnifying glass, and stared.

‘Out,’ snapped Max, and left the premises.

 

But when he got to Wilhelmplatz, and saw the square, drenched in cold sun and changing colour beneath a steady descent of browning leaves, he lost his nerve completely, and began circling the gardens, overlooked on all four sides by the great town houses. Other people roamed the gardens; a child followed her nurse, pulling a little toy wagon. Someone chased a small white dog. Two muffled old ladies, whispering in French to one another, tottered past. Carriages banged along the roadway. He heard the bells of the Wilhelmskirche declaiming ten times in the distance. Max increased his speed, fingering the fatal letter in his pocket. Should he just forget all about it and go home again?

At that moment he was spotted by the Count and his wife, who were peering anxiously out of the French windows from the first-floor drawing room, which overlooked the square at the front of the mansion and the private gardens at the back. Why had Max come on foot rather than in the carriage, given the formality of the occasion and the October chill?

‘What in heaven’s name can he be thinking of? He must know we’re here!’ The Count watched Max executing a shifty dash across the damp grass only to disappear into the autumnal bushes.

‘Where’s Sophie?’

The little Countess, panic-stricken with stage fright, had abandoned the downstairs salon, her chosen theatre of confrontations, and, without gloves, hat or coat, tramped at speed round the French gardens, crunching the gravel and kicking at the box hedges as she pounded down the little allées. Why is he late? It’s gone ten. He’s never late. I’m the one who’s always late. The great house, bristling with the anticipated encounter, now stood like a fortress between the two main protagonists. Max screwed his courage to the sticking post and charged. The bell shook the house. The porter, standing just inside the door, had watched his rapid advance across the inner court and flung back the heavy draught-excluder. The fire in the hallway belched and stuttered.

‘The young lady was waiting for you in the salon, sir. But now, I believe, she’s taking a turn in the gardens.’

Max walked straight through the house, down the steps and out into the gardens, still wearing his gloves and clutching his hat. Indignation suddenly warmed him up. There she was, wearing her short red jacket and blue riding skirt, her boots thudding on the pathways, striding away from him towards the still fountains.

‘Sophie!’ he bellowed into the quiet air.

She skidded on her heels like a polo pony, and galloped towards him, her face glowing pink with pleasure and excitement. They stopped short and stared at one another. A truly frightful pause ensued, and Max, torn between shy love and insulted amour propre, almost lost sight of his rehearsed script. But alas, he did not rethink his strategy; he gathered up his courage and fired the first shots.

‘Mrs. Lewes thanks you for your letter, which, given that its contents concerned me in important ways, she invited me to read before returning it to you. Here it is. She regrets that she is unable to offer any specific advice.’

Sophie’s blank incomprehension drained all her colour away. Max held out the unfolded letter in one black glove, the other remained clamped to his hat. She looked down at her own handwriting. He stood like the messenger of death, ready to deliver the terrible news, and then depart at once. Sophie snatched the letter and began to read it again, with a baffled intensity, as if she had never seen the words before. When she looked up, she was brick red and shaking. She took one fatal step closer to Max. He thought she intended to hit him.

‘This letter is addressed to Mrs. Lewes and is intended for her eyes only. And it does not concern you. How dare you assume that it does! You have no right to read my private correspondence.’

‘Be careful what you say, Sophie.’

‘Careful! You dare tell me to be careful?’ Her voice rose and her breath came in smoky blasts, as if her inner organs had begun to roast on a flaming spit. ‘I had not expected you to be so underhand. Or so dishonest. You are spying on me. That’s what it feels like. My feelings for Mrs. Lewes are mine. And mine alone.’

What about her feelings for him? Max turned away and put down his hat on the rim of the fountain, realising, too late in the day, that he had expected contrition and embarrassment from his beloved Sophie, not unchained rage. He stood prepared for tears and a little screaming. Perhaps even many minutes of judicious silence. Then the lady would raise those beautiful green eyes towards him and beg forgiveness. At first, he might be haughty and offended. But one or two beseeching looks and the increasing certainty that her whole happiness depended on his every glance would surely win the day. He had not imagined the final moments of this scene; the narrative ended with his apotheosis as the magnanimous arbiter of her destiny. This careful script, of which he had composed both speaking parts, floated away into the milky sky. For the Countess had been unexpectedly transformed into a malevolent harpy. He fiddled with the fingertips of his black gloves. Sophie grabbed his sleeve, utterly beside herself. The flood of love and trust poured out in the offending letter was clearly undergoing a rapid and dramatic revolution. Now she was screaming, both at Max and the absent Sibyl.

‘She has betrayed me and in such a way that has made you despise me. Just as I now despise you. But it’s not only that. She has ensured that I hate you and can never trust you again. No gentleman would ever have read my letter. And no woman who honoured her own sex would have given that letter to you. I shall never read her books again. I don’t care how her novel ends. She has raised a wall between us. And she meant to do it.’

Did Mrs. Lewes intend to sow division between two childhood sweethearts? That certainly was the predictable result from the way in which she had chosen to return the letter, given the characters of the two young people involved. And Mrs. Lewes, however observant and astute she might have been, did not know Sophie. Mildly flattered, her mind elsewhere, she had mistaken youthful passion for immaturity, and, used to adoration, had missed the questioning critical intelligence beneath Sophie’s spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings. The French gardens, evergreen, symmetrical, laid out with the precision of playing cards, presented an ironic ordered calm against which the alienated lovers confronted one another by the cold fountains. A girdle of little towers, neatly clipped in box, surrounded them. Max stared at the pointed cones of reason with chaos in his heart. He struck back.

‘Before you judge, condemn and dismiss Mrs. Lewes, whom you once so much admired, Sophie, there is something you should know. She was with me that day when we saw you gambling. And she was the stranger who returned the necklace. She paid your debts and protected you from disgrace. You owe her everything.’

Sophie’s face stilled in shock. Max seized the advantage.

‘I saw you leaving the Jew’s pawnshop. I knew what you had done. That necklace belongs to your mother. You had no right to borrow money with those jewels as your security. You charge me with dishonesty. Consider your own behaviour.’

Sophie stood trembling, open-mouthed, speechless, her humiliation now complete.

‘Excuse me, Countess.’

Max bowed, snatched up his hat and stalked away down the raked gravel paths. He avoided the house and strode up to the gate in the wall, the secret gate through which he had often escaped, hand in hand with Sophie, to avoid the smaller children, and play hide and seek, just the two of them, in the square gardens. The gate was locked. He swung upon the bell until the porter appeared, and stood, white-faced, unflinching, while the bewildered old man fetched the key.

‘And are we to congratulate you, sir?’

Max stared down the unfortunate porter, as if he had gone mad, then vanished away down the Wilhelmstraße, dispensing neither gratuities nor farewells. He had covered several hundred yards before he realised that not only had he taken the wrong direction, but also that his face was soaked in tears.

The Count and Countess sat upstairs, waiting, mystified, expecting the happy couple to appear at any moment, assured of joy and blessings. Their daughter, however, stormed into the house and locked herself in her room, where she was later heard howling, then sobbing, and finally, quite unaccountably, ripping pages out of her treasured books. Her little sisters, round-eyed, wedded to the keyhole, reported violent grief on a scale as yet unwitnessed in the household. When Sophie sent back her supper, a thing unknown throughout her entire history of childhood tantrums and punishments, the Count decided to write at once to Wolfgang.

 

Wolfgang old chap,

We came back to town yesterday hoping to see Max, who had, as you no doubt know, requested a private interview with Sophie. Well, after all that dancing in Homburg we imagined that the two of them had come to an understanding, just as we’d hoped. He didn’t need to see me beforehand, as I’d already spoken to you. And of course we were delighted when she told us he was coming. I didn’t want to rush things, but it would be good to have everything settled and arranged. After all, they grew up together! But some sort of altercation occurred in the gardens. Max stormed off without speaking to either of us, and that’s most unlike him. And now Sophie is locked in her room and won’t eat. Do you have any idea what’s going on? If you do, let me know at once so that we can put it right.

 

Your Affectionate Friend

August, Count von Hahn

 

But Wolfgang had no idea whatsoever. And this was the first he had heard of the famous private interview. Why had he not been consulted? Wolfgang considered his younger brother to be a frustrating, if charming, wastrel, with a good heart and a cunning streak. But Max began to behave in a very strange and singular fashion. His metamorphosis into a nocturnal creature meant that he spent the days shut up with his studies in the library and, politely but firmly, dined out. A curious correspondence grew up between the Count and his publisher. Sophie’s behaviour was equally peculiar. She had thrown all Mrs. Lewes’s books out of her room. Quite extraordinary. She worshipped the celebrity author, but she had ripped her favourite pages out of The Mill on the Floss and vandalised Adam Bede, over which she once adored having a delightful, uninhibited weep. What did it all mean? The great mansion in Wilhelmplatz rumbled with disorder and discontent. The young lady made infrequent appearances at mealtimes, picked at her food and grew thin. The Count brought her horses into town, but although she spent hours in the stables, murmuring all her troubles to them, she refused to ride. Her bright cheeks faded. The old Countess wanted to call in a doctor, possibly a specialist.

Had Max been seen in Hettie’s Keller? Wolfgang made discreet enquiries. No sign of him. Not since he came back from his mission in Homburg. Was the young gentleman ill? Madame Hettie, who now passed herself off as French, cooed at Wolfgang. Had Max finally abandoned vice? A broken heart – that is the only possible explanation! Sophie has refused him. And now the little Countess regrets her decision, but is too proud to undo her refusal. And given that the Countess is so far above him, Max dare not renew his suit. Wolfgang and the Count, convinced by this erroneous interpretation of events, set about inventing a remedy. Good novels always end happily. All you need is a pretty girl and a good ending. Hence the repudiation of the Sibyl, for this is the writer who separated Adam from his one true love and drowned the fabulous Maggie Tulliver, a victim of thwarted passion who had committed no moral wrong. How should Sophie’s story end? Surely not in rejection and dismissal? A new chapter, charged with dramatic reconciliations and perpetual joy, must be invented and composed.

I will send Max down to Stuttgart to visit Mr. and Mrs. Lewes with the latest version of the translation, before they return to England. And Sophie’s godmother, who is something of a sporting soul, will have her to stay out in the country, before the bad weather sets in. Then we will cook up a musical or a theatrical evening to welcome them both home. How’s that? Lots of people, some sort of event, a performance by Herr Klesmer will hook in a crowd. I’ll fix a date with him. And we’ll hold it here in Wilhelmplatz. Some time before Christmas, when the season is properly under way. Well, Wolfgang, what do you say?

And so the true but disappointed lovers were dispatched in different directions by their immediate male relatives, determined that young hearts must be given occupations and not allowed to brood. Sophie took her horses with her on the visit to her godmother’s estate, and by the end of the following week could be seen galloping across open country without a hat, and returning in the early dusk, very hungry indeed. Please do not imagine her as a fickle girl with shallow feelings. Young shoots rise inexorably towards sunlight. It was not in her nature to nurse a grudge against someone she had always loved, nor to remain angry and ashamed. When she thought about Max it was with the old childhood affection. In her heart she forgave him. And she waited, confident of his return. She never doubted her love for him or that he loved her as of old.

But that evil scene in the French gardens worked a dangerous course, subtle as an underground river, through Max himself. He no longer regarded Sophie von Hahn as his future wife. She did not understand him and the Sibyl did. He caught the train for Stuttgart.

 

END OF CHAPTER TEN

 





CHAPTER ELEVEN

takes the Train to Stuttgart, which allows the Narrator a Closer Look at Max.

Sophie forgave Max. But she was not inclined to forgive the Sibyl. Nor did she enquire too closely into the Sibyl’s motives. She has betrayed me, and I will neither forget nor forgive. Thus determined, Sophie felt unchristian, but clean. She needed someone to blame for this emotional disaster, and to hate whoever that was, from the stomach upwards. When she blossomed again among the yellow leaves and muddy fields of Mark Brandenburg, flying along the rutted paths, leaving the groom well behind her, the poison tree of resentment and bitterness nevertheless grew strong in her heart. She never did read the end of Middlemarch, when the final episode, specially ordered by her mother, arrived at the great house in Wilhelmplatz. And so she never appreciated Dorothea’s revelation concerning the oneness of humanity, and universal human suffering, after her night of similarly disappointed tears, nor did she learn of that latter-day St Theresa’s championship of Lydgate when all the town turned against him. Sophie decided that the Sibyl’s advocacy of self-sacrifice and discriminating morals boiled down to a lot of tedious sententious waffle, and she was having none of it. Down with the Sibyl and her hypocritical morality! Who believes in a prophetess who doesn’t practise what she preaches, especially when it all comes seasoned with an atheistical gospel of scientific rationalism.

Sophie, however, being far more interested in horses than in Darwinism, or visions of the perfect Right that included all humanity, soon relegated her disillusion with the Sibyl to a far corner of her heart. She looked forward to seeing Max again, after a suitable lapse of time in which everyone recovered their tempers and their dignity. Sophie never doubted that Max would renew his proposals and fling himself at her feet. For this man, who had once hurtled after her vanishing plaits in the damp forest, risked his Sunday best in the fountains for her sake, strolled through her life, not as a guest or as a suitor, but as a permanent resident, part of her domestic landscape. Her interesting doubts, contained in the letter to the Sibyl, reflected the influence of her once beloved author’s work rather than her deepest feelings. Sophie could not imagine marrying a man who did not put her first or regard her desires as his commands. She loved Max unconditionally and without reflection, as if he were already an inmate of her stables, needing grooming, fodder and the whip.

But what of Max? I have noticed one thing he has clearly overlooked. The Sibyl may never have intended him to read that letter. And certainly never to reveal that she was the stranger who had delivered the necklace. For had she replied to Sophie’s eighteen-year-old torrent of adoration, her handwriting would have given her away. Did she, like Sophie, think that gentlemen do not read a young lady’s private letters? Was her conscious intention, when she handed over the unsealed missive, to throw these young people together? Or maybe she wasn’t even thinking clearly? Even genius suffers from its cloudy moments. Max was to answer the letter on her behalf. But how was he to do that if he hadn’t read the letter in the first place? Sophie declared that she was promised in marriage to Max; therefore they were an engaged couple, were they not? A few crisp words might have been exchanged, but serious matters, which involved money and familial consent, had surely already been settled? Did the Sibyl think that Sophie’s unguarded outburst and declaration of her deepest hopes would touch Max to the core, and move him not only to propose marriage but a life of camaraderie and adventure, discovering the world?

Who knows? But one thing is certain. Max had become, in the Sibyl’s vast expanding consciousness, an object of special interest. I have no conclusive evidence that the Sibyl cared for men more deeply than she did for women. She inspired a lifelong passion in the heart of Edith Simcox, and young persons of both sexes flung themselves at her feet, confessing all. But an ungenerous comment from Mrs. Jebb does rather stick in the mind.

‘She has always cared much more for men than for women, and has cultivated every art to make herself attractive, feeling bitterly all the time what a struggle it was, without beauty, whose influence she exaggerates as do all ugly people.’

Well, that Sophie, Countess von Hahn, possesses youth and beauty in abundance brooks no dispute. Is the Sibyl simply jealous, after all? I think not. For the Sibyl’s fame and wealth stood crowned by something magnificent and intangible – the sense of her own entitlement to judge others and yet still to be adored. Is she guilty of that fatal vanity which often overtakes celebrities, whatever their talent, who are sought after, lionised and flattered? Had she begun to believe, not what she thought of herself, but what others said of her?

Poor Blackwood, her devoted publisher, upon receiving The Legend of Jubal, and Other Poems, wrote in pitiful tones: ‘If you have any lighter pieces, written before the sense of what a great author should do for mankind came so strongly upon you, I should like much to look at them.’ Poetry isn’t her strongest suit, I’d agree. But her reputation was by then so colossal that the poems still sold, hand over fist.

The train bound for Stuttgart has not yet departed from Berlin. The conductor sees me coming and holds the door. The ladies’ compartment is full. No matter. I am looking for Max. Of course I have been watching him intently throughout these pages. I even dream of him. But we have never shared the same weather, breathed the same stale air, and certainly never sat opposite one another on a Continental train. If I can get a closer look at him I shall have a clearer idea of how to proceed.

He rises as soon as I enter his compartment and makes space for my small suitcase, hatbox and umbrella. He bows, and waits until I am conveniently seated. He closes the window to avoid the invasion of smuts. I am not used to being held up straight by what feels like a surgical corset, nor am I accustomed to wearing so many layers of clothes. I am hidden behind a thick muslin veil. He cannot see my eyes, but I continue to observe him, unobserved. He has two laughter lines at the corners of his eyes. And he looks older than he is. His moustache is beautifully trimmed, pencil-thin, like a gentleman pirate, and he has white hands, with clean, short fingernails. Is he handsome? Yes, ah yes, he is far more beautiful than Antinous. I am well known for my iron heart and cold head. I have worked with many authors who can provide excellent testimonials, praising my wintry self-control. I am never bewitched by men, but this man, troubled, romantic, arresting, has captured my attention. His rich, cropped dark curls tempt my fingers, damp in my crocheted white gloves. No wonder he annoys Wolfgang, who cannot hide that bald patch. I am forbidden to touch Max, for I am someone in some future time. But I long to do so. And now he senses the intensity of my gaze and shifts, uneasy, disconcerted, in his seat. No respectable woman scrutinises a man like that. He consults his watch. I inspect the buttons on his waistcoat. At the same moment we raise our faces to the window; the train blasts a long hoot and shudders forward with a ferocious lurch, before heaving itself away down the line. I search for his reflection in the glass, but see nothing, nothing but a wash of steam.

 

END OF CHAPTER ELEVEN

 





CHAPTER TWELVE

in which Max seizes his Opportunity and does Something Very Silly.

‘Sir, do I have the pleasure of addressing one of the Duncker brothers? Why yes, I believe I do. Your brother Wolfgang, sir, I have the honour to number among my close acquaintances. What brings you to Stuttgart?’

Max wheeled round, alarmed at being so easily recognised, and found himself confronted with a giant hairy paw and a large black beard. The voice, guttural and rumbling, completed the image of a Canadian bear in a tall top hat and black frock coat, with mud-splashes on his trousers.

‘I’m afraid I don’t recall . . .?’ Max wavered.

‘Carus, sir. Julius Victor Carus. We met once in Berlin at your firm’s offices in the Jägerstraße, when I was negotiating terms for a translation of Mr. Darwin’s famous work. Come now, you must remember.’ Carus set off again, with Max under his arm, as if he had effected an arrest and was herding the culprit towards his destined incarceration.

‘Yes, I have the honour of being Mr. Darwin’s German translator. His second translator, mind. Old Heinrich Bronn did the first edition, published here by Schweizerbart, and I was engaged to repair some of the old boy’s more fanciful additions. Couldn’t do it though until the good chap popped his clogs. Five or six years ago, it was, and I discussed every delicate point with the Great Man himself by correspondence. Sometimes two or three letters a day. Your brother shied off publication though. You see, he had enough controversy on his hands with all those pamphlets, Darwinismus: For and Against.’

The bear boomed onwards, leaving Max no opportunity to reply.

‘You were quite a young man then, just out of short trousers. Saw you since though – out in the park by the bandstand last summer with the von Hahns, on the arm of an uncommonly pretty young girl. That will be their eldest, eh?’

Carus marched Max across the cobbles and swivelled round, presenting his teeth in a slightly lecherous smile. Max winced, noting that he was observed on the arm of said pretty girl, rather than the other way round, and that, in this instance, the damsel was clearly leading the amorous dance.

‘Ah yes, that would have been Sophie, Countess von Hahn.’ Max tried to sound indifferent.

‘Blooming, blooming. Mind you, her mother outshone all the other girls in her first season. A handsome family, all of them. You’re engaged to her, I take it.’

Max suffered an internal seizure and turned white, then red. But Carus neither noticed nor paused.

‘I assume that we’re going to the same place. No other reason for you to be here in the Rote Gasse. And the lady is one of your big foreign authors, isn’t she? Alongside Walter Scott. Mind the muck.’ He steered Max round an oozing pile of horse shit.

The Leweses had chosen a rural corner of the town, close to one of the smaller hotels, where they took their meals. The streets were sufficiently bucolic to harbour a troop of geese and a multitude of farmyard odours. Carus thought this very suitable and declared himself a fan of the early rural novels. He fancied that Mrs. Lewes longed to return to the deep countryside lanes of her childhood.

‘You feel that on every page. Adam Bede, that’s the ticket. Written with love. You know, the one with that adorable kittenish little woman making butter in the dairy.’ Max could remember nothing whatever of Hetty Sorrel and Captain Donnithorne in Mrs. Poyser’s dairy. But he did remember a woman preacher delivering sermons in the open air.

‘I have the translation of her latest here,’ said Max, indicating a substantial package that bulged beneath his arm. ‘She wishes to read all the text that we have already completed. I am to take the Finale back to Berlin.’

‘Delicate business, translation,’ growled Carus. ‘Just as serious in the Sciences as in the Arts. Old Bronn had his own axe to grind when he set about translating poor Darwin. You see, the big question for Bronn was this: must every living being come into existence through the agency of another living being or could life emerge from disconnected organic materials? He was following the French. No shame in that. Many people did. And Bronn spotted at once that Darwin’s theory did away with any notion of a Creator God. Out go the six days and let there be light! Can living creatures be made out of inorganic matter? That’s the issue. The first origins of life! Where do we come from: God or Nature? Darwin’s very cautious, you know. Very circumspect. He doesn’t make any great statements. Wait a minute, we’ve gone straight past their door. Here it is. Do you know Lewes? First-rate botanist in his own right. That’s why he has such a convincing handle on Goethe.’

The front door swung open to reveal a dark stone passageway that traversed the house. Carus had clearly tramped through on other occasions.

‘Out the back!’ he roared, his huge bass echoing off the elderly woodwork. A young boy chasing a black-and-white dog charged past them yelling his excuses, and as the door at the far end blew open Max glimpsed the golden colours of an autumn garden, stirring in the sunny wind. The door banged shut and the garden vanished. Carus thundered through, holding his arm out to Max.

‘Mind the steps. Three down.’

The formal garden had once been laid out in geometric patterns, but now the tiny hedges, little lines of sportive wood run wild, poured out at peculiar angles. The ornamental hermitage, a rustic summer house coated in wisteria, yellowed at the edges, lay buried under seasonal colours, and the roses, sun-drenched in the washed light of these last warm days, fluttered in frail banks of red, orange, pink. Their petals showered down in the draught from the passage. The charm of this overgrown garden immediately convinced Max that it was the Sibyl who had chosen this last residence in Germany. No one, unless specifically invited, would ever find them out. Indeed, had he not met Carus, he would probably have patrolled the Rote Gasse for some time, searching for the secret passageway, the bundle of translated sheets growing ever heavier.

‘That’s their place. Little cottage at the back.’ Carus crunched across the weeds and gravel, then shook the bell until it shuddered on the chain. A trio of bobbing maids appeared; all three stared at Max, entranced.

‘Sind Herr und Frau Lewes zu Hause? Get along there then and announce us!’ He snatched Max’s card, slapped it down on the first maiden’s hand, and sent her scuttling off into the interior, her clogs scuffing the tiles. The other two lingered for a moment, wide-eyed, transfixed by Max’s curls as he removed his hat.

‘Real find, this place. They rented the cottage through the hotel. You know, Zum wilden Mann on the Marktplatz. Marian tells me that it reminds her of Goethe’s Gartenhaus in Weimar. That’s built in a little park, all vines and hedgerows. There’s a back door here, leading out into the fields and woods. And believe me, they go out walking, whatever the weather.’

But at that moment George Lewes interrupted the grand monologue, bounding towards them, arms flung wide, his universal bonhomie filling the hall. He ripped off their coats and gathered them in to Polly and the blazing fireside.

Max raised his eyes to greet the Sibyl. And now he saw her, as if for the first time. She rose, entwining her thin hands, slender and hesitant, nervous as a girl unused to company. The lace at the throat of her black, high-bodiced velvet dress matched the little lace cap perched on her opulent, grey-streaked hair. She gazed at Max, beseeching, her deeply lined face and massive features transfigured into beauty by the pleasure with which she clasped his hand. Max indicated the package.

‘Your great work, gnädige Frau, translated.’

She lowered her head in gratitude, and bowed. Max felt obscurely comforted, and understood. He laid the treasure on her table.

But there in those warm, low-ceilinged rooms, with the sound of church bells and children crying in the distance, Max once more found himself rocked, not by intellectual pretentiousness, comfortable waters he negotiated fearlessly, but by unfettered speculation on the nature of things, which left all known ports astern. Lewes and Carus had heard the Gospel according to Charles Darwin, seen the miracle of evolutionary theory in all its majesty, recognised this great and mighty wonder, and become not just passionate believers, but evangelists. Carus’s new translation of the Origin of Species formed the centre of the discussion. Surprisingly, Lewes defended the elderly Bronn, and forgave his shameless additions to the volume.

‘Bronn drew out the implications of Darwin’s theory. He saw what a ferocious blow the book had delivered to conventional religions and bigoted orthodoxies. What arrogance motivates the bishops to argue that we are descended from demigods and set just a little lower than the angels? We are animals. We behave like animals and we think like animals. All wars begin as fights over mates, territory and resources.’

‘Agreed,’ thundered Carus, ‘but he had no right to insert his own views into the book and attribute them to Darwin.’

Lewes appeared to view translation as something of a two-sided debate between the author and the translator. The Sibyl deliberately shifted the direction of the argument.

‘Darwin’s Doctrine of Development,’ she asserted, ‘created an epoch. There is no doubt of that, but to me, the Development Theory, and indeed all the other processes by which things come into being, still produces a feeble impression compared with the mystery that lies beneath those processes.’

Max dipped a toe into the torrent.

‘But surely if we can reflect upon our origins, maybe even account for them, we are not subject to the inexorable laws of development and progression. We can choose not to be.’

‘And that,’ declared Carus, ‘is what distinguishes the civilised races from savages.’

‘Indeed,’ cried Lewes, digging in the pile of books scattered across the table. ‘And I have actually marked the passage in The Descent of Man, for he uses your words, Polly, your very words. Listen.

 

‘With savages the weak in body and mind are soon eliminated; and those that survive commonly exhibit a vigorous state of health. We civilised men on the other hand, do our utmost to check the process of elimination; we build asylums for the imbecile, the maimed and the sick; we institute poor-laws; and our medical men exert their utmost skill to save the life of everyone until the last moment . . . Thus the weak members of civilised society propagate their kind . . . the aid we feel impelled to give to the helpless is . . . the instinct of sympathy, which was originally acquired as part of the social instincts, but was subsequently rendered more tender and more widely diffused.’

 

Lewes closed the book and gazed at the Sibyl with unguarded affection.

‘I thought of you, Polly. Be the sweet presence of a good diffused.’ 

Carus, however, was not inclined to bow down before the Doctrine of Sympathy.

‘But sympathy may then signal the undoing of our race since it ensures the continuation of weakness. Perhaps the white races will sink while others rise.’

Here the arrival of teacups and cake intervened. The company sank into afternoon reflections. The maid bearing hot water stopped dead before Max as if her feet had taken root. Lewes gently relieved her of the kettle. The Sibyl watched this little drama, mightily amused, and then renewed the discussion.

‘Darwin feels, as I do, that sympathy represents the noblest part of our nature. Even as the unclouded light of truth streams in upon us, we are called not to neglect that higher moral life which impels us to strive towards the Perfect Right. We seek the True, the Just, the Good. That is our highest and most sacred calling, and we find our way towards this, our true destiny, through serving others.’

The old woman glowed with her own inner radiance. Her declaration affected the three men in different ways. Max sat incredulous and dumbfounded. Carus toned himself down and stroked his beard. Lewes pressed her hand gently. No one spoke for a moment. Max suspected that the Sibyl had a limited acquaintance with real vice, or else she would not disown the menace of damnation quite so cheerfully. Her hopeful assessment of human nature and the greatness of which we are capable, forever loving, tender and saturated in forgiveness, failed to take account of a more savage reality, which he sensed and feared. Max heard the brutal drumbeat beneath his otherwise civilised skin.

Then the Sibyl began to prophesy, her voice low, solemn and compelling.

‘That we should claim kinship with the beasts is not in question. And we know that the substance and object of all religion is altogether human. Divine wisdom is human wisdom. But to reject the despotism of religious systems is not to deny the holy power of all our most intimate and sacred bonds. That source of true living emotion, the heart of man itself, is sucked away from its rightful object, and given to the God who wants for nothing. But in our earnest search to discover what is Right, we need no incitement or support from above. He, to whom the Perfect Right is not holy for its own sake, will never be made to feel it sacred by religion.’

‘But, Madame, you argue on behalf of a natural morality that informs all social relations –’ rumbled Carus.

Max intervened.

‘No, you talk as if all men were brothers and had only to realise the necessity of loving one another to do it! That just doesn’t happen.’

He addressed Lewes and Carus directly, astounded at his own daring in contradicting the Sibyl.

‘And while it is quite clear that you all regard original sin as outmoded nonsense, simply declaring that it doesn’t exist never prevented slaughter on the streets. Surely, when you abandon the Christian faith you pull the right to insist on Christian morality out from under your own feet?’

‘I do not underestimate the difficulty of the human lot,’ replied the Sibyl, her Olympian calm floating above Max’s passionate objections, ‘but in whatever I have written I have tried to widen the English vision a little, and to rouse the imaginations of men to an understanding of those human claims that are the just demands of their fellow men. No matter how different or repulsive they may seem.’

And into the midst of this portentous statement scurried the smallest of the three bobbing maids, clutching a message. She curtsied to each member of the company in turn, and then handed the folded slip of paper to Lewes. He leaped up, delighted.

‘Polly, my love, we are all invited to the opera tomorrow night. And that includes you, Max. Herr Klesmer is in town, baying with desire to see his favourite author. Isn’t that marvellous!’

 

Max therefore had twenty-four hours in which to fester with confused indignation. He was mildly aware of the Darwin debate. He had even sat smoking beside Wolfgang, while the publisher corrected the proofs of various tracts, for and against, listening to his brother’s fulminations, without ever absorbing the arguments. For it is perfectly possible to saunter through life, especially if you are wealthy, young and in good health, taking the view that the intellectual controversies of the age are there for you to enjoy, dip into from time to time and ignore at your pleasure. He had peacefully nodded at Miss Gibbons’s breathless enthusiasm for the Development Theory as they careered round the ballroom in Homburg, accepting her torrent of evolutionary certainties as something peculiar, which occasionally poured forth from English spinsters. Above all, this rigorous discussion happened elsewhere, and did not affect him personally. Now it had. And without his consent.

Max simmered with unspoken disagreements. The Fall of the Roman Empire, in so far as he understood the causes of its slow demise, led him to believe that steam engines, gas lighting, new markets, numerous wars, and a general improvement in education and living standards, were no guarantee of national survival. Progress, far from being inevitable, remained a precarious business. The littleness of humankind, the meanness of our understanding, and the viciousness of our habits, both in modern Berlin and in Southern Gaul, during Lucian’s peaceful withdrawal into retirement, impressed him with their similarities. Lucian and the Sibyl, noble giants on fire with their misguided faith, walked the world, confident that Reason and Truth would triumph for all eternity. Max saw no grounds whatsoever for this benevolent optimism. The evidence supporting that ancient, unfashionable doctrine of innate evil, against which our better natures struggle if they can, galloped towards him, transformed into a host of grinning demons, waving banners. He passed an uncomfortable rainy morning in his hotel rooms, drinking coffee, smoking and staring at tiny patterns in the wallpaper.

Herr Klesmer and the sun arrived in the early afternoon. The musician stormed in, barely announced, his white mane shaking, and his head thrown back, like an orator reaching a climax. The peculiar manner of his entrance arrested Max in mid-stride. He had begun to pace from the fireplace to the furthest windows, from which he could see nothing but gabled roofs and yellowing trees. Max had last seen Klesmer plunging through the streets of Berlin, followed by a Bacchic train of admirers. Now the musician appeared once more, as if he had walked the world since then, gathering garlands of praise and prodigious roars of eulogy.

Klesmer froze in a dramatic attitude, his ferocious glare fixed upon Max, as if he was taking part in a game of charades, and had achieved the perfect pose for the tableau.

‘Good day to you, sir!’ He suddenly bowed, as an afterthought, then, holding his hat at a theatrical angle, he delivered his request.

‘I wish you to be on your guard tonight, sir. I am counting on your support, for there may well be trouble. I do not court controversy. But when a stand must be taken, I am fearless. I tell you, sir, fearless!’

Max bowed, hoping that the musician’s courage was thus sufficiently acknowledged.

‘Tonight you will witness Wagner’s sublime tale of passion and damnation, The Flying Dutchman! I am creating the performance tonight as the composer intended. There will be no interval. You will hear the music of the future – das Kunstwerk der Zukunft – uncensored, unfettered – the true musical drama of which Liszt and I have dreamed. An opera should not be a mere mosaic of melodies stuck together with no other method than that which is supplied by accidental contrast, no trite succession of ill-prepared crises, but an organic whole, which grows up and spreads, like a palm.’

At this point, casting his hat aside, Herr Klesmer flung his arms apart, indicating the huge spreading fractals of the Phoenix.

‘And the germ must be there from the first seething notes in the strings through to the triumphant catastrophe.’

He paused, hesitated, then declared:

‘But I have heard rumours that there will be opposition present. Of Carus I am quite certain. He will be bold in my defence if necessary. But Madame Lewes is fragile, sensitive. She is easily overwhelmed. I look to you, sir, to take care of this great lady, and to anticipate her anxieties, to remove her from the theatre should the public become unrestrained, chaotic, abandoned.’

Max, intensely surprised by this fervent intrusion, stood leaning against his desk.

‘But Herr Lewes will be present, if, as you fear –’

‘Ha! Lewes! He understands nothing. He comes only to jeer. Wagner demands submission, dedication; the whole soul of his audience must be laid at his feet. To hear truly is to believe. And you are the younger man. You must stand strong, sir, and take his place at her right hand. I shall hold you to account. And now I bid you farewell.’

He whirled out of the rooms with a flourish, leaving Max in a dense cloud of his own cigarette smoke. Had he hallucinated the entire interview? And how had Wagner escaped the clutches of Weimar? Wagnerismus seemed even more controversial in Bismarck’s Germany than the arguments smouldering around Mr. Charles Darwin, the gist of which had long been accepted by German scientists and intellectuals. Indeed, Wagner’s operas, consigned in many places to the Index Expurgatorius of theatre managers, had so dramatically failed to please the general public that Max had never heard one. Now the composer’s supporters, organised, militant, began to move outwards from Weimar into other towns and theatres, seeking converts and champions. Klesmer and Liszt, linked like hounds fixed upon a scent, roved the salons and concert halls hunting down their audience and bullying them, until they surrendered.

‘No interval?’ Max ruminated upon the implications of Klesmer’s speech. ‘Well, the sorbet sellers won’t be pleased.’

 

A wonderfully warm, still evening, dry underfoot, brought out the crowds. Here were the last days of promise in an Indian summer, a breath of unruffled serenity that could only end in driving sleet and blown leaves. The women came with their cloaks untied and their hoods thrown back. While he stood waiting on the steps of the freshly painted theatre Max heard one or two English voices. The playbill announced Julius Klesmer as the Director of the Orchestra and Herr Süßmann as the baritone, singing the lead, his lovely wife supporting him as the noble maiden Senta, prepared to die for her great love. Süßmann’s name gleamed magnificent in huge black letters, far larger than Wagner’s, which the theatre manager in Stuttgart still considered a discouragement to large audiences. They love Süßmann. He’ll draw ’em in. But the legend of the opera itself proved to be the greatest attraction. The Flying Dutchman! Who does not know Heine’s passionate ballad of the sailor doomed to sail the seven seas for all eternity, until he finds a woman prepared to sacrifice her life for love, and remain for ever faithful unto death? Treue bis zum Tod! Max noted that the playbill promised spectacular scenery and special crowd-pleasing effects: a haunted ship, its ghostly crew of damned sailors, and a brand-new diorama, created for this very production. The theatre, recently refurbished, advertised itself as ‘luxuriously equipped with all the appointments that safety, comfort and elegance dictate’, the front stalls freshly padded.

But here comes Lewes, bounding up the steps.

‘Ah Max! Polly hoped you’d dine with us. Didn’t you get our message? No matter! A little supper afterwards perhaps, if we all survive the ravages of damnation and immortality granted by eternal love.’

Behold the Sibyl, shimmering in eerie gas light, her fine veil thrown back, her wonderful eyes raised towards him, intense with sympathy and concentration.

‘I fear that you were distressed by yesterday’s discussion.’ She spoke so that only Max could hear her as she took his arm. ‘I would not see you unhappy. No, not for the world. And to think that I had any part in your unhappiness would give me great pain. For we have become such friends.’

Max pressed her gloved hand; his irritation vanished and he felt infinitely reassured. He had been heard, and noticed, by someone who mattered. The Sibyl understood and anticipated every current in his thoughts. Wherever he looked, he saw her, patiently waiting for him, her countenance overflowing with counsel and forgiveness, her presence all-embracing, like the Everlasting Arms.

‘Liszt regards Der Fliegende Holländer as a transitional work,’ she continued, ‘in which Wagner seeks only to escape from the idols to which he once sacrificed. He has not yet reached the point of making war against them. So you may rest tranquil for this evening. There will be a mighty wash of dramatic situations and affecting melodies. You will not have to suffer as we did with Lohengrin.’

Here they were, facing an ornately gilded picture-frame stage, and heavy swags with tassels, new cane chairs for the orchestra, red plush for the front stalls and fresh flock wallpaper covered with paintings of famous moments in Shakespeare. Lear staggered forwards, his eyes rolling, with Cordelia dead in his arms, Beatrice and Benedict flounced away in different directions, misunderstanding one another in a garden, Juliet leaned over her balcony, Rosalind strode the forest in breeches, and Banquo’s ghost summoned Macbeth away from the feast. The company settled into the second row beneath the slips, a little discomfited by a noisy crowd on the hard benches above them. Carus glared up at the malicious faces, sensing trouble.

‘Don’t worry,’ cried Lewes, ‘Klesmer will drown them all out.’

The theatre filled up to the gunnels like a great ship transporting expectant emigrants seeking New Worlds, and many sat munching pastries as the rumoured lack of an interval did the rounds and caused some digestive alarm. How can we get through three hours without ice cream or sweetmeats? The audience, noisy, hot and cheerful, anticipated an astounding spectacle and a riot of emotions. Two ushers fled round the auditorium, lowering the gas light, a trick upon which the Maestro had insisted, as essential to his emotive effects. The orchestra trooped in, greeted by unsteady applause. An army of brass and timpani assembled in too small a space. Klesmer clearly intended to lift the roof off the theatre. Well known in the town for his concert performances, he proved something of a favourite with the audience, and two squat candles balanced either side of his score threw his face, lit from beneath, into a dramatic mass of shadows. He resembled a demon, risen from the depths.

‘Klesmer! Klesmer! Klesmer!’ bellowed a rowdy section far above the stalls.

This enthusiasm was rapidly dowsed by a collective intake of breath as the curtain soared upwards, revealing two gigantic ships rocking, dangerous in moonlight, before an implausibly vertiginous precipice, with distant cliffs reaching to infinity. Simultaneously a terrifying gust of wind blustered through the strings. The catastrophe of imminent shipwreck seemed inevitable. Sailors, apparently swinging from the rigging, appeared in little bursts of limelight, then faded away into shivering gloom. Throughout the overture the stage shuddered, gleamed, darkened, and the audience gasped, thrilled to their stomachs. The rollers on the diorama were inaudible above the blazing orchestra, and as they shifted and slithered, the black ghost ship with wonderfully red-painted ripped rigging loomed above Daland’s smaller trader, like a vampire apparition encircling its victim. Then, in the far depths of the stage, a pale face, leery as Mephisto, hovered high on the mast of the black ship with ripped sails. The pale man stared out beyond the limits of the diorama into eternity. The audience recognised Süßmann, and screamed in unison. Klesmer urged the orchestra onwards, the grand outline of his face and floating hair flung into sinister relief by the stage lamps, as if he was in pursuit of his own shadow. Then, for one second only, the audience glimpsed the soprano, perched on the rim of the cliff, her arms outstretched, as the Overture thundered to its close. The emotional narrative of the opera, condensed into a few precious minutes, now unfolded at greater length. One or two people set off towards the foyer in search of drinks and pastries.

The Dutchman’s long opening monologue wooed even the doubters standing at the back. Tragic, white-faced, Herr Süßmann transformed himself into the Solitary Wanderer, terrifying, corrosive, predatory, heart-rending in his longing for peace.

‘Bravo! Bravo!’ screeched someone close to them, longing for an encore. But Klesmer continued, inexorable.

‘I was delighted with this opera when we were with Liszt in Weimar,’ murmured the Sibyl. Her shawl fell across Max’s arm.

The mighty conflict imaged in the two ships proved to be a metaphor for the entire production. Daland’s dapper modern waistcoat and fob watch, his scrubbed sailors and natty trading vessel smacked of profit, successful capitalist ventures and domestic prosperity. The sea, raving against his native rocks, remained simply an inconvenient antagonist. But for the Dutchman, that cursed image of white-faced damnation, the sea, the storms, the flood tides and the infinite horizons formed his only element, as one of the eternal undead. And between him and the voyage that has no end stood one young girl and her peculiar passion for a legendary man she had never seen.

But how does a revolutionary composer wean a conventional audience off their customary diet of operatic song? The public longs for arias, duets, romanza, cavatina – for three whole acts, yea, sometimes four acts, with a ballet in the middle. And how do you stop them walking about, taking the air in the foyer, looking up their acquaintances and chatting, stepping out for a cigarette or a mislaid shawl, and then nipping back inside just to hear their favourite solo? Abolish the intervals and tighten the plot; if they so much as shift a leg they will miss something crucial!

Those two threads, the Dutchman’s curse and Senta’s promise of redemption, shrill tremolos on the high violins, diminished seventh chords, a mixture of diatonic chromatic figures in the basses and ah! that familiar, endlessly rising motif in fourths and fifths, they saturate the score, bending the pale man towards his own salvation. No one can step into the shadow where grace cannot reach them, nor can they ever escape the compassionate grasp of the Everlasting Arms. It is the stage manager’s business to transform the scenery, rapidly and in secret, as the music rages onwards, firing the singers, pulverising the audience into their seats.

And on that night it worked. There they all were, sweating, breathless, gripped. Will she be true to her pale-faced wanderer? Can her handsome huntsman lure her back to a safe life, where nothing more will happen to her, but days of marriage, children, peace and happiness? Will she choose one supreme moment of glorious sacrifice or the patter of long summer days? She has been sold to the Dutchman! Daland’s cupidity made him sell his daughter to the captain of a ghostly black ship with ripped red sails. She is promised to another, but here at last, risen from the ocean’s depths, stands the man she loves.

Klesmer knew that subversives lurked in the audience. The author of the Wagnerfrage and his friends had pinpointed the Stuttgart production as a crack in the dam of orchestrated prejudice, which had so far successfully kept Wagner’s operas out of the provincial theatres. But Liszt and Klesmer had triumphed in Dresden. Their friendship and their adulation of Wagner stood revealed for all to see! The Jews have joined forces with the Wagnerians! This creeping evil must be stopped!

How far through the score had they actually got?

Steuermann, lass die Wacht! Steuermann, her zu uns! Helmsman, leave the watch! Come to us, come to us.

A ripple stirred the slips. Three young men had risen to their feet. No, they were being dragged down and drowned out by a detonating chorus of Norwegian sailors apparently based in the row just behind them. Max noticed the disturbance and its rapid suppression. Nothing could stop Klesmer now. Here from the belly of the phantom ship came the eerie hollow cries of the Dutchman’s crew, spectral lights flickered in the rigging like will-o’-the-wisps. Max worried about the incendiary nature of the extraordinary stage effects. The Sibyl tucked her arm through his. Yes, the climax approached! Every part of the scenery, including the flats, appeared to shiver and undulate. The singers, unwavering, plunged onwards, keeping pace with Klesmer. The heat in the house soared to levels equal to that of a tropical rainforest. Max loosened his collar, and noticed that Carus and Lewes had already done so. The Sibyl’s massive upper lip shone gently with perspiration. Then, suddenly, a smoking object, the size of a gin jar, flung from above, sailed past them and landed amongst the cellos. The sizzling odour of sulphur, accompanied by dense clouds of smoke, engulfed the musicians.

The huntsman, closely observed by the Dutchman, had almost completed his cavatina – Willst jenes Tags du dich nicht mehr entsinnen? – and the Finale loomed in sight. Klesmer, his lips compressed and his head flung back, stood proud of the belching smoke emerging from the bomb in the pit. He had no intention of losing a single note. Not one member of the orchestra flinched or dared to move.

Du kennst mich nicht, du ahnst nicht, wer ich bin! You do not know me, you do not suspect who I am!

The Dutchman bared his soul, at last and in a thundering declaration, boomed the truth of his identity to a horrified cast and the sweating public, most of whom believed that the sulphurous stench and dense, rising clouds of yellowish smoke constituted yet one more bold stage effect, intended to enhance the performance. A fight broke out in the slips as the two factions closed upon one another. A shoe flew through the air and struck Lewes on the forehead. He leaped to his feet, staggered, and then collapsed upon Carus.

Klesmer increased the pace.

I am the Flying Dutchman! bellowed Herr Süßmann to the enraptured mass. The Sibyl suddenly noticed that her husband lay bent double bleeding on Carus’s lap. She let out a little smothered cry, which vanished in the wash of the soprano’s ecstatic vow.

Here I stand, true even unto death!

A shrill gasp rose from the audience as she appeared to fly from the cliff’s edge into the arms of the Dutchman, who then soared away from the mast up, up, up into the murky dimness of the painted sets. They vanished as the mighty ship of ghosts collapsed in a series of gigantic crashes, echoed in the orchestra, all of which drowned out the fight now raging throughout the slips and bursting out on to the staircases.

‘Klesmer! Klesmer! Klesmer!’

The conductor’s supporters took up the chant as the entire auditorium filled with nauseous smoke. The crowds in the stalls, now thoroughly alarmed, burst the doors asunder and poured out into the foyer and the autumn night. Some abandoned coats and hats in the vestiaire, seeking safety in the streets. But some never actually noticed what was happening at all in the lowered gas light, and remained on their feet, flinging flowers at Herr Süßmann and the soprano, who had descended from the heavens unobserved, and re-emerged from behind the tabs, bowing to left and right. Klesmer and his orchestra now barely visible in smoke, sank out of sight into the pit. Lewes drew himself upright, and wobbled a little, clutching a handkerchief to the wound, which was now bleeding copiously. But, ebullient as ever, he snatched up the offending shoe and waved it around his head, anxious to swing a punch at whoever had made him their target.

‘Dearest, we must go home immediately,’ cried the Sibyl.

‘Bravo! Bravo!’ yelled the ascendant Wagnerians.

Max batted the smoke, using the Sibyl’s shawl like a bullfighter’s cape, and peered into the surrounding fog, desperately seeking the exit.

They rattled back to the cottage in a cab, squashed against one another, handing clean handkerchiefs to Lewes whose wound still dripped. The Sibyl, now a little blood-spattered and ruffled with maternal concern, pressed each one to his head, then passed the bloodied improvised bandages to Max. Lewes never stopped talking. He praised Klesmer’s courage, but thought the staging full of self-indulgent pantomime trickery, designed to amuse infantile minds. Carus raced away in search of the doctor, who arrived in full evening dress, also replete with opinions about the night’s operatic events. By the following morning the incident was being reported as a full-blown riot, with opposing factions fighting it out, first in the theatre, and then in the streets. Lewes ceased to bleed and the doctor galloped away into the night to conduct an emergency surgery for the embattled contestants.

Max disliked the stifling anxiety flooding forth from the Sibyl. After all, Lewes wasn’t badly hurt. Give him a cordial and a chance to sleep it off and all he’ll have to deal with is a headache in the morning. Max strolled in the night garden; the air, perfectly still and warm, even at that late hour, stirred as he passed and then settled around him. He lit a cigarette and wandered down the little gravelled paths, crushing the weeds and brushing against the overgrown lines of box. Small squares of light illuminated the house behind him.

At first he did not hear her coming. The Sibyl, wrapped in her Indian shawl over her astrakhan short jacket, floated towards him on a cushion of warm air. He felt her gloved hand on his sleeve.

‘Thank you, Max,’ she murmured softly, ‘for all your kindness. George is lying down quietly now. Carus is with him. I came to say goodnight.’

She took his arm and Max placed his hand upon her own. They set off round the long walk, talking quietly, like old and confidential friends. The emotions of the night brimmed over into their conversation: Wagner’s endless passion for the love that braves death itself, Klesmer’s miraculous triumph, and the jubilant Wagnerians, ransacking the town, Lewes’s unfortunate accident, a supporter caught in the line of fire.

‘He is so full of energy, my dear Max, that you would not think him frail in health, but I often fear, when I am not laid low by toothache or by bilious attacks, that his constitution is yet more fragile than my own. I must seem excessive in my concern for him. Indeed, I know I do. And I am sorry for it. But, Max’ – and here she paused by the dead fountain – ‘your friendship is too precious for me to be less than honest with you. I have been blessed with nearly twenty years of unchanging happiness, and I dread, dread with all my being, that final parting, when we are separated for ever. Wagner dreams of an eternal union, but we know that cannot be.’

Max shivered slightly. He saw Senta and the Dutchman, transfigured, ascending to the heavens.

‘And yet, we need to grasp the meaning of that last farewell, for it gives the utmost sanctity of tenderness to our relations with each other. For even our own deaths are as intimate and natural as the approach of autumn or winter.’

Death, and an eternity of being dead, had never before figured in Max’s calculations. And the Sibyl, enraptured by the depth and conviction of her own teachings, had quite forgotten the thirty years that lay between them. Max had yet to live his life. She stood, gazing at the end of her own journey, leaning against his youth and strength, and yet her gentle and inspiring tones, speaking of the four last things, her soft voice filled with certainties, offered a vast consolation, tender, passionate, infinite in its mild calm. They paused in the summer house, still warm, dark and dry. The Sibyl spoke of sympathy, friendship and the unbreakable power of human bonds. She convinced Max that nothing mattered more to her than that moment in the dying gardens. He was her knight errant. And his lady’s grace and beauty, luminous in that strange twilight gloom, had never seemed more eloquent and necessary. But into this momentary calm the Sibyl flung down one sentence like a spear that poisoned all the earth.

‘As soon as George has recovered we will return to England.’ Panic engulfed him as she spoke. His compass and guide threatened to absent herself, possibly for ever. They stood inside the little summer house, surrounded by faint odours of damp and rotting vegetation. The Sibyl ceased to speak and gazed beseechingly at Max, who began to gibber. 

‘I can remain silent no longer, Madame. I must speak. If I seem impertinent it is because you have overthrown all barriers between us. I no longer see my way forward with any certainty or conviction. I believed myself a man of faith and now I doubt. I have always pleased myself, rather than seeking out a mission or a purpose in my life. There seemed to be no urgency in my decisions. Now my very identity is in question – and I cannot continue as I am – washed ashore with every tide. I tell you that I must speak.’

Max circled on the spot, his voice low, violent and agitated, stubbing the toes of his boots. He plucked at the fading leaves trailing from the wisteria, which mounted above them. The trunk spiralled upwards, coiling the trellis like a serpent, more massive than his forearm. Max braced himself against the uncomfortable helix and stared down at her shadowed face. The Sibyl settled her skirts and raised her massive chin, complacent, attentive, and utterly tranquil. She awaited the outcome of his impassioned incoherence. She had no premonition whatever of the declarations that were hurtling towards her. She made herself comfortable during the terrible pause in which Max found himself quite unable to voice the emotions bubbling in his chest. He suddenly settled for Shakespeare.

‘“You have bereft me of all words.”’

‘That’s unfortunate,’ smiled the Sibyl. He saw her white face, leprous in darkness, the voice amused and detached. ‘Our intimacy is based entirely upon words, for the most part judiciously chosen.’

Max suffered a curious implosion. He had reached the brink of rational discourse and a vast dark staircase stretched away before him, following the Sibyl’s vanishing cape as she ascended into the realms of eternal light. He could not – would not – let her go. He flung himself upon the tomb-cold stone before her and gabbled like a madman.

‘Madame Lewes – Marian – you cannot be unaware of how deeply our friendship has touched me – how unqualified my admiration – in short how much I love you. I beg you – do not cast me adrift.’ He seized her gloved hand. With astonishing strength she took hold of his wrist and hauled him back on to the wooden seat beside her.

‘Max. Take a deep breath. Sit still. And stop talking.’

But alas, Max, now quite beside himself, could not stop. Fixed in his brain was the idea that he had to propose to someone. And the woman in front of him had shaken him to the core. He raced to the edge of his own operatic precipice.

‘Madame! I adore you. I tell you I must speak. Make me the happiest man that ever lived. Marry me. I beg you to marry me.’

The fatal words quivered in the air between them like a descending flight of arrows. Sincerity rather than sanity clamped Max firmly in her jaws. He meant every word of it. The Sibyl drew herself up like a tower under siege; her white lace shimmered with the unintended insult, and she rose, shaking.

‘Sir, you appear to forget that I am already a married woman.’

But the fact that she was just as free to marry whom she chose as the ardent young man before her incinerated her flesh, draining all remaining colour from her face. The abyss yawned between them.

‘Forgive me.’

Max plunged into the waters of abjection. The Sibyl clutched the twisted wisteria for support, ignoring his outstretched arm.

‘Can you ever forgive me?’ The wheel of fire to which he was now bound churned onwards, desperate and unhinged. ‘My feeling for you cannot and will not ever change.’ And in the unspeakable pause that followed both the old woman and the young man poised above her knew that this would remain true for ever. The Sibyl lowered her veil. Her recovered self-possession tolled his doom.

‘I bid you goodnight.’

She rustled away down the paths between the renegade box hedges, the dark triangle of her moving form becoming one with the deeper darkness of the autumn garden. Max stood, truly speechless at last, gasping in the sudden night cold, his white breath booming in the damp air. The pain of her departure hung round him like a shroud. He stared at the muted shapes of greening statues, withered roses and clever blocks of yew, subdued into twilight animals with raised heads. The fountain, now mute, lay damp and fetid, blackened with dead leaves. The distant door banged shut as she entered the house, and he beheld his heaven, empty of a god.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

in which the Reader bears witness to various irrevocable steps taken by Characters we already know. Herr Klesmer and Miss Arrowpoint accompany the Singer.

Meanwhile, Wolfgang and the Count von Hahn remained blissfully oblivious of the Stuttgart catastrophe, or even of the company’s presence at the victorious performance of The Flying Dutchman. But news of that event reached Berlin, where the evening, now described as ‘a riot’ from start to finish, made the headlines. Wagner and his music were blamed for everything. His dissolute tonalities spurred on his equally unbalanced followers to initiate skirmishes in the theatre, which spilled into the streets and led to drunken running battles far into the night. George Henry Lewes, the famous English scientist and distinguished biographer of Goethe, we are amazed to learn, took the side of Herr Klesmer, who directed the orchestra. Mr. Lewes was seen bleeding from the temple and wielding his shoe as a weapon in the battle for Wagner. But who could resist Herr Süßmann’s affecting performance as the doomed sailor, etc. etc. Wolfgang fired off an anxious letter to the Leweses, enquiring after their injuries, and hoping that Max had acquitted himself well in the fray that ensued. Should he send a telegram? The Count advised against this. After all, nobody was actually killed in the riot. And if any of our people were seriously hurt we would have heard from Max by now.

And so those undaunted romantic conspirators, the Count and his Publisher, bent on engineering a satisfactory reconciliation between the estranged young lovers, and convinced that a discreet and gentle push would overcome all opposition, plunged into a campaign of unfortunate arrangements. The Count took the lead. Everything is decided! We’ll hold a smashing mid-season ball on New Year’s Eve. Sophie will come thundering back from the country, well before Christmas, and desperate to dance. Lots of handsome young fellows and some of the old guard to give us a bit of ballast. All our set from the Journal and any elderly female relatives we can winkle out from behind the ovens. Then the intelligence services can’t accuse us of organising a radical gathering. It’s a family celebration! What do you think, Wolfgang? Clever, eh?

But the whole thing had to be scaled down to the size of the large drawing room in Wilhelmplatz. An early bout of cold, snowy weather and blizzard winds destroyed a tree and part of the roof on the garden side of the ballroom. The repairs, costly and slow, forced the Count to draw in his horns. A New Year’s party, intimate sort of thing, just fifty guests, lots of singing and music – Klesmer on the piano, of course – have you heard that he’s engaged to an English heiress, money not blood, I gather, and that the family won’t have it because he’s a Jew? Well, he may be very famous, but he’s still a Jew, and you can’t change that. Actually, I think he’s already married her. She was one of his pupils and a very gifted pianist. My dear, can you find out what her name was? We must invite the entire family. Then after supper and the midnight fireworks, that’s all in hand, I’ve got an expert Chinaman who knows how to put on a bit of a show, without setting fire to the summer house, we can roll back the carpets and pound these fine old boards. Now what do you say to that, Wolfgang old chap? The Count insisted on paying for everything, including Klesmer’s fee. After all, she’s our little girl, and we want the misunderstanding between her and Max cleared up as soon as we can. No point being young, in love, and miserable.

Wolfgang, who had apparently never suffered from any of these things, agreed.

Max slunk back to Berlin and rendered himself invisible in archaeological museums, archives and consultations with Professor Marek in the nether bowels of the university. He took no strong drink, deserted Hettie’s Keller and his old army comrades, rarely joined Wolfgang for dinner, and slept little. His steps could be heard, circling his father’s library like a caged vampire. This kind of behaviour tallied perfectly with that of a man who has been disappointed in love.

But what has Sophie been doing all this time? She has taken up hunting and archery. She is even learning how to shoot and cuts a very fine figure before her elderly uncle, the retired colonel, and her father, the Count. Here she is, clad in Lincoln green, with a ruffled white shirt, the sleeves folded back, poised, turned sideways towards her target, her loaded pistol raised. Aim, relax, don’t tug at the trigger, squeeze, balance, Sophie, balance, even out your weight, don’t lean, steady now, – FIRE! Good heavens, the girl’s sliced his head off. The target was a paper pheasant taking off, coloured in by her younger sisters, stuck to a broomstick, lodged on top of a plinth. Admittedly the thing wasn’t actually moving, but Sophie’s accuracy unsettled both gentlemen. The shredded pheasant’s head could not be found.

The New Year’s party plans blossomed and flowered despite the winter weather, and in mid-December the Count published an invitation programme: order of music on the front, supper menus on the back, with a list of the wines to accompany each course, and a special mention of the midnight fireworks.

The household disagreed on the domestic arrangements.

‘We’ll perch the orchestra here, my love, on a small stage between the great folding doors.’

‘So everyone will have to troop out into the hall first, dearest, to seek out their supper. If you put the musicians at the other end the guests will just walk directly through the small salon.’

‘But what should we then do about the fireplace? I’ve ordered large logs and holly surrounding the portraits.’

Julius Klesmer came round with his new wife, Miss Arrowpoint as was, to introduce her to the old Countess, who had sent a charming note of congratulations, wishing them every conceivable happiness. The Countess received the couple very graciously, tuning her excessive welcome to a higher pitch. She had never knowingly thought of Herr Klesmer as a Jew and did not intend to do so now. The Maestro inspected their rooms and fussed about the acoustics. Sophie gazed at Miss Arrowpoint, who bowed and smiled. Here was a plain, solid, amiable woman who had opposed her family in dramatically romantic terms and married for love. In fact, faced with an obstinacy equal to their own and a music tutor whose name was hardly ever out of the newspapers, the family had caved in and produced marriage contracts, dowry, trousseaus, carriages, a rural residence in Gloucestershire with stabling for eight and a town house in London, both free of mortgages. None of this figured in Sophie’s imagination. Miss Arrowpoint stood statuesque and proud, a heroine who had leaped o’er the traces of convention, and galloped free.

‘Will you help me prepare my ballad for the New Year’s concert?’ ventured Sophie, clutching her little sheaf of music. ‘Mother says you have a great talent.’

‘If I am worth anything at all on the piano,’ smiled the heiress, in flawless German, ‘it is thanks to Julius. He was, and is, my most exacting Professor of Music!’

‘Oh,’ gulped Sophie. Miss Arrowpoint instantly became even more glamorous and interesting. There she sat, plump and luminous on a silk sofa, her whole body diffused with satisfied love.

I want to be as happy as she is, thought Sophie, and hatched a plan.

The two women ordered their hot chocolate and fresh candles in the music room. Miss Arrowpoint worried about the proximity of the piano to the fire and pattered up and down the keys listening for heat-induced imperfections. Sophie cast off her shawls and stood, ferociously erect, before the music stand.

‘I want to sing this.’

Miss Arrowpoint unfolded ‘The Ballad of Tam Lin’.

‘Ah.’

She nodded at the music that accompanied the traditional Scottish Border ballad, collections of which were all the rage across the drawing rooms of Europe, and immediately wondered if it was quite suitable for an unmarried girl of eighteen to sing in mixed company. No doubt about it – Berlin society, unbuttoned, easy-going and more open to difference and debate than her usual provincial circles in England – would probably sit listening to a tale of maidenheads and seduction in the open air without batting an eyelid. Miss Arrowpoint gazed at the vivid young girl before her, who stood loosening her tight knitted jacket and taking a sequence of deep breaths.

‘I tried the Schubert arrangement. And I didn’t like it. The traditional one is really the best. I can vary the characters and make it more dramatic.’ Sophie had placed her bets and was going for bust.

A ballad always tells a story. And the themes are usually tragic: unrequited love, betrayal, sudden death, murder, jealousy, revenge. Fairies and ghosts dispute the terrain with mortal souls. Evil often goes unpunished. Cunning and trickery win the day. This amoral world, lavish and enticing, lurks at our fingertips. ‘The Ballad of Tam Lin’ bears a dangerously accurate message, destined for the hearts of all maidens: women, beware women. At first this is not clear. Maidens are confronted with the usual threat of predatory, but in this case fatally enchanted, knights.

Janet, our feisty and intrepid heroine, goes to Carterhaugh, where two rivers meet, although this secret, sacred place is expressly forbidden.

 

‘O I forbid you, maidens a’

That wear gowd on your hair,

To come or gae by Carterhaugh

For young Tam Lin is there.’

 

The price of passage demanded by the enchanted knight, should it still be yours to give up, is your maidenhead. Oh well, thought Miss Arrowpoint, feeling her way into the rippling introduction, if she sings it in Scottish dialect it may well be unintelligible to large parts of the company.

Janet goes out alone to Carterhaugh, suggestively dressed, in other words, asking for it, and plucks a double rose. Tam Lin immediately appears and threatens her. She stands her ground. Her tone is defiant throughout.

 

‘Carterhaugh, it is my ain,

My daddie gave it me;

I’ll come and gang by Carterhaugh,

And ask nae leave at thee.’

 

Upon which he rapes her. Miss Arrowpoint remained fairly clear concerning the sequence of events, but wondered if Sophie had grasped the significance of raising her skirts a little ‘aboon her knee’. Janet returns to her father’s castle ‘as green as onie glass’. The ghostly knight has planted his seed in her womb. But, marvellous to relate, she faces down the court and declares her love for Tam Lin.

 

‘If that I gae wi child, Father,

Mysel maun bear the blame;

There’s neer a laird about your ha

Shall get the bairn’s name.

 

If my love were an earthly knight,

As he’s an elfin grey,

I wad na gie my ain true-love

For nae lord that ye hae.’

 

And off she goes to Carterhaugh to find out who her lover actually is. All is revealed. He is the grandson of Lord Roxborough, so far, so respectable, who came a cropper while out hunting and fell into the claws of the Queen of the Fairies. But his time in the lascivious glades of Fairyland is almost up. Sophie sang the knight’s voice with genuine tragic conviction. He is the Queen’s lover, but she is perfectly willing to hand him over to the Devil as her usual seven year’s due tithe to Hell, on the grounds that what makes him delicious to the Fairy Queen – I am so fair and full of flesh – will also appeal to the satanic underlord.

 

‘But the night is Halloween, lady,

The morn is Hallowday;

Then win me, win me, an ye will,

For weel I wat ye may.

 

Just at the mirk and midnight hour

The fairy folk will ride,

And they that wad their true-love win,

At Miles Cross they maun bide.’

 

Sophie fluffed the words while attempting to convey a scary atmosphere with a dramatic gesture. She had begun to perform to the empty music room. Miss Arrowpoint as was paused on a trill and suggested a return to the mirk and midnight hour.

‘I’ll have it by heart for the next rehearsal,’ cried Sophie. ‘I won’t have the music in front of me on the night. It’s too distracting. I want the audience to see me becoming one character after another.’

Miss Arrowpoint found herself already very fond of this young woman and her unhesitating, strident innocence. Tam Lin rode past on the milk-white steed and Janet pulled him down. The magic is unleashed as Tam Lin writhes in the grip of the Fairy Queen’s power. He is translated into a lion, a bear, a serpent and a red-hot band of iron, a burning gleed! But Janet, alone at midnight on the crossroads, clings fast to the man she loves.

 

‘Again they’ll turn me in your arms

To a red het gaud of airn;

But hold me fast, and fear me not,

I’ll do to you nae harm.

 

And last they’ll turn me in your arms

Into the burning gleed;

Then throw me into well water,

O throw me in wi speed.

 

And then I’ll be your ain true-love,

I’ll turn a naked knight;

Then cover me wi your green mantle,

And cover me out o’ sight.’

 

Victory! The tables are turned on the Fairy Queen, for she has lost the most handsome knight in all her train of mortals held in thrall. For the story doesn’t end with the lovers, rejoicing in one another’s arms. Sophie turned upon Miss Arrowpoint, her eyes ablaze. She is transformed into her arch enemy, the older magic woman, the wise Queen of Shadows, who consumes men, any man, but preferably beautiful young men, at her pleasure.

 

‘Out then spak the Queen o’ Fairies,

Out of a bush o’ broom:

Them that has gotten young Tam Lin

Has gotten a stately groom.’

 

The accompaniment really does remind me of the ‘Erl-King’, thought Miss Arrowpoint, as she exploded, arresting, sinister, into the major key.

‘Out then spak the Queen o’ Fairies,

And an angry woman was she:’

 

Chin up, Sophie! Chest out! Breathe! This is the best bit. Fling it in their faces, no holds barred. Become the Queen. That’s it! That’s it!

 

‘Shame betide her ill-far’d face,

And an ill death may she die,

For she’s taen awa the boniest knight

In a’ my companie.’

 

Sophie drew her breath from her very bowels for the last verse.

 

‘Had I known, had I known, Tam Lin,

That I would lose thee,

I would have taken out your heart,

And put in a heart of stone!’

 

For the heart is the rapacious betrayer. Tam Lin spent seven years in the Queen’s train, wreaking her evil vengeance on mortal women. Tam Lin, the rapist and the seducer, bound to this task until he saw the maiden in the green mantle, who risked her life to save her lover, the father of her son. His human heart secured his salvation. Had I known, had I known, Tam Lin – all the ferocious menace of the older woman, tricked and abandoned, surged forth from Sophie. She played both parts with equal conviction: the courageous maiden in the green mantle and the ancient witch with her white face of damnation. Miss Arrowpoint slammed out the triumphant conclusion.

‘Bravo, Sophie,’ she exclaimed, and burst into solo applause. Sophie, pink with effort and relief, surged round the piano in a flurry of lace and kissed the English lady with passionate gratitude. The applause continued in the doorway.

‘My dear,’ exclaimed Julius Klesmer, ‘what follies are you tempting the Countess to commit? And who has chosen this seditious little ballad? Charming, and very dramatic. But it will not do. Not yet. We will go over the whole thing again. From the beginning.’ Klesmer gently moved his wife further down the settle and commandeered the piano.

 

When the invitation to the New Year’s ball, addressed to both Duncker brothers, arrived in the Jägerstraße, Wolfgang found himself able to pretend that while of course he was aware that a ball, party, or entertainment, something of that sort, was in the offing at the von Hahns’, he had taken no part in any kind of romantic-reparation conspiracy. Holding the card at arm’s length he nerved himself up to play the responsible older brother. The scene took place at breakfast. Max, his face pinched and his hair in need of scissors, nibbled his toast, expressionless.

‘I’ll reply for us both, shall I?’

Max grunted.

‘They’ll be very offended if you don’t go, Max.’

Max shrugged.

‘The Count is not only our father’s oldest friend; he’s our best-selling author. Right up there alongside Mrs. Lewes.’

Max swallowed his coffee and looked straight through Wolfgang, as if he hadn’t spoken. Wolfgang felt his blood pressure beginning to rise.

‘Look, Max, I have no idea what has happened between you and the von Hahn girl, but I can see that something has discomposed you entirely. Ever since you came back from Stuttgart you’ve been a bear in the house. I’m not prying into your personal affairs. I can see you’re upset and I’ve left you to it. But you can’t live like St Jerome for ever. People are asking for you. And damn it, I miss your company. Come on, old chap. Chin up. You can put things right. ‘

Max studied the empty coffee cup and said nothing. Wolfgang decided to take the risk and confront his brother directly.

‘Did you ask her to marry you? And she refused you?’

Max stared at his brother in horror, his lips white. Wolfgang pressed home his advantage, while his brother sat shuddering before him, as if suddenly hypnotised. At least I have his entire attention, thought Wolfgang. He allowed himself a jubilant moment of misguided triumph. Well, well, I do seem to have hit the mark.

‘Forgive me, my dear. I had no right to enquire. Affairs of the heart, things like that, I know, it’s all very personal.’ So he and the Count had guessed correctly, a proposal that failed to please. We jumped to exactly the right conclusion. Poor Max, clearly a blow to his self-esteem. ‘But listen, it’s not the end of the world. Come on. Other people will be there. It isn’t as if we are invited to dinner. And the first encounter is always the worst. Once that’s over, things will settle down. And then, who knows?’

Women always expect to be asked twice, thought Wolfgang. We’ll have them engaged by Candlemas.

‘Excuse me.’ Max rose, his toast abandoned. ‘I find it very difficult – that is – it’s not quite as you think –’

He gave up on explanations, and rushed out of the room. Wolfgang helped himself to more coffee and began planning a little letter of mutual congratulation to the Count.

Max, locked upstairs, alone in his rooms, sailed through an emotional hurricane. Before the ill-fated expedition to Stuttgart he had weathered many a squall, and odd days of turbulence, but the scene with the Sibyl had undone him utterly. He felt stupid, humiliated, diminished, and completely out of his depth. He understood neither Sophie nor the Sibyl, both of whom now took on a monstrous aspect. He was trapped between Scylla and Charybdis, the sea monster or the whirlpool, from whose swirling centrifugal force protruded great lumps of wreckage. Too late, too late, he saw the justice of Sophie’s rage. No gentleman would ever have read that letter. And had he handed her the note, in its original envelope, unread, he would never have hesitated in his passion for Sophie, nor ever known that she had questioned her own love for him. He, and not Sophie, had been weighed in the balances and found wanting. He faced yet another evil reckoning. And yet, and yet, he still could not accept Sophie’s conclusion, that the Sibyl had intended him to read that unguarded confession. What motive could she possibly have? Sheer spite? A perverse desire to make trouble? No, surely the Sibyl could not be responsible. He alone was to blame. He had treated his childhood sweetheart abominably, out of mere affronted vanity. Nothing could now be unsaid, undone, forgotten. He faced himself and loathed what he saw.

But what had he done that was so very bad? He had taken offence where none was intended, misread an ardent girl’s outpourings to the writer she idolised, and got everything out of proportion. Then, falling under his icon’s spell, and steered well off course by a catastrophic combination of Darwin and Wagner, he had sought security and salvation in the motherly folds of the great lady’s gown. Who could save him? She could.

And oddly enough – here Max banged down a clothes brush on his dressing table – he still believed this. The Sibyl’s uncanny power to illuminate and forgive glowed as strong as ever. But she was not free. And he had been a brute to suggest that she was. Marriage, of course, given those thirty years between them, was out of the question. But he could adopt the role of ‘cavalier servente’, her courtly adorer, carrying gloves and shawls around opera houses, becoming the butt of Lewes’s jokes and innuendoes. No shortage of applicants for that role, however. Max had watched the fawning hordes creeping towards her at Homburg. No wonder the celebrated couple fled to dull places and rented obscure country houses, where the chimneys smoked and the wallpaper gave you nightmares.

Max confronted his abiding sensation of shame. He abandoned the moral high ground and sank into the dust. Yes, he must accept the von Hahns’ invitation, and set forth, magnificent but sombre, to attend the New Year’s Eve festivities, and to face the music.

 

Snow fell on New Year’s Eve. By midday the city, coated in quiet white, echoed with soft thuds, as accumulated snow abandoned the rooftops in little avalanches. Bare trees in formal gardens, all picked out in white on the windward side, resumed their former shapes, handsome in winter colours. The box hedges at the house in Wilhelmplatz, white above and evergreen beneath, circled the dug beds like untouched elevated roadways, free from slush and underlying mud. The great pond froze over, but not hard enough to skate.

‘Oh no,’ cried Sophie, gazing at the descending white curtain, ‘no one will come.’

‘Nonsense, my dear.’ The Count glowed with confident hospitality. ‘Rain keeps the guests indoors, not snow. Besides, your mother’s menu will have them all here by four, salivating. And God knows, we have sufficient rooms. If anyone’s nervous about the late-night ice they can spend the night with us. I’ll have the fires lit upstairs.’

He stamped outside in his greatcoat, teetering behind his estates manager. Was the ballroom roof holding up? The repairs, still incomplete, were covered with sacks, canvas sheeting and a weighty layer of tiles. Inside the house swags of yew, adorned with red ribbons, pine cones and glittering crystal bells, carried the winter scents of outdoors through the halls and salons. The great drawing room, polished in festive readiness, flickered with candles and firelight. The huge ceramic oven in the corner, stoked up since dawn, smouldered and glowed. The Countess lit the logs in the fire at the other end of the room herself. Fruit cup and Glühwein, a great silver vat, smelling of cloves and cinnamon, stood steaming on a tripod; sugared pastries laid out in patterns tempted the first arrivals. Two rooms were set aside for coats, boots, capes, hats and galoshes, with selected chairs and sofas designated for each party. The young seamstress who made Sophie’s dresses lurked in the ladies’ dressing room to execute repairs as necessary. She peeked out at the great hall and the furore bubbling in the kitchen. The Countess inspected every servant’s hands and nails before issuing fresh white gloves. ‘If the gloves are clean then the flesh should be so too.’ She made it sound like a divine imperative. The younger staff, wildly excited at the prospect of a party, didn’t mind having their nails trimmed and the dirt dug out. The Countess, a lady of the old school, knew all her people by name and provenance. Her reputation for generosity flourished in the kitchens. Her mania for hygiene was generally considered insane.

Wolfgang and Max arrived early and stood in the hall shaking the snow from their shoulders, mobbed by the younger children. The Count gave no sign whatever that anything had ever been amiss between Max and his family or that he had not set eyes on the younger Duncker brother for over two months.

‘Ah! There you are, young man! Capital! Sophie’s dying to see you and tell you all about those blasted horses that we acquired in Homburg.’

At a stroke, all offence, error and misapprehension stood erased. Max found himself embraced by the old Countess, whose warm sugary smells welcomed him back into the heart of the family stronghold. He opened his eyes, and found himself at home. And there in the rumbustious bustle of the great hall, with the porters struggling to close the huge draught curtains across the double doors, he made out the hesitating figure of his wronged maiden, and bowed, never taking his eyes from her shadowed face. This gesture of acknowledgement and humility produced an electric response. Sophie stepped boldly through the mob, reached up and grabbed his shoulders, none too gently, pulling him down face to face, and then she kissed both cheeks in turn with gentle violence. Her bright freckled nose brushed against his own as she bounced on his boots. For one moment he held a scented armful of satin and ribbons.

‘I’m very glad to see you,’ declared Sophie, deliberately rising into detonating decibels, so that everyone could hear. ‘We’ve all missed you dreadfully. But I have more than anybody else. Come and see how we’ve decorated the drawing room. And don’t touch the crystal bells. Father’s already broken one and they all come from Venice, and cost more than my annual allowance!’

Sophie von Hahn refused to be cowed, embarrassed, resentful, dishonest or passed over. Max gazed at her in grateful adoration. Had he really chastised and abused this guileless, ardent girl? He deserved a long session inside the Iron Virgin, until his bared chest, sprinkled with pricks of blood, hurt enough for him to merit her affection. He strode after her, prepared to inspect the decorations, lured by that torrent of loosened gold, her ribboned mane of hair, which shook out behind her, boisterous, uncontained. For Sophie stood upon her threshold of possibilities. She intended to bewitch her straying childhood lover all over again, and free him from whatever noxious enchantment had induced him to be censorious and horrid. No fear, no guilt, no shame. She set out to win.

The Klesmers, given unfettered encouragement by the hospitable Count, brought along a jolly host of English residents, settled in Berlin, in addition to their Christmas family visitors. And so, alas, there was a moral majority, perfectly able to grasp both the plot and all the implications of Sophie’s ballad. This occurred to Miss Arrowpoint as was, who wondered if she should recommend a little judicious editing, but the English presence never struck Sophie as anything untoward. And indeed, the heat of the room, the roaring good cheer of the company, the opening salvos of festive drink and food put the guests in a mood to enjoy more or less anything.

Herr Klesmer stretched their good will to the limits, however, by playing a piano reduction of Siegfried’s ‘Rhine Journey’, followed by one of his own compositions, which left everyone shaken, apprehensive and faintly menaced. Max whispered to Sophie:

‘Oh dear, I hope the spirit of 1873 isn’t going to resemble Herr Klesmer’s creations.’

‘Father’s not pleased. He says that the Wagner is a lot of triumphal Prussian bombast. And not in good taste. He’s gone to spice up the fruit punch with more brandy. Oh good, look.’ Sophie stood on tiptoe. ‘Frau Klesmer is going to play something more cheerful.’

A virtuoso performance of Scarlatti delighted them all and ended in laughter and applause. The beaming little apple of a woman stood up and announced, with unfeigned enthusiasm, that the eldest daughter of the household, Sophie, Countess von Hahn, would sing them a Scots ballad to the traditional tune and in the original tongue. All the English cheered. Sophie turned a little pale, squeezed Max’s hand and then marched to the piano, ribbons flying, head high. Max edged himself close to the windows so that he had a clear view of her profile. The white night cloaking the terrace remained just visible through a crack in the drapes.

‘Shhhhh,’ Klesmer snarled at one of the English ladies for asking who she was.

Miss Arrowpoint stroked the keys. A little sigh arose from all the guests who recognised the tune. Then Sophie began to sing, gathering confidence and strength with every verse. Klesmer had transformed her performance from a girlish star-turn into a declaration of sexual freedom, confident, lurid, and as disconcerting as Vashti’s burning performance in Lady Macbeth. Her green eyes raged as she clutched her enchanted beloved and defied the Fairy Queen to do her worst. The extraordinary denouement – Had I known, had I known, Tam Lin – bewitched the guests. A thrilled hush enveloped the company as Sophie, the last transformation past, sank back, breathless against the piano, her crisped fingers clutching the braid on her patterned silk. She raised her head, and a red stain crept across her neck and collarbone, but her eyes, blue green and snow-cold, faced the audience, unrepentant, defiant. Her eldest aunt, very deaf, and therefore seated in the front row, now incapable of understanding words in any language, began to clap with touching recklessness. The drawing room roused itself from the shocked stupor induced by Sophie’s ballad, and joined in.

Wolfgang set about saving the day. ‘Well, what a dramatic tale! One woman’s courage in rescuing her love from the clutch of the evil fairies. And wonderfully performed, Countess. Bravo! Janet is quite the heroine.’

Klesmer’s visiting mother-in-law swiftly objected.

‘But she went out to Carterhaugh looking for trouble. I’m sorry for the Fairy Queen. She’s the older woman here and she’s been wronged. One of her knights – and the prettiest one too – has been stolen away.’

Immediately conversation and argument ignited the room.

‘My dear, you have a quite beautiful voice, but I don’t think you should sing about maidenheads in mixed company.’

‘Oh, stuff and nonsense. Those verses are perfectly genteel.’

‘Carterhaugh is a real place in the Scottish Borders, where two rivers meet, the Ettrick and the Yarrow. We were out with a shooting party near there last year, and came home very cold, clad in mud.’

‘Gloomy ballads make for disagreeable entertainment in the festive season. You should sing something more joyful, child. Drink some mulled wine, you look quite flushed and done up.’

Sophie accepted a large red glass, which smelt like a cordial for curing coughs. She sensed an odd breathlessness in her chest, as if she had removed her dress in company and stood there, all exposed, in her shift and stockings. Max stared at the receding blush on her cheeks, which matched his own.

He had understood her perfectly. But it was his beloved who took the lead.

‘There’s a fire in the library. Come with me.’

The heroine of Carterhaugh refused to negotiate. The encounter, this time, would take place on her territory and her terms. The sound of male laughter from the dining room followed them into the chillier spaces of the Count’s leather-bound collections. Max bumped into the globe, which lurked beside the armchairs. Sophie dragged him into the firelight, pulled the heavy wrought-iron guard aside and wedged two more logs in the grate. Wood shavings clung to her gloves.

‘Did you like my ballad?’

She stood at his elbow, unnervingly close.

‘I thought you were magnificent. And never more beautiful.’

‘But what did you think of the ballad?’

Max felt trapped and challenged.

‘It’s traditional, isn’t it? Or was it written by Sir Walter Scott?’

‘I sang it for you.’

No way out or back. Sophie swung round to confront him, her face blurred. He smelt the heat of her body through the white powdered dust on her breasts and upper arms. Her shawl trailed from her bare shoulders. La belle dame sans merci hath thee in thrall.

‘Can you ever forgive me?’ Max heard his own voice, low, pleading, coming towards him from a great distance. The corners of her mouth began to tighten.

‘I can never deserve you, Sophie. I’m not good enough for you.’

‘You could try.’ A huge grin and a bubbling merry chuckle erupted from the Countess. She smothered her amusement with a muffled gulp. If I propose to her now, thought Max, she’ll laugh at me.

‘I-I, that is –’ he stammered.

‘Look,’ cried Sophie, ‘I’ve as good as told you, in front of all my father’s guests, that I love you and I want to bear your children. You know I’d do anything for you. And I’d defend you with my life. So the very least you can do is ask me to marry you.’

‘I love you with all my heart, Sophie.’ Max blurted it out. ‘And I always have done. But can I ever make you happy?’

‘I’ll take the risk.’

They stared at each other.

‘So, go on. Ask.’ Sophie grinned.

Max took her hand, kissed it gently, creaked down on to one knee, so that he was looking up at her, and delivered the goods.

‘Sophie, Countess von Hahn, make me the happiest man in the world and say that you will be my wife.’

‘Yes,’ she cried, jubilant, unsentimental. ‘I say, can you get up? Your knee made an awful groan as you went down. Have you been doing nothing but sitting in libraries?’ She hauled him to his feet and flung her arms about him. All the worst things that had plagued Max night and day and prevented him from sleeping at all, let alone well, dissolved into the snow.

‘Shall we tell Father and Mother at once? Or keep it secret? And are you hungry? I am. Does being engaged mean that you can come round every day? Like you used to do? And will you come riding with me as soon as the snow melts?’

Max saw an endless, tree-lined avenue of happiness unfolding before him.

 

END OF CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

sets out on a Perilous Sequence of Adventures, archaeological and otherwise.

The Sibyl wrote to Wolfgang in January 1873 with a detailed list of corrections, suggestions, and alterations to the German translation of Middlemarch. She took advantage of the Continental reprint to correct some small errors in the new English language edition. And she enquired warmly after Max. Wolfgang, euphoric, announced the glad tidings: Max is engaged to Sophie, Countess von Hahn. The arrangements were concluded on New Year’s Eve and the young people, who don’t want to wait, are to be married in June. Well, gnädige Frau Lewes, they have known each other all their lives, so there is no need for a long engagement. Wolfgang then oozed forth a little flattery on the magnificent and very well-deserved reception of Middlemarch, to ginger up the great lady, his eye firmly fixed upon the next extraordinary work, with which you, madam, will delight the world.

The Sibyl replied:

 

The Germans are excellent readers of our books. I was astonished to find so many in Berlin who really knew one’s books. And did not merely pay compliments after the fashion of the admirers who made Rousseau savage – running after him to pay visits, and not knowing a word of his writing. You and other good readers have spoiled me and made me rather shudder at being read only once; and you may imagine how little satisfaction I get from people who mean to please me by saying that they shall wait till Middlemarch is finished, and then sit up to read it ‘at one go-off’.

Please do tell me exactly when Max is to be married. I should like to write to him myself.

 

And so, in his next letter to her, Wolfgang named the day in June.

Domestic arrangements, and extensive purchases of plate, linen, rugs and curtains plunged Max into a flurry of decisions and large bills. No expense spared. Duncker und Duncker of Berlin flourished and grew through several very lucky hits: a run of pamphlets for and against Wagner, a very expensive book of ethnographical photographs – savages from New Guinea, covered in braids of teeth, Moroccan tribesmen, veiled, on camels, naked women from the South Seas, unselfconsciously gap-toothed, glaring at the camera – and a daring sequence of memoirs in imitation of the Count von Hahn’s seditious declarations. The memoirs, rather than the Tahitian pornography, kept Wolfgang awake at night. He expected another visit, at any moment, from the secret police. But nothing happened.

Wolfgang made Max a full partner in the firm and gave him the historical list to develop, with fresh commissions. The archaeological expedition languished for lack of funds. In a blaze of scholarly generosity the Count volunteered a large gift with the small condition attached, that another photographic book, Images of Ancient Monuments, should form part of the project.

The formal betrothal and the marriage contract, signed and settled in February, transformed Max into a rich man. He could now dedicate himself to antiquity without even bothering his future wife for a handful of Reichsmarks. The lease on the old Duncker family home, three doors down from the house in the Jägerstraße, fell due for renewal on the 1st of April. Wolfgang undertook the redecoration expenses, vastly amused by the fact that the only parts of the house Sophie desperately wanted to see before they took possession were the stables.

The winter hardened into long gleaming points of ice, suspended like executioners’ swords, from the eaves of all the buildings. The young couple went skating in the blue days of cold sun, rode out in the Count’s sledge, accepted congratulations from people they hardly knew in their box at the theatre, spent hours talking about nothing in particular. Everyone loves a young couple and a fairy-tale romance: he’s handsome, she’s rich as well as beautiful, and here they come, brimming with affection and wealth, hell-bent on lifelong happiness. Only the witch, uninvited to the feast, harbours her generous malevolence and saves it for the moment where both parties have reached the point of no return.

Did the Sibyl intend to unsettle Max in his headlong flight towards matrimonial bliss? Who knows? But her timing was perfect. The early days of June 1873, marred by odd blasts of sleet pulverising the tulips, and hailstones, which actually shattered two panes of glass in the conservatory at Wilhelmplatz, filled everyone with fear for the weather on the wedding day. Would it be too cold for the open carriage? Should Sophie set forth on her father’s arm, swathed in shawls? How could they negotiate that pond of mud below the church steps with a wedding train?

A state of nervous hysteria seized the entourage of the old Countess. But nothing bothered the bride.

‘If it rains we’ll just leave off the train,’ she declared, careless, magnificent, ‘and then everyone will be able to see that I am wearing Mama’s wedding dress, layers of French lace with the bodice stitched in real pearls! No one’s worn a wedding dress like that for over twenty years.’

‘Thirty years,’ sighed the old Countess.

‘Don’t take on so, my dear,’ urged the Count.

The Countess initiated a confidential tête-à-tête about the wedding night, but Sophie breezily waved her aside.

‘That’s all fine, Mama. I’ve read a very modern book in English that has diagrams. I know what little boys are made of. And I dare say that Max has lots of experience. He was, after all, in the army.’

Her mother scuttled away, dumbfounded, and full of apprehension concerning the nature of the diagrams. She ventured a brisk hunt through Sophie’s rooms for the very modern English book, while her daughter was out riding, but found it not. Some things simply did not turn out according to plan.

On the evening before his wedding day Max received a brief letter from the Sibyl. He opened it without even noticing that it had been sent from England.

 

The Priory

1st June 1873

My Dear Max,

Mr. Lewes and I would like to wish you every happiness on your forthcoming marriage to Sophie, Countess von Hahn. Please do give her our congratulations and best wishes. You are so often in my thoughts, and I think of you with great affection.

 

I remain, as ever, your true friend

Marian Evans Lewes

 

And thus the long silence, unbroken since that warm but dangerous night in Stuttgart, finally lifted, and the Sibyl stood before him, her intense presence permeating every corner of his rooms where all his possessions, now being rapidly decanted into crates and boxes, stood sadly naked and displaced, bearing witness. He could hear her voice, low, resonant with insinuation. You are so often in my thoughts.

Max panicked. He grabbed his hat and coat, fled downstairs and clattered out of the building. Wolfgang, brushing his frock coat in preparation for the morning, and inspecting the lining for moths, heard him go and strode to the window. Yes, there was Max, hurtling down the Jägerstraße, into a grey sheet of drizzle, with the Devil at his heels.

Wolfgang summoned his butler.

‘I see that my brother has gone out. Do you know where he’s going?’

‘No, sir.’

‘He didn’t say?’

‘No, sir.’

Wolfgang could dismiss neither his unease, nor his butler.

‘Was there anything missing from his luggage or his toilette for tomorrow?’

‘Not that I know of, sir.’

‘Very odd,’ sighed Wolfgang.

The butler risked delivering a little further information.

‘He had just received a message, sir, which appeared to be the cause of his abrupt departure.’

‘Ah. Was it from the young Countess?’

‘No, sir. A letter from England.’

Wolfgang still stood, baffled, gazing at the miserable rain, while Max arrived, damp and shaking, at the great house in Wilhelmplatz. His bride and her seamstress were engaged in a last fitting of the pearl-bodiced wedding gown. Were the sleeves a little too tight? Here, beneath the arms? I will be carrying my bouquet of white roses and my arms will be raised. So.

Tumult at the door! The bridegroom must not see his lady in her gown before the day itself. For if he does, who knows what misery may result. Sophie! Sophie! She heard him calling in her chamber. Sophie swiftly shed the gown, which she piled on top of her dressmaker, pulled on her robe de chambre, an embroidered housecoat covered in swirling green leaves, and swept into her sitting room, hair loose, buttons undone, feet bare. Max had never seen her in this state of undress before, but hardly noticed her naked throat and the erotic streams of white silk.

‘What is it, Max? You sound really alarmed.’

Suddenly Max felt ridiculous, racing through the rain and wet streets, pursued by a demon he had already beaten back into its cave.

‘I wanted to see you,’ he gulped, ‘just to make sure you were still here and hadn’t changed your mind.’

‘Changed my mind?’ She laughed, and dragged him close to the fire. ‘Warm yourself up, my love. You’re ice-cold. Of course I haven’t changed my mind.’ Her face, suddenly serious, darkened.

‘I’m not the kind of person who loves one minute and not the next. Never doubt me, Max. Never.’

He drew out the note.

‘I received this. From England.’

Sophie scanned the note. Then moved the lamp so that she could read it carefully.

‘She sent this message so that it would reach us before our wedding day,’ murmured Max, calculating distance, dates, post. He left the Sibyl’s motives open to Sophie’s interpretation.

‘Ah. Did she indeed?’ murmured Sophie. She raised her eyes to Max’s face, then, carefully and deliberately, she ripped the letter into tiny pieces and flung it into the fire. As each morsel fed the flames the light flared across her cheeks and forehead.

‘There. She is nothing but ash. Ash and dust.’ She whirled round to face Max, with a wonderful white smile. ‘Now we can be happy.’

Ignoring her dressmaker’s shocked expression she snuggled into Max’s damp arms.

 

Their wedding day, tearful at first, rainy at dawn, suddenly bloomed into hesitant but hopeful sun. The tulips in the formal gardens righted themselves, the open carriage was ordered, the full train decided upon, the shawls discarded. The Count and his wife, luminous in their finery, medals, satin, trimming and brocade, went out early to gather white roses for the bridal crown. In the lee of the walled garden grew the climbing rose they had planted when their first child was born in 1854. Look at that rose now, nineteen years later! Robust, tenacious, busily strangling the ironwork trellis. That rose, pruned, tended, loved, might well live for hundreds of years. No scent, but thousands of suckers, reaching up, holding fast, loyal to the gardeners, spangled with thorns. Sophie’s rose braced itself for matrimony. Our little girl, married at last, and to her childhood sweetheart. The old couple came indoors, slightly chilled, their eyes moist, their arms overflowing with roses.

Sophie, anxious in her wedding dress – we let it out last night – why does it still feel too tight – here? – forgot every tiny niggle in her delight at the crown and sprays of white petals, barely opened, tipped with the soft breath of pink. Oh Mama, she embraced her mother, leaving the old Countess breathless from a slightly too ferocious hug.

And here she comes down the aisle on her father’s arm, stepping out ahead of the music, her own spring beauty challenging that gorgeous shower of roses. As the minister opened his book and smirked down upon their fresh faces, the bride’s expression changed slightly, her joyous glow sank just a little into discomfort. Do you, Maximilian Reinhardt August, take Sophie Anna Elizabeth Constanza to be your lawful wedded wife? Sophie handed the bouquet to her little sister Lotte, who crouched at her side, shifting from foot to foot, still clutching the train, and then rubbed her bare neck beneath the veil with sinister energy. There was no doubt about it; the bride had begun to scratch beneath her own ears.

‘Sophie, what’s the matter?’ muttered Max, as the minister urged God to bless the rings.

‘I’m covered in greenfly,’ hissed the bride, ‘the church has warmed them up, and they’re pouring off the roses.’

 

Rome, city of visible history, where the past of a whole hemisphere seems moving in funeral procession with strange ancestral images and trophies gathered from afar! Sophie rubbed her eyes, bent down, tightened the laces on her boots, and braced herself for an afternoon in the Vatican Galleries. For she was beholding Rome, where the arrow of their wedding journey finally attained its target. They occupied an enormous suite at the Hôtel d’Angleterre. Sophie reduced their entourage to two. Karl to deal with the luggage, tips, hotels, carriages, customs officials, alterations in the tickets and the train timetables, and the seamstress, Margareta, to deal with Sophie’s travelling costumes, hatboxes, jewellery case, numerous sets of shoes, scarves, silk and lace petticoats, evening gowns, morning gowns, riding jackets, stockings, slippers, and ladies’ unmentionables.

But how had they travelled and what terrible obstacles had they overcome? Sophie’s boisterous and practical good sense served them well on their wedding voyage to Italy. Max expected everything to be perfect. Sophie dealt with matters arising when it wasn’t. They travelled by train from Berlin to Paris, leaving the old house in Jägerstraße invaded by decorators, and managed by Wolfgang. Then after a suitable passage of time spent goggling at famous art works in the Louvre, they settled in to study the antiquities. Sophie’s skill with languages suddenly became a traveller’s asset in her marriage trousseau. She spoke and read three tongues perfectly. Her French poured forth as fluent as her native German, and apart from a faint accent, which her family described as charming, her English, bolstered up by a parade of governesses, did more than pass muster. She chirruped away at Miss Arrowpoint over the wedding breakfast, idiomatic, faultless. Now she got them all better rooms with gorgeous views and their stamped documents returned – immediately, Countess, yes, of course – with bows and compliments.

And what of those first days of marriage? Were they blissful treasured hours, or an embarrassing, unfortunate couple of weeks, best forgotten in later years? Well, neither description suits the case. Remember that Sophie and Max have known each other all their lives. He teased her when she was first learning to walk, delighted whenever she fell over. She bit him on the shoulder when he held her too tightly. She ate his share of cream gateau, that slice he had saved, specially saved, to celebrate his first birthday meal at the adults’ table. He found himself facing a slicked empty plate, barren even of crumbs. And then he had chased her into the fountains. No, Max Duncker and Sophie, Countess von Hahn, her name, title and inheritance intact, according to her grandfather’s wishes, by special dispensation from the Kaiser himself, no, this young couple squabbled their way into a happy marriage. They conducted a decorous sequence of disputes about almost everything. And both of them enjoyed every minute. That wedding night, which should have been assisted by modern English diagrams, collapsed in affectionate, exhausted slumber. And the first serious bedroom wrangle took place when Sophie announced:

‘Max. Listen to me. This is important. I don’t want any children for at least two years. And I have all these devices and techniques to stop it happening. Look!’

Max didn’t object to devices and techniques, some not unfamiliar, if they presented no impediment to his desires, but he did object to Sophie knowing about them. She decided this was unreasonable.

‘You don’t risk your life in childbirth. I do.’

He felt overtaken and rejected. She thought this was an excessive burst of egotism.

But the possessive love of good companions, who passed every waking hour either looking at or thinking about each other, always carried the day. Their servants got used to the Master and the Countess racing up and downstairs in search of one another, and shouting out from windows.

Well then, Sophie’s cleverness at languages is earning her a good deal of respect. But she has never studied Latin or Greek. Max has studied both. And suddenly, in the fading shadows of the Museum in Florence, where they paused on their way south to Rome, surrounded by sarcophagi, Sophie resented the limits placed on her education. She determined to mount an assault against the dead languages covering the tombs.

‘What does this say?’ She flashed a gloved hand at the dedication beneath a seated woman on a small box, built for ashes.

‘I don’t know,’ said Max, ‘it’s written in Etruscan.’

He’s lying, thought Sophie in a rage of ignorant frustration, and stalked off down the dusty aisles, leaving Max amidst the alien tombs of the Etruscans.

For now here she was in Rome, puzzled and impressed by the unfolding ruins, toppled columns, marble pavements and colossal shattered grandeur, which poked through the tissue of the modern city like dead white ribs. They stood on the steps of the Palazzo Senatorio, gazing at the massive calm of the colossi, strangely streaked and disfigured by the blackening weather. Confronted with something strange, vast and extinct, Sophie realised that the safest path to understanding led through patience, study and the capacity to sit still and listen. But very few young girls, aged not yet nineteen, and recently married, actually possess these skills, that are the gifts of maturity. Those who have looked at Rome with the quickening power of a knowledge, which breathes a growing soul into all historic shapes, will not easily grasp Sophie’s dilemma. She gazed upon the wreckage of antiquity, baffled. How had a complete world with a language, a religion, wealth and land without boundaries, and an enviable, arrogant identity, simply ceased to exist? Why were these particular fossils declared significant? And what, exactly, had destroyed this empire and then strolled onward through history without so much as a backward glance? Max rejoined his young wife later that night and found her buried in an enticing mixture of Bulwer-Lytton and Gibbon.

But if the nights were dedicated to The Last Days of Pompeii and The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, and thus to the earnest acquisition of scientific information concerning the cycles of history, then the days must be given up to viewing the wonders that remain. They wandered beneath the hollow arches of the Colosseum, with giant fennel luxuriant among the crumbling brickwork, and the Baths of Caracalla, amidst whose abandoned halls and tunnels dwelt a sinister mixture of starving cats and importunate beggars.

 

She was invited to a special evening viewing of the treasures in the Vatican, but the afternoon turned sultry and airless. Sophie therefore lay down upon her bed after luncheon and immediately fell asleep, volume 2 of Gibbon open upon her breast. Six o’ clock gone before the little maid tapped upon her door. The light glowed, grey and ugly behind the still curtains. Sophie rubbed her eyes, bent down, tightened the laces on her boots and braced herself for the Vatican Galleries.

Enter Professor Kurt Marek. Sophie had never set eyes upon the famous Professor of Archaeology, History, Ancient Languages, Greek Law and Religious Philosophy from its earliest beginnings, Philology, Linguistics and All Kinds of Knowledge. But here he stood before her. As she stepped into the salon he appeared to grow up out of the carpet, dapper, tiny and vivid with quick movements. He bowed, skimmed across the room, kissed her fingers, drew himself up, so that she could appreciate his burgundy waistcoat and emerald tie pin, nodded in acknowledgement of the fact that he was at least a head shorter than she was, stroked his goatee and proclaimed:

‘Countess! I am honoured, honoured. I am here to escort you to your husband, who has, I imagine, spent a difficult afternoon in the Galleries. The air outside is intolerably close. I fear we may be in for a thunderstorm. The fiacre awaits us. May I carry your cloak?’

He whirled her down the stairs.

‘Too oppressive, my dear, to wear anything but the lightest of jackets, yet I fear that we shall need our weatherproofs before the night is out. You are wearing boots? Good, good. But that little hat will not protect you. Ah, your cloak has a hood? Well then, we are secured against all eventualities. Drive on.’

He tapped the roof of the cab with a vigorous bang and they lurched away towards the distant dome of Christendom, embraced by Bernini’s colonnades. The river’s lead stream matched the sky. Sophie noticed with distaste how poor many of the people lurking in the streets near the banks seemed to be. Filthy children hung with rags, who wore no shoes, picked their way through piles of discarded waste and rotting vegetables. The smell of fresh human faeces and urine drenched their path. Professor Marek snapped the windows shut and they jolted onwards in the airless black box, stifled.

How welcome then were the gardens and fountains of the Vatican! Many of the daily visitors surged past them, warily glancing at the descending sky, their faces shiny with sweat. Professor Marek patted his brow with a handkerchief soaked in lavender as they paused inside the fine spray from the fountains. At the high doorway he produced a letter for the guards covered in purple stamps and declaimed a short paragraph in rapid Italian. The result was instantaneous: peremptory bows and formal greetings, then they were whisked through the arching halls at an extraordinary speed.

Max, seated on a camp stool before a fabulously decorated sarcophagus, from which he was copying the inscription, rose at once to meet them. Sweaty and dishevelled, he shook hands with the Professor, kissed Sophie, and then began to button up his collar. As the two men stood talking Sophie wandered away between the tombs and statues. The giant, cavernous galleries echoed above her, cooler than the outside world, but filled with torpid, stagnant air. Beyond the rows of eternal stone tombs, the inhabitants of which had long since dropped to dust, and through a high wooden doorway, loomed the white shapes of blank-eyed statues, crowding one another, like a mob frozen in flight. Gods and men jostled each other aside. A row of busts lurked at eye level, backed against the wall. But the great statues, larger than life, all faced towards her, uncanny, unbending, rigid. An athlete cradled a discus; another stretched every marble muscle, flinging an absent javelin into empty air. Here stood one of the Gorgons, her head a mass of broken snakes, her giant hand curled around a pot. A dying man, one stone arm raised across his face, reached out to her with his other arm. She noticed that two fingers, whiter than marble, even in the murky dusk, had clearly been restored. Her soft glove stroked his expiring foot. She peered at the contorted body above her, as he sank down in pain, his shrinking genitals disguised by a plaster fig leaf. These torsos, buttocks, straining throats, knees buckled, arrested in stillness, nevertheless disturbed her, like an oncoming army, arms lifted, heads thrown back.

‘Sophie!’ Max called through the galleries. She must see the best pieces: the Apollo, the Sauroktonos, or The Boy with the Lizard, the sitting statue, called Menander, the Faun of Praxiteles and the old Faun with the Infant Bacchus. A selection of marvels awaits us! As they strolled, perspiring, through the vast halls, cluttered with the reliques of antiquity, Max and Professor Marek talked incessantly in lowered voices. When they reached each artistic phenomenon the torrent of learning crystallised into dates, details and the informed observer’s pedantic commentary.

‘These portraits are Roman copies of Greek originals. The dates are of course approximate. Apart from this one, which is indeed a very famous statue. Also a copy –’

Sophie looked up and stared into a particular face, austere, severe, the face of a judge; but there was a detectable tremor in the mouth. She leaned against a neighbouring plinth and concentrated. The blank eyes gazed into hers; a courageous face, immediate, modern, uncorroded by time.

‘Who is that man?’ she demanded.

Professor Marek also gazed at the face, reverent, and for the first time the little man ceased to fidget and stood quite still.

‘This, my dear, is the poet and philosopher Lucian, Governor of Bithynia and Phrygia, later of Caria and Lycia. A native of Gaul. He survived Nero’s reign and spent his last years at his villa in the south. He left some wonderful descriptions of his beloved estate in his personal letters, his fish ponds, olive groves and vineyards. But my colleagues working there in France cannot locate the site with any certainty.’

‘He was a Stoic,’ Max added quietly, ‘educated at Athens in the Greek schools. He never embraced the new religion, but it is known that he protected the Christians in his household.’

Sophie swung round to face Max.

‘You know him? You’ve seen him before?’

‘Yes. This is a copy of the original statue. We now have a duplicate in the Museum at Berlin. The original was larger than life-size and the sculptor was Greek. But so far as we know the portrait was taken from life. The first statue stood in the middle of the temple complex at Miletus guarding the way to the marketplace. It is said that he used to teach there, in the open air. He wrote in Latin and Greek, but knew many other languages. I’ve read all his work, all the writing that has come down to us, at any rate. And he is one of the first commentators on the early origins of Christianity. Some say that his future vision of our religion was prophetic.’

‘When did you go to see the statue in Berlin?’ Sophie persisted. Max blushed.

‘Last year.’

‘And was Mrs. Lewes with you? Did she explain who he was?’

‘Yes. How did you know?’

‘It shows. In the nature of the information,’ snapped Sophie. Professor Marek missed the significance of this exchange, but not the writer’s name.

‘Ah, Mrs. Lewes! The famous writer. A very great lady, my dear. Max, you are her publisher, are you not? Her knowledge of the Greeks is second to none. And she cares for scholarship, as a man would do. The deepest questions matter to her. She has earned my most profound respect.’

Sophie glimmered before the white statue, humiliated by her own ignorance. She had never read the Romans or the Greeks. And until that moment she had never heard of Lucian. But now, standing there in the Vatican Galleries, she made a unique and strange decision. Facing Lucian, and stepping back so that his stare encountered hers, and no one else, she made a silent vow. I will learn your languages and read your work. Then we’ll see what you have to say to me, and only to me. First hand, and not through the minds of others.

Max gently touched her elbow. She shook him off, but just as she did so the great windows blackened, as if a curtain had fallen, and a blaze of white light lit up the crowded halls of white figures. The thunder crashed over them, the building appeared to heave and sway, and the statues shook, frozen before their empty sepulchres. One of the Vatican guards, a blazing torch held aloft, flickered towards them down the long corridors. They hastened through the great halls, abandoning the lifeless marble bodies. The torchlight illuminated moments in marble, a swirling robe, a naked breast, a tense, extended nostril. By the time they reached the portico the rain, blowing grey sheets of water, flooded the gardens and pavements. The majestic piazza, abandoned, empty, became a rushing gutter of storm rain.

Professor Marek continued to astonish. He reached into his little briefcase and drew forth a gadget that looked like a telescope. Two rapid clicks and the thing unfolded into a vast black umbrella with a shooting-stick handle and a metal cap at the crown.

‘Voilà!’ he cried, a contented magician whose best trick has worked. ‘We shall attend the evening service at St Peter’s, for the candles are already lit.’

And far above them, mingled with thunder, they heard the pealing bells.

 

Sophie kept her vow. She sat down in the library at her own house in the Jägerstraße and attacked classical philosophy, poetry and theology. She burrowed into the commentaries and variorum editions. She attended an intricate series of public lectures on ancient bas-reliefs and black figure vases at the Humboldt-Universität. She learned Ancient Greek. She found Latin easier, because many grammatical structures resembled Italian – she had even been hailed in Rome by leering hucksters crying ‘Salve, Madonna’. And the alphabet danced before her, strange, but not alien. By Christmas she could read both Propertius and Homer in the original, with very little hesitation. Max found himself delighted and menaced by this burst of classical scholarship, and assured her that she would be welcome to assist him in his studies.

‘Well,’ she smiled, ‘let’s see if I can spare any time from my own. And from my horses.’

Why was she doing this? Max had no idea.

‘And are you going to produce a pamphlet on problems in Homeric grammar?’ he teased her, rearranging one of her coiled braids. Sophie smiled again, but her expression, enigmatic, reserved, gave nothing away.

Max’s young wife, glamorous, fashionable, busy, and in demand, ran his household like a stringent quartermaster. He returned neither to Hettie’s Keller, nor to the card tables. Too many events, of an interesting and unexpected nature, occurred at home. Sophie welcomed anyone to her table who had something important and original to say. Pretentious fools or women with affected manners were not suffered at all, and some high-society people, who took enormous offence at the fact, were never invited again. And they whispered their criticisms: Mon cher, she fills her salon with Jews and painters, and you can have no idea who you might meet. This was true. Many of the dramatis personae that had flocked about the Sibyl now sought out the young Countess. Klesmer and his wife became frequent musical visitors, but so did the rapid Professor, whose growing friendship with the Countess was as powerful as it was unforeseen.

Professor Marek never ducked controversy. When Heinrich Schliemann’s first ecstatic newspaper reports reached Berlin in 1873, claiming that he had discovered Troy, using only Homer as his guide, the philologists and scholars roared with condemnation and derision. Two voices in the German Academy supported him, Professor Wilhelm Dörpfeld and Professor Kurt Marek. The latter faced a challenge concerning his views, proclaimed from university podia and in copious newspaper columns, across Sophie’s supper table, and declared for all to hear:

‘The professional mistrust of the successful outsider is mediocrity’s mistrust of the genius. And the mediocrities,’ here he fixed his antagonist with a savage glare, ‘are in the majority, and usually, comfortably settled on the seats of power.’

‘Hear, hear, sir,’ cried Klesmer in English, who happened to be sitting next to him. The two men shook hands, like conspirators. Frau Klesmer, Miss Arrowpoint as was, hastily called attention to the vast, engraved silver samovar, which had begun to bubble gently, and enquired after its exotic origins. The company marvelled at the samovar, a wedding gift from Russian admirers of the Graf von Hahn, who were (shockingly) rumoured to be anarchists.

Professor Marek, although already in his early fifties, remained unmarried, and having no immediate family to impede him, turned up at odd hours, bringing Sophie gifts of books, pottery and antique jewellery. A serpent bangle from Crete which polished up well gleamed golden on her arm, a treasure she removed only at night.

‘The Professor claims it was once worn by Aphrodite herself,’ laughed the Countess as she stood in her dressing room, admiring her reflection, then she flung Max a seductive glance. Max could not sit quietly in his wife’s presence without touching her, her hair, her shoulder, her elbow, her fingertips. What a peculiar relief he had discovered in retreating to the uncomfortable austerity of his almost empty rooms in Wolfgang’s house. He laid out his books and set to work. But always, as soon as he reached home, he bounded into the hall, bellowing Sophie, Sophie! Has the Countess returned from her ride? Has she gone out to Wilhelmplatz? Is she in her sitting room? Or in the library? Or is she ordering everybody into action in the kitchens? And once he had found her he stood back, bashful as a boy, glancing sideways, as she hurried towards him.

 

The archaeological expedition to Miletus and Priene, now handsomely funded by the Graf von Hahn, set forth by sea from Marseille, early in March 1874, with a mountain of crates stacked in the hold. Professor Marek had at last gained permission to investigate the temple complex of the lost city, and the shrine to Athene on the hill, supposedly part of a little town, never excavated or even built upon since its destruction, probably by earthquake, for all the columns of the temple had fallen at the same instant. The layers of paper required in order to gain access to this place, accompanied by bribes, politely described as fees, eventually reached depths that resembled the earth and rubble that littered the site itself. Professor Marek placed more faith in Pausanias’s descriptions than in the rhapsodic beauty of Homer, who declared that the gods themselves had built the walls of Troy. Pausanias, pounding through Greece in the second century, described many of the ancient cities as already ruined. Sheep, tinkling with bells, roamed the courts and palaces where great kings had once ruled. The estuaries silted up and the sea level dropped; so the Greek cities on the Aegean coast shifted their ground. They either moved closer to the sea, or curled inwards, and lay abandoned, their fine, chiselled stone becoming houses, mosques and barns. Pine trees sprouted through the marble pavements, goats grazed in the baths and theatres. The stadium returned to fields, covered with flowers in the early spring. The ruins, peacefully overwhelmed by the natural world, presented an image of irresistible decay, mutability incarnate, a fulfilment of that unbroken promise that all things must pass.

A small guest house in the fishing port, commandeered to host the visiting Europeans, put out several flags, one Greek, captured after a set-to with a Greek vessel that had trespassed into Turkish waters, and one American of unknown provenance, which was all they had. Professor Marek thanked the landlord in perfect Turkish. Max fervently hoped that the beds would be clean, and watched the maids, abject before the young Countess, as she stalked the terrace, entranced by the glittering aquamarine of the Aegean.

‘Miletus flourished for more than a thousand years. It is one of the twelve Ionian cities on the western seaboard of Anatolia.’

Professor Marek, a specialist on the work of Thales of Miletus, had written a controversial tract outlining the philosopher’s belief that all things belonged in and to one another, that life and matter were inseparable, and that even the wild orchids, that now grew in the ruined sanctuaries of the philosopher’s city, possessed living souls.

‘I’ve looked him up in the library,’ cried Sophie, ‘and none of his writings survive. So how do you know what he thought?’

Professor Marek urged his favourite pupil to try the Turkish coffee.

‘You drink it very sweet. Like a liqueur.’ Sophie wrinkled her nose.

‘No, my dear, that’s correct. We have nothing signed exclusively by him; five theorems are attributed to his hand. But philosophers are like planets. You see the influence one has upon another, even if the original celestial phenomenon remains invisible. Where would Socrates be without Plato?’

Sophie had not yet tackled the philosophers. Instead she wolfed down bread and olives, while the smell of fresh fish on hot coals drifted across the veranda. Max listened to his wife jousting with her Professor and smoked a cigarette in the rocky gardens just below them. A flight of steps cut into the stone foundations of the guest house ended in the soft rush of waves against a small jetty. He watched a little purple rowing boat with a trim white prow, recently painted, rising and falling in the blue water.

The Professor’s voice floated through the slats.

‘Well, Miletus must have been abandoned once the harbour ceased to be navigable. The estuary is gorged with alluvial deposits. But the shadows of decline and desertion can be very gradual and inconstant. We have no record of the earthquake that destroyed Priene. And the two towns are very close. The port was still being used in the fourteenth century when the Ottomans traded with Venice. But the main ruins now lie some two hours’ ride from the sea. And the protective digs on the river have been neglected. The site is partially flooded in winter.’

‘Really? So how are we going to get there?’ demanded Sophie, desperate for her dinner.

‘Mules and carts. That’s all arranged. Some of the workers who dug last year with my French colleague, Olivier Rayet, have been engaged to work with us. I am counting on the foreman’s experience.’

‘Max,’ shrieked Sophie into the golden light of evening, ‘where are you? Here comes dinner!’

 

The long jolting ride down rough tracks in bursts of light rain and sun hardly seemed worth the trouble, for Sophie’s first glimpse of Miletus, the ruined city of philosophy, revealed a vast, marshy flood plain. Columns and walls rose from the storm waters. The dead streets lay outstretched, sleeping, the geometric grid clearly visible through the brackish flood. The remains lingered beneath the murky levels in that very section of the city where they had permission to excavate, but Professor Marek had no intention of wasting time. He set up the campsite on high ground, marshalled his workers, and began digging behind the ionic columns on the sacred way where the damp ground sloped. The first trench, at least fifteen metres by five, at once revealed fresh walls and filled several crates with broken pots, but the pits immediately overflowed with rising water, and had to be baled out, like a sinking boat.

The foreman’s son, a fifteen-year-old boy called Mustapha, was assigned to Sophie as her companion and guide. He fell helplessly in love with the beautiful white lady in the green hooded overcoat who sat astride her mule like a man and appeared indifferent to mud, rain and hot weather. She began teaching him French. Soon they gabbled cheerfully at each other in a mixture of languages as they trotted round the site.

Mustapha led his captive Europeans up the flank of the wild hill to see the ruins of Priene for the first time. That day exploded into spring brilliance and heat. Here the only tracks through the pine woods and spiky flowering bush were made by goats. They left the mules in a clearing and battled up the steep ridge. Max followed Sophie and Mustapha through the fragrant mass, stumbling over broken white rocks.

‘Le pin d’Alep!’ cried Sophie, pointing out the Mediterranean pines and transforming the landscape into a French lesson. ‘Le bois est très résineux, mais fragile, car hautement combustible.’

‘Combustible? Was ist combustible?’ The boy’s dark eyes went blank.

‘Feu!’ roared Sophie, miming terror and asphyxiation in the middle of the bush.

‘Feu!’ yelled Mustapha, delighted by the charade. ‘Run!’ And he hauled her up over the rocks.

‘Romarin! Rosemary, and in flower.’ Sophie broke off a sprig, pausing for breath, and handed it to Mustapha who accepted it with reverence. ‘And that is primevère élevée. Look, Max. Primulas, here in the wild.’

Purple floods of dwarf iris ringed the ancient stones.

‘Églantier, a wild rose. And épine noire. That’s also a rose.’ She stood like a god in her garden, dispensing names. ‘Broom. The yellow flowers are broom. Repeat after me, Mustapha!’

But the boy wanted to show them the small secret theatre, overrun with sheep, who scattered to the left and right, hopping up the aisles like an audience, dissatisfied with the performance. Here was an entire city, buried in foliage. The dissolving white walls, fluted columns, broken neatly into segments, as if sliced by giant armed hands, a strange ornate stone seat, still fixed in the pavement, the clear remains of narrow roads, guttering, doorways, small rooms, now filled with rubble, crickets, birds, and the spreading wilderness of scentless rose. Sophie and Max walked the lost streets, arm in arm, anxious not to lose their footing in the unstable mass of white stones. The antique world, instead of coming closer, leaping to greet them across the centuries, suddenly became unreachable, a vanished place, which left no whispers and no echo. Sophie felt the strange mystery of receding time most strongly in the theatres, the markets and the baths. The voices and songs of the people who lived there had sunk into eternal dark, united with all things for ever lost.

She shivered in the warm sun.

‘Max, this place is empty. Even of the ghosts. Let’s go back. Mustapha! Viens, viens vite!’

They set off back down the hill.

 

About a month later, Professor Marek, yelling with unchecked euphoria, pounded across the sunny wastes of the Greek city, now free of winter floods, followed by a stream of workmen, all dusty and delighted. A bas-relief of extraordinary beauty had emerged from the trench inside the temenos, the sacred spaces of the sanctuary. A draped thigh and a colossal sandalled foot came surging out of the damp earth. As the afternoon wore on a woman’s arm, clamped to a shield, reeled backwards into the gouged cavity. An Amazon? Athena herself? The workmen scraped gently at the murky stone. The Professor himself, small trowel and grimy brush in hand, deliberately uncovered the clenched marble fingers. The resurrection continued, day after day. They had discovered the frieze encircling the altar. And it must be extracted, piece by precious piece. Max set off, armed with financial incentives, to negotiate the immediate removal of their treasure. Sophie and Mustapha sat on the crates, drawing each article for the excavation record, as it rose up from the grave.

‘But what does it represent? What is the story in the frieze?’ Even as she sketched each partial figure, every weapon and each severed limb, Sophie could make no sense of the violent action accomplished before her.

‘Hermeneutics, my dear Sophie,’ said the Professor, busily wiping a filthy hand on a rag, ‘is merely the art of not being fooled. It is our method of determining the genuineness and the history of an artefact from a diversity of signs. I have my own ideas concerning this battle. For that this frieze describes a battle I have no doubt. But we are in no hurry and we do not need to speculate. We will wait and see what secrets the earth has yet to give up.’

A plague of mosquitoes settled on the marshy site in the early evenings. Max insisted that Sophie should retreat from this danger and return to the guest house by the sea, despite her protests, buttoned gloves and veils. Professor Marek agreed with Max, the site was now no place for a lady; the decision became suddenly inexorable. And so she spent her days dawdling in the pretty rowing boat with the white prow, too hot to read, while Mustapha fished in the shallows.

And it was during one of these expeditions that the boy offered to show her the basilica. A small Greek Orthodox community still worshipped there, although part of the church, now ruined, staggered towards the cliff, destroyed by an earthquake of uncertain date, which everyone could describe but no one could authenticate. They set out by boat down the coast. Sophie shielded herself from the sun, with hat, veil, gloves and parasol, perched in the stern, her covered fingers drifting in the wake.

Their first sighting of the basilica, easily visible from the sea, revealed a collapsed wall and a row of seven perfect Corinthian columns, shining pure marble, the pediment still in place above the central entrance. All around the church wild yellow flowers bloomed in abundance, butterflies circulated above the lavender, grass poked through the cracked walls. The foundations of a larger building protruded through the green, like cracked teeth. They tied up the boat to an unsteady wooden step and climbed the stony path, covered with sheep’s droppings. The sanctuary materialised above them, growing more tragically magnificent as they approached. Standing on the levelled forecourt before the basilica Sophie paused, amazed by its extent. Surely this building once stood massive on the headland, a white landmark for shipping. Now, all around her, buried in long grass, lay a mass of finely chiselled stone, an inscribed slab, a shattered column, the beautiful curve of a basin half-filled with yellow rainwater. Where was the church? They advanced towards the row of seven columns, and sure enough, in the shadows, behind a decomposing wall, stood a small white dome, peeling, but intact, with a wooden door.

‘Fermez, fermez!’ insisted Mustapha, for she left the door ajar, as her eyes darkened in the bare, airless space. ‘Oiseaux, oiseaux.’

‘Oh, I see. The birds get in.’ But once the door thudded shut behind her Sophie found herself inside a small cave, quite dark, for there were only two slits carved in the dome’s flanks, which let in two blazing splinters of light. Mustapha lit a taper from one of the candles, trickling a faint smoky glow into the dark. The stale odour of incense clung to the walls. Her steps echoed on the stone paving, the dome seized the sound, damped it slightly, then flung back the leather slap of Mustapha’s sandals. And there in the taper’s sudden flare, she began to see them, the icons of the saints, face after face, encased in silver and gold, their vast eyes staring steadily into the dark, their hands raised in formal blessings.

Pax vobiscum. I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end. He that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live. For thine is the kingdom, and the power and the glory, for ever. World without end. Each icon, radiant with certainty, gazed, unyielding, at Sophie, who steadied herself with her parasol, and returned the holy stare, curious and unafraid.

‘They are saints,’ murmured Mustapha, indicating row after row of still, identical, shining faces.

‘But you’re not a Christian,’ said Sophie, ‘so how do you know?’

‘It is a holy place for all peoples,’ said Mustapha. ‘Sacré. It is tradition.’

Sophie shook herself slightly and touched the smooth walls, which were covered with some sort of white lime. There were no chairs or benches, only a small row of steps and stone shelves on which the icons rested. As she stepped back her shoulder nudged a plinth, the top of which unsettled her hat. Turning round she found herself gazing at a marble row of bare toes, larger than life-size. A gigantic statue, squashed into the corner to the right of the door, took up all the space, and reached right to the roof.

‘Mustapha, bring the light. Who is this?’

‘He too is saint,’ declared Mustapha, scampering across, waving the taper. ‘He is famous saint. Worshipped here. Everyone else is massacred. But he defends and protects the Christians.’

And so at last Sophie looked up and found herself staring into the blank, marble eyes of the philosopher Lucian.

 

END OF CHAPTER FOURTEEN





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

results in a Disturbing Revelation. A Statue is transported to London and Two Characters in this History, destined never to meet, against all the odds, actually do.

In February 1876 two events electrified London’s intellectual circles: the final authentication of the statue of Lucian, discovered in a ruined basilica near Miletus – the very statue that had once stood before the market gates for centuries, guarding the way to the sanctuary – and the first episode of a new novel by the author of Middlemarch. The statue, destined to rest in an honoured alcove somewhere inside the British Museum, raised a frenzy of excitement among the learned societies of archaeologists and historians. Was it genuine? Or not genuine? After all, identical copies of Lucian’s image abounded throughout antiquity. Lucian became as ubiquitous as Antinous. Just as the beautiful beloved of Emperor Hadrian transformed himself into an archetypal image of lost youth, so too had the grave authority of the philosopher come to represent wisdom, endurance and the ancient values of the republic.

The circumstances of the statue’s discovery, so piquant and so glamorous, cast a spell over the newspapers. Photographs of the beautiful young Countess and her handsome husband, standing beside the mighty form to give it scale, did the rounds of all the journals. Professor Marek, the acknowledged expert on ancient Miletus, bounded off on lecture tours. The Great Professor, now mighty and famous on the basis of three huge trenches, eighty boxes of coins, pots, miscellaneous jewellery, curved masonry and inscriptions on stones, included passionate demands for money in his discourses. We must save the fragmented giant frieze depicting the Battle of the Amazons, which once surrounded the great altar in the temenos! Funding flooded into their expedition account, sponsors popped up like tulips; the ancient world became fascinating, mysterious, and above all, fashionable.

The novel also roused a good deal of turmoil and ferment, for unlike her earlier work, which dealt in ordinary lives, rural truths and the drama of everyday emotions, the Sybil’s masterwork, Daniel Deronda, addressed the social struggles of the rich, the not-so-rich and the would-be-rich. The opening, set in a Continental gambling resort, identified as Leubronn, but everybody knew it was Homburg, uncovered a society in flux, the class hierarchies shaken, the pursuit of wealth a naked necessity. And that first encounter between Gwendolen and Deronda across the gaming tables generated a babble of intrigued speculation. Mrs. Lewes wrote to her British publisher, John Blackwood, on 17th March 1876:

 

We have just come in from Weybridge, but are going to take refuge there again on Monday, for a few more days of fresh air and long, breezy afternoon walks. Many thanks for your thoughtfulness in sending me the cheering account of sales. [. . .]

Mr. Lewes has not heard of any complaints of not understanding Gwendolen, but a strong partizanship for and against her. My correspondence about the misquotation of Tennyson has quieted itself since the fifth letter. But Mr. Reeve, the Editor of the Edinburgh, has written me a very pretty note, taxing me with having wanted insight into the technicalities of Newmarket, when I made Lush say, ‘I will take odds.’ Mr. Reeve judges that I should have written, ‘I will lay odds.’ On the other hand, another expert contends that the case is one in which Lush would be more likely to say, ‘I will take odds.’ What do you think? I told Mr. Reeve that I had a dread of being righteously pelted with mistakes that would make a cairn above me – a monument and a warning to people who write novels without being omniscient and infallible.

 

Quietly satisfied by the universal adulation that descended upon her, although anxious at how the Jewish theme of the novel, nowhere evident in the first instalment, would eventually be received, the Sibyl gathered her skirts, received her guests, distributed her ardour, spiritual instruction and sympathy in generous armfuls, and braced herself for further huge sales.

Wolfgang Duncker paid £100 for the German translation rights of Daniel Deronda, but Tauchnitz pipped him to the post on the Continental reprint, and offered £250, hard cash in hand. Wolfgang remonstrated gently, even called in the old loyalties, but George Lewes proved inexorable. He confirmed the deal with Tauchnitz in a brief letter of polite finality. Wolfgang trotted down the Jägerstraße to moan about the Leweses and their grasping financial tactics. Should he send Max, handsome, charming Max, off to London at once, as a Trojan horse in the subtle war of author’s rights? The Sibyl clearly still cherished a tender regard for his younger brother. She always asked after him, in every letter. All the snow had dissolved into muddy slush. Wolfgang shook himself, standing in his brother’s hall, removed his outdoor shoes and settled into the new pantoufles, neatly labelled with names for regular visitors, that Sophie had arranged beneath the ancestral bench.

‘Max!’ he called out, tramping into the salon, without waiting to be announced. Here stood Sophie, radiant with fresh air, still in her riding habit, smelling of horses and lavender.

‘He’s gone down to the Museum to oversee the loading up of Lucian. Sit down, Wolfgang, and I’ll call for coffee.’ She described the statue as if it were the philosopher himself. ‘After everything we went through to extract him from the Orthodox Christians and then from the Turks, Max doesn’t want a disaster to occur right here in Berlin.’

And indeed, the grainy, veined marble body that was Lucian’s image, almost certainly taken from life, had traversed many bureaucratic and emotional storms since that day in the dark basilica when Sophie had caressed his foot. The small Orthodox community, ferociously attached to the statue of Saint Lucian, the just Man of God, refused to countenance his removal.

‘Lucian was an atheist,’ snapped Professor Marek. ‘Haven’t they read De natura deorum?’

‘I don’t think any of them, except perhaps the priest, can actually read,’ said Max, ‘and they venerate the statue. They think it’s holy. Apparently it’s worked many miracles.’

‘So much for our sundered brethren in the East,’ said the Professor briskly. ‘Bribe the Director of Antiquities. And don’t let him know what the statue is really worth. Or he’ll never let it escape his clutches. Not until he thinks he’s got the highest price.’

But the statue’s story could not be resolved through bribes with Reichsmarks. One part of the frieze from the temenos had already been uncovered by Monsieur Olivier Rayet and sold to the British Museum in London, unbeknown to anyone until it was triumphantly unveiled. Behold, one of the Furies, almost intact, handsome, deadly, swirling, her vital power unleashed. She formed a central part of the north frieze. Professor Marek had unearthed the rest, with a fatal missing figure in the jigsaw. Passionate archaeological recriminations, conducted through letters, journal articles and newspaper columns, were delivered as righteous salvos in the months that followed. The offer of an exchange came from the British Museum by urgent telegraph. Your statue for our glorious morsel of frieze? Who would get the better deal from this arrangement, Berlin or London?

By the 1870s a minor war of national collections, now well under way, as the new museums of Northern Europe expanded and bulged, exploded into patriotic spasms of pique and envy, usually expressed in fulminating editorials. The Old World pillaged fresh victims from the Mediterranean, Egypt, Asia and the Far East. Beautiful objects, restored, repainted, sometimes fraudulent, set out upon their travels, to end their days, carefully labelled in huge halls with high ceilings. The extraction of the statue from the tiny ruined basilica became ever more urgent.

Professor Marek, always dynamic and inventive, now blossomed with ideas. He hired a gifted Italian sculptor and set him to work with an enormous block of marble. Six months later, as the modern Lucian hove into view, flat on his gigantic back, wedged in straw on the ship’s deck, no one could immediately tell the difference, but the ancient version, blackened, chipped and missing several fingers, suddenly seemed a poor substitute for the gleaming resurrected saint, whose brave arm and completed hands reached out towards the seven ruined columns on the cliff, as if he longed for home. Professor Marek, his expression a perfect mask of piety, attended the incense-laden consecration of Saint Lucian.

Sophie retold the entire story, while pouring coffee and distributing cake to Wolfgang, who had flung his books and papers down upon her carpet. He had grown up in this house. He felt comfortable, at home, and untidy.

‘So! Our philosopher is en route to London? I assume Max will go with him?’ Wolfgang wondered how he could use the statue to entrap the Leweses.

‘And I will too. We’ll come back with the missing Gorgon from the frieze. And of course Max wants to oversee the packing and the transporters. At every stage.’

‘Ah, so you are accompanying the statue party?’ Wolfgang dipped into the gateau, which had a warm taste of ginger. And how could he exploit the beautiful Countess, who had now become something of a photographic celebrity, to extend his advantage over the rapacious English?

‘I’ve never been to London! Mother and Father used to go frequently when we were small and come back with a selection of tutors and governesses.’ Sophie wondered at the English, reputed to be so polite, remote and unknowable, and utterly unlike Miss Arrowpoint as was, who bubbled with warmth and suppressed laughter, when she wasn’t being serious and intense about interpretations of Schubert. Her eye fell upon Wolfgang’s heap of papers, and there, peeping out beneath the mass, lay the first hundred pages of Daniel Deronda.

‘Mrs. Lewes! Her new book!’ Sophie pounced.

‘Just the first instalment. I’m reading Book II at home. It’s unlike any of her earlier books. You’ll need a dictionary to get through it. But you’ll enjoy reading about some of our close acquaintances. Klesmer and Miss Arrowpoint are in there. Named, too. I suppose she has their permission. Klesmer comes out of it as a bit of a hero. He gives the heroine what for when she puffs herself up as a singer. Here you are.’ And so Wolfgang handed over the poisoned chalice, amused at Sophie’s unfeigned curiosity and delight.

When he had gone Sophie oversaw the kitchens, placed her orders for dinner, retreated to her rooms upstairs, pulled off her boots and dismissed the maid. Then, still wearing her unbuttoned riding jacket and wide skirts, she sat down to read.

 

Was she beautiful or not beautiful? And what was the secret of form or expression which gave the dynamic quality to her glance? Was the good or evil genius dominant in those beams?

 

Sophie read on, appalled, for the opening episode of the young woman gambling rose up before her in insolent accusation; there she was, her irresponsible recklessness, the pawning of the necklace, the young man who stalks her steps, the September day, the long tables, the scene of dull, gas-poisoned absorption, that afternoon, now nearly four years past, reworked, remade, becoming more vivid with every sentence. But the Sibyl’s heroine, foolish, reprehensible, lost again and again and again. Sophie sat, scarlet and trembling, awash with shame and rage. As she reached the end of the second chapter, hardly noticing the transformation into fiction, she actually read the message as she had originally received the handwritten note, with her own name inserted over that of the Sibyl’s ambiguous heroine.

 

A stranger who has found the Countess von Hahn’s necklace returns it to her with the hope that she will not again risk the loss of it.

 

Sophie read not one word more. She hurled the slender volume away into a corner of her warm room and sat staring into the fire, her palms damp and shaking. She felt utterly naked and exposed, her young heart ripped open. Max! What did Max know? For one terrifying moment she believed that Max had sanctioned the book, to teach her a lesson. But she jettisoned this strange idea at once. Max loved her more than his own soul, of that she was quite certain. And so far as he was concerned everything she did was wonderful just because she did it. But why then was this evil witch so jealous of her happiness? She remembered the message Mrs. Lewes had sent upon their wedding day and how it had disturbed her beloved Max. What strange power did the writer have to intimidate and unsettle people she hardly knew? And why did she fling Sophie’s youthful folly back in her face, and in so public a fashion, with an image distorted and broken? Why had she redrawn the scene so that the lovely gambler wagered all, and lost?

She wanted me to lose, to lose my money, my necklace and my husband. She cannot bear it that another woman should have beauty, youth, wealth and still be loved. She wants to punish me.

And perhaps, in thinking this, Sophie stumbled upon a truth that remained entombed in the writer’s unconscious mind. The Sibyl’s heroines are young women with everything to learn and everything to lose. Dorothea, short-sighted, obtuse, deluded and idealistic, learns who her husband really is the hard way, by marrying him. And finds herself chained to an old man, who is very far from being a ‘great soul’; he is fraudulent, mean-spirited and vindictive. Gwendolen Harleth, vain, self-satisfied, egotistical, naïve and confident, is almost destroyed by her husband, the monstrous Henleigh Mallinger Grandcourt, and by the plot of Daniel Deronda. Most authors use the plot to punish their characters. Thomas Hardy is famous for doing just that. But who is that woman in the Sibyl’s novel, the woman who lurks on the edge of the tale? Who is the discarded mistress, demanding justice for herself and for her bastard children? Remember that the Sibyl never married George Henry Lewes. This woman’s fate might have been hers. Some malevolent ill-wishers hoped that it would be. Here stands Lydia Glasher, baying for blood. Would Grandcourt ever have married her? Who knows? Her curse upon the heroine comes good: You will have your punishment. I desire it with all my soul.

The older women in the Sibyl’s books are startling creations: unfettered, unleashed, seeking their prey and hungry for vengeance. Had Sophie von Hahn possessed all the elements in the story she would have seen this, and proudly taken their part. A fierce passion for justice and a curiously English understanding of fair play reigned in Sophie’s heart. There is a great deal of unmapped country within us, which would have to be taken into account, as an explanation of our gusts and storms. Sophie shared many things with the Sibyl; both women blazed with the desire for knowledge, a desire that reduced milder forms of curiosity to mere politeness. Both women grasped their lives, fortified by an unyielding common will, convinced that what they did and said mattered and echoed beyond their small circles and concerns.

Some say the Sibyl was fragile, insecure, lacking in confidence and self-esteem. But do frail and timid women decide to be atheists, challenge their fathers, refuse to go to church, educate themselves to an astonishingly high degree, run off to London, live abroad on their own, fling themselves at married men, beguile women too, and clearly enjoy doing so, edit distinguished literary journals, learn Hebrew, write fiction that will live for ever as long as we remember how to read, become rich and famous, and think for themselves?

Ah, that’s the key, the power of independent judgement. Sophie and the Sibyl tested everybody else’s judgement against their own. Both women believed in their inalienable right to discriminate and decide, and both were inclined to accept their own opinions. Both women loved getting their own way. Never give up! Neither woman had any intention of ever doing so. A crisp modernity defined their approach: no shame, no guilt, no fear, no hesitation. And no quarter.

Well, what happened next?

 

Sophie’s warm sitting room, filled with mementoes of equestrian achievements, with large double windows overlooking the bare gardens, not yet quite risen from their winter grave, led into the bedroom she shared with Max, who had his own dressing room beyond. She prowled once round the bedroom, searching for a handkerchief and weighing her fears and suspicions. Then she poured clear, cold water into her washing basin and scrubbed her burning face. Outside, dusk settled over the smoke rising from thousands of freshly built fires. Wary as a cat, Sophie approached the first instalment of Daniel Deronda, which lay in a fluttered heap behind an armchair, smoothed the pages and slid it carefully into one of her leather travelling cases. She had not decided what to do, but knew the book constituted undeniable, published evidence. As she set off down the staircase she heard Max crashing through the door, bellowing at the servants.

‘Has the Countess come home?’

He saw her descending towards him and pounded up to the first landing in a climactic sequence of bangs and creaks.

‘Sophie! The statue is all packed and ready for the train. It’s locked in the depot with two men on guard. Dearest! Whatever is the matter? You’ve been crying.’

And this immediate recognition of any glint of pain or trouble in her open face and red-rimmed green eyes reassured her completely. He loves me, he loves me not, he loves me. And he has nothing to do with this vicious treacherous book. Max embraced his wife, suddenly riddled with unease.

‘It’s all right.’ Sophie told the truth, if not the whole truth. ‘I’ve been reading a novel. And I was so affected by the story that it made me cry.’

Husband and wife mounted the stairs, their arms around one another. Sophie stood on safe ground. Max never read novels, or at least she had never seen him do so.

 

Two days later Max, Sophie, Professor Marek and a little court of acolytes set out for London, their trophy safe in straw, guarded in the goods van. Wolfgang saw them off at the Hauptbahnhof, then went home to write a torrent of calculated adulation to the Sibyl. He composed the letter in his odd stilted English. Max, he had to admit, could write a more fluent, graceful hand, but was not so adept at flattery, and Wolfgang counted on Lewes reading the letter first.

 

My dearest Madam Lewes,

Your extraordinary new book has become the event of the month for me. I had not thought that the elegance and sophistication of Middlemarch could be surpassed, but I am at present devoured by curiosity to see what will become of the unfortunate little Jewess and our noble hero, Deronda. Pray take pity on your most passionate German admirer here in Berlin and allow me to request the forthcoming proofs from Mr. John Blackwood. Our translator, the one you have approved, is already at work, but of course, not a word will reach the public until he has received the benefit of your astute linguistic advice and you have given your imprimatur. This novel is magnificent, dear madam, the opening scenes masterly, your little minx Gwendolen as captivating as she is dangerous. What will be her fate and how will the two meeting streams of this great work be bound together? As you see, I think of little else.

Mr. Lewes apprised me of the arrangements you have agreed with Tauchnitz, and while I regret that we shall not have the pleasure of promoting the original in the Continental reprint this time, I trust that you will not forget us when the Cabinet edition of the Collected Works is to be considered. Nothing would give me greater pleasure, or be a higher honour, than to publish you here, in both languages.

 

(There, thought Wolfgang, that should do it. Be a gentleman. No recriminations. Don’t mention figures at this stage. He dipped his pen again into the glass well.)

 

Max, as you no doubt already know from the Times reports, has carried off a little coup with his discovery of the original statue representing Lucian. I shall never forget your comments on the famous Fragment when you discussed that unsettling work here with Max, in this very office. He has become a more stable and dedicated person. I firmly believe that this is due to your influence, for after his journey to Stuttgart all those years ago, he returned, chastened, transformed, more serious and responsible. Your wisdom, madam, transfigures lives, and raises our sights to the ideals we might achieve, enables us to become better men.

 

(‘Transfigures’ sounds convincing. She has a religious turn, and likes to see herself as a saviour.)

 

Max is at present on his way to London in company with his young wife and the great Professor Marek. They are transporting their rare find to the British Museum, and hope to return with the bas-relief of the Erinys, who forms part of the glorious frieze, also discovered at Miletus and at present incomplete. He longs to see you and Mr. Lewes again, and I trust he will bring back word of your good health and steady progress towards the completion of this glorious book.

 

I remain, madam, your loyal and devoted publisher

Wolfgang Duncker

 

(There, that should plant the seed for future negotiations. I’ve set out my stall and I’m open for business.)

Wolfgang patted the letter with his blotter, read it over again, checked for the duplication of flattering adjectives and then prepared the evening post, while his clerk made a fair copy. Wolfgang kept track of every obsequious phrase; he liked to think that his delicate insinuations were well judged.

(I haven’t sounded bitter or reproachful; softly, softly, that’s the way. Lewes is bound to read this out to her, as it’s billowing with compliments. Have I laid it on too thick? No, nothing here I can’t honestly repeat. The new book is powerful, no denying it, but why on earth does she have to drag in the Jews?)

 

Professor Marek’s younger sister had married an Englishman, a man not overeducated in classical languages, but good-natured and rich. The couple maintained a large white house in Regent’s Park, complete with carriages and stables, not half a mile from the Priory. Marian Evans and George Henry Lewes purchased a forty-five-year lease on this house at No. 21 North Bank, for £2,000 in August 1863, and had lived there ever since. The Priory stood on the edge of the canal, embedded in a garden of roses. Sophie and Max had therefore settled on a London perch uncannily close to the Sibyl’s lair.

Sophie, enchanted by the dynamic bustle of the London streets, wrote to her dear Mama and Papa that the multitudes churning up the mud, both in carriages and on foot, made Berlin’s wide boulevards seem comfortable and empty of all urgency. She loved the theatres, luminous in gas light, she watched the prostitutes in the Haymarket, gaudy as tropical birds, working the crowds. She galloped round the park on her host’s horses, enjoying the early white frosts, which gave way to ravishing floods of narcissi and yellow jonquilles. The London spring foamed over garden walls in white brushes of lilac, and thick green buds. But the greatest excitement for the young Countess presented itself in mechanised form: her hostess possessed a small fleet of bicycles.

She had a high-wheeler, later known as the penny-farthing, which she couldn’t ride, and a vélocipède that her husband had purchased in France. This astonishingly heavy machine sported a cranked axle, like the handle of a grindstone, which could be turned by the feet of the rider. Sophie read the accompanying instruction booklet. ‘The rider who wishes to stay upright and in command would be wise to pedal as rapidly as possible or take a spill in consequence.’ Once on board and held straight by two grooms Sophie padded out the saddle with a small cushion. After several inconclusive wobbles round the stable yard the intrepid Countess enrolled for an intensive course of lessons with a well-known bicycling expert. They battled with the oily vélocipède until she could handle corners unaided. Max watched, appalled, as his wife whirled away at speed.

 

1.  Always look where you’re going. (She didn’t.)

2.  Always sit straight. (Well, she always did that, especially at table.)

3.  Pedal evenly and use both legs. (Her boots vanished in a circular blur.)

4.  Pedal straight. (Corners, corners, Countess. Lean.)

5.  Keep the foot straight. (Both feet.)

6.  Hold the handles naturally. (Of course!)

7.  Don’t wobble the shoulders. (Never!)

8.  Hold the body still and sit down. (Sophie was anxious to keep her cushion firmly beneath her.)

9.  Don’t shake the head. (At this point her hat flew off. Max chased after his wife, who was even now flying over the winter potholes in a torrent of ribbons, cheered on by the footmen and grooms whose democratic spirit had begun to alarm him.)

10.  Sophie, Sophie, your hat!

 

She bicycled away round Regent’s Park alongside Professor Marek’s enthusiastic little sister, delightfully unchaperoned.

‘It’s quite a craze among the ladies, Max,’ grinned the vivid little Professor. ‘But don’t worry. As soon as our young Countess is in anderen Umständen, or as the English put it, an interesting condition, we’ll persuade her to give it all up.’

Max blushed and rubbed his chin.

 

The statue’s size caused a furore in the Museum, not because of the niche for which it was destined, and into which it fitted perfectly, but because the Director of Antiquities had set his heart on a theatrical coup, in which the veiled figure of Lucian would suddenly be unveiled, emerging from a mass of swirling red drapes to ecstatic exclamations. But the marble form settled so snugly into the designated space that removing any form of veil, let alone the heavy red velvet cape, already lying folded and ready, proved practically impossible. A screen? A curtain? Various solutions were proposed, then rejected. No screen tall enough could be procured at short notice, the curtain would have to go round a corner before the philosopher could be entirely revealed, and the necessary rails with runners needed an Isambard Kingdom Brunel to perfect the contraption. Lucian stared blankly at the gaggle of great minds, none as distinguished as the philosopher they honoured, who stood assembled before his mighty toes, disagreeing with one another, like new pupils seeking enlightenment.

And so it fell to Sophie, Countess von Hahn, addressing her Professor with ringing decisiveness, to slash the Gordian knot.

‘But didn’t Lucian teach in the marketplace at Miletus? So that everyone, even the poorest weavers and farmers, and all the artisans who worked in the port, could hear what he said? Well, why are we trying to hide him now? He taught in the open air. He said that hidden and secret things were dangerous. Aren’t we here to celebrate him and his philosophy? Not to devise some vaudeville trick?’

At this point, the Director of Antiquities, who disapproved strongly of uppity young women speaking out of turn, felt himself criticised and tried to intervene. Professor Marek tapped his elbow. Sophie bounded on.

‘Why don’t I weave a crown of laurels for him? As if he were an athlete or a victor at the games. He was a decathlon champion in his youth, wasn’t he? And we can lay flowers at his feet. Then anyone who comes in early can see him in all his splendour.’

Sophie cherished a possessive interest in the statue. In her imagination Lucian still belonged to her. She had first touched the greening feet of the worshipped saint in the dark church and known at once who he was, and while she may have been written out of history in the academic papers she still queened it over all others in the popular magazines and expensive memorial photographs. She gazed up at the curiously naked marble face; the body modestly clad in his toga of office, now immaculately cleaned, the features webbed with emotions and judgements. Professor Marek kissed the Countess’s gloved fingers. Her father’s money gave her the right to speak up whenever she chose.

‘Once more, chère Madame,’ he said in French, ‘you show us the way that leads to glory.’ To the assembled scholars and the Director of Antiquities he announced in English:

‘I find this idea charming. Flowers, of course, we must have flowers. I propose that the Countess’s suggestion be adopted at once.’

Max led his wife aside, capturing her hand, and stared at her, astonished. Her living beauty glowed, fair and luminous, before the cobalt blocks of the Assyrian warriors, pinched from Mesopotamia.

‘I had no idea that you had already read the Letters to Myriam – Lucian’s letter on secrets and the pernicious effect of the anger that is never spoken. I’m reading that section at the ceremony. In English and in Greek.’

‘But I haven’t.’

‘You haven’t? That’s not possible. You just quoted him verbatim. That which is hidden and secret is always dangerous, because it serves an undeclared interest.’

‘I didn’t say exactly that. It’s just a coincidence. And anyway, Max, that’s not a sacred piece of wisdom, it’s just common sense.’

Sophie kissed his cheek and grinned.

‘Come on, let’s go to the market and buy armfuls of bay leaves and red tulips.’ Red spring flowers, she had already decided, would set off the philosopher’s massive marble toes to perfection. And everyone seated before him at the ceremony would be gazing at his feet.

In fact the bay leaves had to be filched from the Royal Botanic Society Gardens and wound into a crown by the cook, who devised a cunning method of holding it all together with a shaved branch of pyracantha.

‘If he was still alive this would prick his forehead like the crown of thorns,’ said Sophie, holding the thing at arm’s length. ‘You go on ahead with this and the tulips, Max. I’ll get dressed and have a rest. But I’ll be down there for the inauguration ceremony by two o’clock. I hope the afternoon won’t be too dreary. There’s very little natural light in that gallery.’

She packed the laurel crown into a hatbox and waved him off in the front hall. Then she marched into the library, built up the fire with her own hands, despite the housemaid’s anxious circling patter, and climbed the movable stairs to the top shelves, looking for Lucian’s Letters to Myriam. And here they were, the bilingual edition in English and Greek. Sophie sniffed the unread volume, all the pages still uncut. She rang for a paper knife, pulled her chair close to the fire, kicked off her damp boots and sat down to read. ‘Letter VII: On Lies, Secrets and Silence’. Myriam understood Greek and Latin. Some said she was a Jewess, welcomed into Lucian’s household, a fugitive from the wars in Palestine. Other sources described her as a Christian, a convert who had known the first disciples. One thing remained certain, she had become the philosopher’s adopted daughter, and he had set her free, of his own volition. No child he chose would ever be his slave. The Letters to Myriam embodied his teachings on ethics, the metaphysics of daily life and the common good. References to the early practices of Christianity, scattered throughout the texts, ensured that the Letters remained topical, scoured by historians and theologians for evidence to prove their numerous theses. Sophie ploughed through a third of the turgid introduction, then gave up and sliced open the very pages Max deduced that she already knew.

All at once the clarity and distinctiveness of a unique, unsilenced voice spoke directly to her, as if she listened like the freed slave, the philosopher’s only daughter.

 

That great anger within you, that remains unacknowledged and unspoken, will corrode and destroy your soul. Did you not tell me the story of your master, the rabbi who drove the moneylenders out of the temple at Jerusalem, armed only with a scourge of small cords? And did he not also drive out the sheep and the oxen, and poured out the changers’ money, and overthrew the tables? So too should you drive out your anger. Confront that passion within you, and transform its force into a river you control, and you will no longer be its slave.

 

This fragment of wisdom from Lucian, addressed to an unknown woman in the first century, suddenly acquired an echo that seemed sinister and pertinent. London is the city of the Sibyl. Where is the woman who has held me up as vain, foolish and shallow, a just target for the world’s derision and contempt? Sophie kicked the fender with her stockinged foot. In the distance she heard a bell ringing and ringing through closed doors. Then the maid appeared, clutching a folded note.

‘It’s a message for the gentleman, Madam the Countess.’ She bobbed in the doorway. ‘The boy said it was urgent, but didn’t need an answer.’

‘Oh.’ Sophie looked up, stretching out her hand for the letter. ‘What is it?’

‘I don’t know, ma’am. But it’s from Mrs. Lewes at the Priory.’

Sophie snatched the letter from the maid, flung Lucian upon the hearthrug and tore it open, ripping the Sibyl’s careful steady writing in the process. Her face changed as she read, as startled and affronted as Our Lady herself, accosted by the angelic messenger. Sophie, far from mastering the lurking anger that bubbled within her, now burned with a pure, white rage.

 

My dearest Max,

Were I strong enough to attend the ceremony at the Museum this afternoon, nothing would prevent me from congratulating you in person. To think that you have discovered our beloved Lucian who means so much to us both! My delight in seeing you after all these years would make my presence at this particular celebration a temptation indeed, but I am most unwell with an infected tooth. Mr. Lewes will be there to applaud you on behalf of us both. However, I trust that you will call at the Priory before you return to Berlin. My satisfaction in learning that you have at last found your vocation, and have indeed become the famous scholar and adventurer I always longed to honour and admire is indeed a high reward. You have fulfilled all my hopes and expectations.

My dearest Max, if you but knew how deeply I wish to efface any misunderstanding that might still divide us. You have shown nothing but reverence and esteem towards me and I treasure our friendship. My affection for you remains unchanged.

 

Kindest Regards

Marian Evans Lewes

 

What was it that unleashed Sophie’s colossal rage? The fact that she was ignored? Unmentioned? Her discovery of the statue in the basilica unacknowledged? Her passions and ambitions written out of the official recorded history, yet distorted in the Sibyl’s grandiose prose, and held up to be jeered at and belittled by the fashionable world? Should she sit by, powerless, while this antique dame wrote intimate little letters to her husband? Well, whatever it was that exploded in Sophie’s heart, a fierce sense that she had been wronged urged her to don her boots, thunder into the hall, bellow in French for her straw hat and long coat, hurtle out of the main doors, clutching the fatal letter with its innocent address printed on the crest, and bound away down the quiet road in the direction of Regent’s Park Canal.

‘Sophie? Sophie!’ called her impotent hostess.

But Countess Sophie von Hahn would not, could not, now be stopped.

 

The house stood well back from the road: two storeys, high windows and the roses, bristling with fresh shoots, arched before the main doors. The pointed white gables gleamed above her. Sophie paused at the gateway, intent as the Avenging Angel, and looked down at the address in her gloved hand, which she now unfolded like the seventh seal. The Priory – yes, this is the place. She swung on the doorbell and heard it pealing through the house. A tiny maid, with curious, knowing eyes looked up at her, clearly expecting a different face. Sophie instantly stepped inside, and to the maid’s obvious alarm, closed the outside door behind her.

‘I am very sorry, madam, but Mrs. Lewes is indisposed and can see no one. Mr. Lewes has gone to a ceremony at the British Museum. I’m very sorry, but –’

Sophie cut her short and practically pushed her into a Chinese jar that served as an umbrella stand.

‘I’m perfectly aware that Mr. Lewes is out. Tell your mistress that her German publisher, Maximilian Reinhardt August Duncker, needs to speak to her on urgent business.’

A foreign whisper in Sophie’s accent startled the maid who lost confidence in her role as Cerberus, the guardian of the gateway. Unscrupulous and forearmed, Sophie handed over Max’s visiting card. Shaking her head doubtfully the little maid sped off up the staircase, indicating that Sophie should wait in the morning room. Green wallpaper, comfortable chairs, occasional tables, hand-painted botanical studies, elegantly framed, Sophie waited for thirty seconds, and then set off after the maid, catching up with her on the second landing.

‘But, madam –’

‘Go on. Announce me. Say that I’ve brought an important message from Max. She will see me. She’s expecting a reply.’

With uncanny prescience Sophie knew that her husband’s name would prise the Sibyl out from beneath her afflictions, and raise her cage of prophecy from the Delphic abyss. The maid knocked and entered the great drawing room. Sophie stepped inside the door and paused, assessing the battlefield. Theatrical drapes, pulled back a little, revealed the full extent of the room. A slender, bowed figure in a white lace cap with a poultice tied round her face sat bent double on the sofa, apparently mending a rug. The famous pendulous jaw remained quite concealed, but the nose, spotted red and purple, projected forth. The great head, apparently too weighty to lift, rose tentatively in acknowledgement of the unwelcome intrusion. The maid scuttled up to the Great Lady, pressed the card into her hand, muttered an unintelligible apology and fled, closing the drawing-room doors behind her. Sophie, lurking by the curtains, heard only one word – ‘Max!’

And that name had a magical effect upon the shrunken, morbid shape. The Sibyl straightened, turned, and attempted to rise, her shawl slipping back upon the cushions. All the blinds, pulled half-down, created shadows across the carpets. In the murky dark the two women peered at one another, in appalled surprise.

‘You are Mrs. Lewes?’ Sophie strode forward. She intended her opening salvo to be fierce, rational and unanswerable, but her voice boomed like a cannon in the still, fetid air, her tone scornful and incredulous. Was this pale shade really the great sage to whom all Europe bent the knee? And there was no dancing ape-man to shield and protect the famous writer now. She faced one of her most ardent readers, whose rage, unchained, shattered the silence.

‘I would not wait downstairs only to be told to go away again. I’ve waited long enough for an answer to my letter. That letter I wrote to you over four years ago, the letter you never answered. And I am returning this incautious message you sent to my husband expressing your undying affection. So you at least have been fully answered. You did not have the decency to return my letter to me. Nor did you answer it. You gave it to my husband to make trouble between us.’

She flung down the crumpled note at the Sibyl’s feet. Two white lines appeared on either side of the writer’s purple nose. She was wearing spectacles. Had Sophie, now standing before her, back to the light, taken the trouble to observe her antagonist closely, she would surely have seen a frail old lady, ravaged by toothache. But the young Countess, hat straight as a cardinal’s, a shimmering demon incarnate, busy exorcising her anger in a manner never envisaged by the philosopher Lucian, had no intention of pausing, even to draw breath.

‘I am Sophie, Countess von Hahn, and you have written me into the opening chapters of your new book – a thing you had no right to do. I accuse you of stealing one moment of my life and of distorting the facts. You are not just. And you are not honest. I once admired your books and now you have disappointed me.’

The Sibyl sank back upon the sofa, as if bludgeoned into the cushions. This accusation proved too preposterous to comprehend. Who on earth had allowed one furious, articulate reader to blaze through her quiet drawing room with her voice raised? And who was this young woman after all? What possible connection did she have to Max? The Sibyl’s toothache created a mist in her brain. This room served as her audience chamber, her throne room, the sacred space where her disciples bowed down before her, paid homage to her genius, waited quietly to be granted a moment beside her, a little breath of comfort and guidance from the elderly deity. And where was her mountebank? Her ardent keeper, her defender against unhinged enthusiasms? Her deepest fears rose to the surface, and stuttered out from her swollen jaw.

‘You have judged me,’ she whispered, ‘you scorn me for who I am, for how I have lived. You presume to know how I have suffered.’

The Sibyl answered another tribunal, where she had been judged in absentia, not the one before her. The present confrontation collided at a crossroads. But Sophie stood her ground. She had not stormed the Priory to discuss the Sibyl’s situation or the writer’s feelings, but to give vent to her own. Her savage cry could be heard all down the stairs, where the servants, gathered at the foot, gazed upwards, transfixed with curiosity and alarm.

‘No, you’re wrong. I don’t judge you for what you’ve done or who you are. And frankly, I don’t care what you’ve suffered. Why should I care whether you are, or are not, legally married to Mr. Lewes? Plenty of people live like that in Germany. I wouldn’t be so small-minded. I wasn’t brought up to think about other people in such an ungenerous way. But you, you are not generous. If I had been you and had your choices before me, I would not have written your books in the way that you have done. I would not have told women to be satisfied with self-sacrifice, convention and subservience. I would not have lived one life and believed in another.’

And with that Sophie turned on her heel, flung open the drawing-room doors, and then slammed them behind her. The thud of her boots on the descending stairs vibrated back through the great house. The servants scattered. The Sibyl sat rigid in the half-light, clutching Max’s card, her scorned and loving letter fluttered at her feet, her eyes dimmed.

One way and another the Furies had crossed her threshold.

 

END OF CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 





CHAPTER SIXTEEN

recounts a Terrible Succession of Melancholy Events.

One thing still puzzles me about this extraordinary encounter. The Sibyl, supposedly a fountain of transparent confidences, confessing all to her devoted little man, never told Lewes anything about this stormy interview. When he returned that evening, jubilant, and full of amusing tales, eager to describe the ceremony and the pompous Director of Antiquities, he found her, collapsed upon the sofa, in a state of great distress. But even as he comforted her and called for warm milk, he never suspected that more lay behind the tearful wails than the prospect of a bad night and aggravated toothache. Poor Polly, that tooth will have to come out. I can’t bear to see your pale, drawn face. Why, your cheek feels quite hot. Let me send for some ice, then at least we can cool that reddened swelling. Come, lean on me. There, there, you should be in bed. Oh, but you missed some fine performances. Our boy Max recited Lucian in Greek!

Sophie, however, had been observed leaving the Priory. Ah, yes, the watchful spy lurking near the canal counted the minutes of her visit, and then set off, close behind the brilliant Countess, matching her stride and studying her clothes. Behold Edith Simcox, whose passion for the Sibyl was so overwhelming that she was reduced to skulking in hedgerows, hoping to gather up scraps of information from the servants or a glimpse of her idol in the windows. Edith delivered fresh flowers that very morning, and several loving messages to aid the Sibyl’s progress with her toothache. But she, the faithful lover and disciple, was not admitted to The Presence. So who was this straight, slender girl, unchaperoned, got up in expensive, fashionable dress and a startling straw hat, who strode straight into the sanctuary, without even bothering to scrape her boots?

Edith Simcox polished her spectacles, and quickened her pace. Sophie, still volcanic with rage, would not have noticed cannon to the right of her, or cannon to the left of her, and certainly never noticed the concentrated surveillance of a nondescript thirty-two-year-old woman in a camel jacket and a felt hat haring down the path behind her. But Edith Simcox, now transformed into the passionate huntress, a pack of hounds baying in her heart, convinced herself that she had captured a younger rival in her sights.

Who was Edith Jemima Simcox? She was, quite literally, a shirt-maker, who founded a women’s shirtmaking cooperative with her friend Mary Hamilton. She was a businesswoman, a writer, and a social reformer. And from 1876 until 1900 she kept a Journal, a personal, secret Journal, not intended for publication, which she called Autobiography of a Shirtmaker. And therein, with unselfconscious, excessive, unhinged emotion, in a style that still seems complex, intricate and embarrassing, she recorded her passion for another woman, a woman twenty-five years older than herself, a woman who was the most famous writer of her day, Marian Evans Lewes.

Simcox first met the Sibyl in 1872, when the idealistic shirtmaker was busy preparing a review of Middlemarch, and for the next seven years she haunted the house and traced every move the writer chanced to make. She frequented the drawing room, whenever she could get in, the gardens and the nearby streets whenever she couldn’t. She wrote love letters, then tore them up, sent little notes filled with declarations, embroidered treasures, armfuls of forget-me-nots; this unchecked, immoderate obsession transformed her into a suppliant whose behaviour made her utterly ridiculous. The Sibyl received all homage gracefully, but made it clear that the depth and extent of Edith’s affection would never be returned or reciprocated. Did the great lady find herself moved by Edith’s tendency to fling herself upon the rug and kiss her darling’s feet? The beloved moved her slippers out of reach, flattered, but irritated. Edith went on loving; she too could not be stopped.

We barge into other people’s lives, desperate to make ourselves heard, to have our feelings noticed, our rage and blame taken into account. Sophie had just done the same thing. She discounted the Sibyl’s point of view entirely. And had no idea whatsoever that she had unleashed a hornet’s nest of jealousy in the pounding breast of Edith Simcox. Sophie whirled through the front doors of her host’s mansion leaving Edith stranded in the street, hoping to snatch a word with the coachman, the housemaid or the delivery boy, anyone she could pump for information. What luck! Here comes a florist with a barrow, bearing red tulips.

The lady of the house? No, she’s already gone to the Museum for the ceremony. The lady who just went in? That’s the German Countess, married to the famous archaeologist who found the statue. I’ve brought these flowers for her. Ah! Edith had read all about the discovery in The Times. So that woman is the radiant Countess who dominated the photographs. She’s far more beautiful than I am. Younger, too, and much more fashionable. Edith charged back towards the Priory, that magnetic lodestone upon which all her thoughts were bent. She patrolled the far side of the street, studying the bedroom blinds, ignoring the oncoming rain.

Edith loved the Sibyl too well to reproach her, even in the privacy of her most secret thoughts, but the galling facts could neither be avoided nor denied. The Countess had walked straight in, when she, Edith, the devoted lover, with years of faithful service behind her, had been unkindly refused entrance. This cross must be borne, but it proved a heavy load to haul up and down the street as the chilly spring evening drew on, with all its lights and shadows.

 

We think of the Victorians facing death in a rustle of black plumes, many carriages trailing the wet streets in procession, black bows tied to the cab drivers’ whips, the blinds and curtains firmly closed. A murmur of gloomy prayers, black crêpe dresses, and weeping mourners dominate the domestic interiors of Victorian novels, pages littered with deathbed scenes and uplifting final moments. They are all there on my bookshelves, desperate to convince me that every single cliché is perfectly true. No one seems to die in a torrent of faeces or yellow vomit. And even if they do there’s a cleaned-up lying in state, usually in the dining room or the front parlour, the heavy scent of lilies cloaking the sweeter stench of putrefaction. Only the very rich bothered to have their dead embalmed.

Who faces death in the triumphant certainty that they are bound for better shores than these? No more did then than do now, I rather think. Frederick William Robertson, an Anglican priest, for whom Emma Darwin, beloved wife of Charles, had a good deal of time, preached the following sermon in 1852.

 

Talk as we will of immortality, there is an obstinate feeling we cannot master that we end in death; and that may be felt together with the firmest belief of a resurrection. Brethren, our faith tells us one thing, and our sensations tell us another. Everyone who knows what faith is knows too what is the desolation of doubt. We pray till we begin to ask, Is there one who hears, or am I whispering to myself? We hear the consolation administered to the bereaved, and we see the coffin lowered into the grave, and the thought comes, What if all this doctrine of a life to come be but the dream of man’s imaginative mind?

 

If men of faith were men of doubt, how did our agnostic intellectuals of the 1870s face their own deaths, believing, as the Sibyl did, that this was the Final Parting from all that was dearly beloved, from familiar faces and scenes, from the cat and the furniture, shelves of fingered volumes, an unfinished manuscript, a garden where we once gathered in the roses? Were they heroes, facing the void? Did no one blink or flinch as the agony approached? Or were they all stalwart, proud and as courageous with certainty as Marcus Curtius, gazing into the Roman abyss, before he dared the final bound?

Nineteenth-century symptoms of illness are tantalisingly, indeed infuriatingly, vague. G.H. Lewes is often described as ‘feeble’, ‘delicate’ and ‘ill’. Whereas the Sibyl suffered from dyspepsia, and disabling headaches: bad headache, ordinary headache, bilious headache, theatre headache and constant headache with added nausea. In addition, she came down with bodily malaise, feeling unwell, feebleness of body, constant dull pain, deep depression, feeling weak and generally ailing. In her Journal, on 1st January 1876, she records: ‘All blessedness except health.’ By 1877 the bulletins concerning health take a darker turn. 16th March: ‘Since I last wrote G. has had an illness of rheumatic gout and I have had a visitation of my renal disorder, from which I am not yet free.’ By June 1878 she reported that her Little Man was suffering from ‘suppressed gout and feeling his inward economy all wrong’. In fact, George Lewes was dying from bowel cancer.

Lewes suffered from piles, cramp and diarrhoea, presumably streaked with blood. His pains, intermittent but severe, didn’t stop him singing Rossini, with great spirit, but began to change his appearance. One of their visitors reported that Lewes looked as if he had been ‘gnawed by rats’. Cancer, like tuberculosis, haunted the deathbeds of all sorts and conditions of men, one of the many nineteenth-century diseases that dared not speak its name. Sir James Paget examined his wealthy patient and described his terminal ailment as ‘thickening of the mucous membrane’. The black cells cast their shadow through his body, and began to creep inside, then occupy all his vital organs. Astonishingly, his energy survived. On 21st November 1878, after an encouraging visit from Sir James, Lewes drove out to post parts of the manuscript of what was to be the Sibyl’s last book, to Blackwood in Edinburgh. But on the next day, 22nd November 1878, when Edith Simcox finally gained admittance to The Presence, the joyous pleasure she anticipated lay already dashed to pieces. ‘Monday came at last, but hardly the greeting I had dreamt of: the first thing I saw was Lewes stretched upon the sofa, and in concern for him I lost something of the sight of her.’ Edith realised at once that he was dying.

She laid siege to the housemaids. 26th November 1878: ‘On Monday the doctors were there and he was very ill. It seems that he must die – and then her life is one blank agony and – if that mattered – mine too.’ 28th November 1878: ‘This morning Sir James Paget thought him a shade better. I did not dare to go and ask and came to the house this morning with a deadly fear – perhaps he will recover? I dare not hope, I only know that if he dies the world will have nothing left for her.’ Lewes himself, who had not been told that he was dying, still hoped that his illness, which he described as ‘a fluctuating sickness with much malaise and headache’, would pass. But by nightfall on 29th November 1878 he had begun to sink away. At half past three in the afternoon of 30th November Edith Simcox roused the white-faced maid, who told her that there was no hope. Edith waited on the road, walking back and forth. The doctors gathered in their carriages and stood talking outside the gates. Edith approached them. ‘I asked was there no hope. A tall man – probably Sir James Paget – answered kindly, None: he is dying – dying quickly.’

Her next entry on 1st December reads as follows: ‘He died at a quarter to six – an hour and a half after I left the house. She sees no one, is in hysteric agonies. I can only think of her with dread.’ George Henry Lewes, the ape-like dancing master, the vibrant buoyant Little Man, cheated of the knowledge of his own death, and yet extravagantly mourned, was swept away to be buried in the Dissenters’ section of Highgate Cemetery. Mrs. Lewes did not attend the funeral, but Edith Simcox visited the grave on 5th December 1878, and found ‘the desolate new mound. Two white wreaths were on the grave and I laid mine of heather between them.’ Edith Simcox remained faithful, not just to the Sibyl, but to both of them.

 

Max arrived in London early in January 1879 to participate in the preparations for an International Archaeological Congress. He received stern orders from Wolfgang to pay his sorrowful respects to the grief-stricken author, and thus Max found himself standing at the Priory gates, mid-morning, in bright frost and sunlight, gazing up at the pointed gables and dark thorns of the barren roses. He rang the bell and stood for several minutes, shifting his weight from foot to foot. A tall man with a reddish beard, dressed in deep mourning, came striding towards him. Enter John Walter Cross, financial adviser to the Lewes household, and so intimately cherished that the Sibyl called him ‘Dearest Nephew’. Cross clearly counted as family to the older couple. The two men identified themselves, then shook hands. Nobody came to the door.

‘She sees no one,’ said Cross, looking up at the shuttered windows, ‘but I have called almost daily.’

‘My brother sent our condolences of course, as soon as we heard.’ Max did not want the financial adviser to think that the Sibyl’s German publishers had been remiss or in any way disrespectful to the sacred memory of the Beloved Husband. ‘But we did not even know that Mr. Lewes had passed away until we read it in the German papers. He is of course very famous in our country as the biographer of Goethe. Many of his works are translated. Mr. and Mrs. Lewes are both greatly honoured and respected in Berlin.’

Johnny Cross’s expression of set gravity mellowed a little, gratified. The maid appeared at last in a gust of steam, and reported that her mistress had been out that morning and taken a turn in the garden. She felt the better for it.

‘Give her our love,’ said Johnny Cross, and Max left his card, unable to think of anything suitable to write upon the back. In fact, he breathed again, mightily relieved that the Sibyl would admit no one. What could he say to her? He had not set eyes upon the lady since that fatal night in the autumn gardens at Stuttgart. Nor had he ever read that loving message of reconciliation and forgiveness which Sophie flung back in her face. He had prepared a formal speech of course, but now, delighted that it would not be delivered, he turned to his companion of the doorstep, with a face glowing in the cold. After a moment’s discussion the two men decided to take advantage of the bright day and walk across Regent’s Park together.

Something hectic and unsettled emerged from the strange huge man. His powerful physique, like a great cone of polished obsidian, seemed to shudder as he marched ahead, leading the way across the bridge. Two long lines of grief in his vigorous young cheeks gleamed stark and deep as he raised his face to the sun. He adapted his stride so that he and Max walked abreast and made it clear that he wanted to talk. Max knew how to listen, and his hesitant formal English transformed him, on this occasion, into a professional confessor. Thus, the sad torrent of misery that poured forth from the Sibyl’s financial adviser, a normally reticent man, fell upon sympathetic ears.

‘My dearest mother,’ murmured Johnny Cross. His voice broke and his stride faltered, Max supported him gently at the elbow. ‘My very dearest mother lay mortally ill just as Mr. Lewes sank close to death, and within a mere nine days she was gone. Forgive me, sir, the burden of my loss weighs hard upon me.’

He produced a handkerchief. Max concluded a rapid diagnosis of the case. Mr. John Walter Cross had lost both a father and a mother in the space of a fortnight, and was now clinging, desperate, to the wreckage of this last attachment. The Sibyl, he went on to explain, meant everything to him, he had counted upon her understanding love, and comfortable words, but the dark veil of mutual grief had descended between them.

‘Our lives are utterly changed. We have both lost our counsellors, our daily support. Even ordinary objects become double in our vision, sir. I cannot look upon cushions, teapots, an armchair, without missing the hand, the bent head and white hair beneath the cap, that should be there, and no longer is. Mrs. Lewes cannot bear to leave the rooms they once shared. How well I understand her.’

The pipes at the Priory froze and burst in the blizzards of that freezing winter. Cross narrated this disaster, that would once have shaken the Sibyl to the core, but now household matters shrank to trivialities, for her ‘everlasting winter has set in’. Marian Evans Lewes now confronted the starkest, most brutal trial of her entire life. The Final Parting that she had so dreaded, the rupture that wrenched her fragile happiness from her grasp, had come at last, leaving her naked of all philosophy. She reached the bleakest of all shores and gazed upon the endless ocean, until love and fame sank to nothingness.

‘She is very wise,’ Johnny Cross continued, ‘a wise woman indeed. But she is not herself. Our friends are all anxious at this absolute, enforced seclusion. Her nerves are shattered. And I fear that the servants are not discreet. I am told that howls and screams are heard from her apartments. She will not be consoled.’

Johnny Cross would not be consoled either. He paused, tottered, and passed a hand across his forehead.

‘Sir, you are not well.’ Max transferred his walking stick to the other hand and braced himself, should the giant begin to topple, right there amidst the barren trees and crusted mud upon the pathway. But Johnny Cross recovered himself.

‘You are very kind. I’m afraid that I have burdened you most disgracefully with my troubles. The sensation of bereaved disbelief is ever present. I sleep little. And my love for her is boundless. She is an exceptional woman.’

Max no longer knew if Cross was speaking of his dead mother or the living Sibyl.

‘Mrs. Lewes is admired by all who know her,’ said Max in lowered, cautious tones.

And then again, he saw before him the great forehead, the head inclined, the magnificent clear grey eyes, the godlike sensation of understanding and forgiveness, the certainty of unconditional love. She looks into all hearts, knows all desires before they are spoken. She traces the patterns of our very thoughts, before they take shape within our brains. This stranger to me loves her beyond measure. He is in thrall to the woman who is all pity and compassion, the woman who will have forgiven me for my indiscretion and my too hasty words before I slept that night. He loves her as I loved her. And then at last Max could be honest with himself. He loves her, and I still do.

 

They were followed, of course, by a not-so-young woman stepping smartly down the winter paths, pattering over the frosty grass and turned earth. Edith Simcox hovered too far back to catch a word of this exchange, but she deduced the intimacy of the conversation from the way the two men leaned together, their hats almost touching.

 

END OF CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

in which Fortune once more turns her Wheel. A Birth and a Marriage are joyously reported.

Well, our story has reached the freezing days of January 1879. The Sibyl, shrouded in grief, will see no one. Johnny Cross has poured his pain all over Max, the handsome German archaeologist whom he does not expect he will ever see again. Edith, paddling in filthy slush, stands guard outside the Priory, watching her Beloved’s windows. And in the warm rooms of the Berlin household at Wilhelmplatz, battened down against blizzards, for there is a snowstorm coming, the drifts are already burying the northern forests, Sophie strolls to and fro, under her mother’s watchful eyes. She is nine months gone, her belly is huge; the waters may break at any time and the miracle of birth will begin.

All Sophie’s usual activities have been curtailed or completely forbidden. Her only consolation, for riding has been out of the question for many months, is that ice and winter darkness would make anything other than a trot round the sawdust in the covered school quite impossible. She is reading a letter from Max, already on his way home from London, describing the soft white turning to foul mud in the London streets. He records as much as he can remember of the curious encounter with Mr. John Walter Cross, the sad man, hunched and wretched as a sick crow, tottering across Regent’s Park. He describes his relief at being spared an interview with the grieving Sibyl. He has neither set eyes upon her, nor exchanged one word. What could I have said, Sophie?

What indeed? In her expectant happiness even Sophie relents a little in her resentment towards the Sibyl. Years have gone past, and there have been no repercussions whatsoever, concerning the opening scenes of Daniel Deronda. Her father has discussed the book with Herr Klesmer, who roars audibly in praise of the author’s depiction of the Jews. The child kicks her hand, the very hand in which she holds the letter. Sophie grins, satisfied, and strokes her belly.

‘Shall I ring for chocolate and cakes, dear?’ Her mother senses a shift in the emotional backwash from Sophie’s skirts. ‘Your father will soon be here.’

‘I am carrying a son, Mama,’ declares Sophie, preening her head and neck as she turns, and letting her shawl fall back.

‘Is that so? Well, you are certainly big enough for a boy.’ Her mother hopes for a grandson, but is too tactful to say so. She pulls the bell rope, and adds thoughtfully, ‘But you never can tell. I was quite big with you.’

 

And at the same moment on 22nd January 1879, Marian Evans Lewes wrote to Mr. John Walter Cross: ‘Dearest Nephew, Sometime, if I live, I shall be able to see you – perhaps sooner than anyone else. But not yet. Life seems to get harder instead of easier.’ For indeed it did. G.H. Lewes had made his will twenty years earlier, in 1859. He bequeathed his copyrights in all his work to his three sons and all his other property to Mary Ann Evans, Spinster, who was also named as the sole executrix. His own estate was worth less than £2,000, but her securities were worth more that £30,000. Both houses were registered in his name. Thus the Sibyl, wealthy as she was, owned nothing in her own right, beyond her personal effects. A flutter of litigation must ensue, deeds of transfer, and rearrangements had to be negotiated and put into effect. The Sibyl emerged from her grief-stricken seclusion to organise her accounts. And so, at last, by deed poll, she legally adopted the name of Lewes. This little lie, which had served her so well for decades, became at last a partial truth. Now she really was called Mary Ann Evans Lewes. There were only two witnesses to all these transactions: Lewes’s son Charles and John Walter Cross.

On 7th February 1879 she wrote tentatively to Cross, summoning him into The Presence.

 

In a week or two I think I shall want to see you. Sometimes, even now I have a longing, but it is immediately counteracted by a fear. The perpetual mourner – the grief that can never be healed – is innocently enough felt to be wearisome by the rest of the world. And my sense of desolation increases. Each day seems a new beginning – a new acquaintance with grief.

 

At this stage she was still signing her letters ‘Your affectionate aunt, M.E.L.’ He came to see her on Sunday 23rd February. She had withered into a heap of bones.

But now the Priory doors had opened again to friends and supporters of Lewes’s many causes. And therefore also opened to scroungers and parasites, presenting themselves as either indigent or simply presumptuous relatives. Quick, let’s touch the rich lady for cash, while she’s in a vulnerable state. Play on her famous sympathy for the needy and the destitute; get in there before the others do. Lewes’s nephew demanded £100 as ballast, ‘to save him from reducing his capital’. She wrote a cheque for £50 on the spot, but someone must have told him what sort of leech he was, as he returned the cheque on the following morning, with an apology. Bessie Rayner Parkes, now Mrs. Louis Belloc, an old friend of many years past, had no such scruples, and requested £500. Herbert Lewes’s widow Eliza set sail from Natal, with her insidiously named offspring, Marian and George, expecting to move in with the famous wealthy novelist, and be set up comfortably for life. The vultures had gathered in force.

The Sibyl panicked and sent a desperate note to Johnny Cross at his office. ‘Dearest N, I am in dreadful need of your counsel. Pray come to me when you can – morning, afternoon, or evening. I shall dismiss anyone else. Your much-worried aunt.’

She needed not only advice, but also a man of the world who could deal with the voracious, encroaching predatory menace. Johnny Cross had known George Lewes; he was already inside the gates, part of her innermost circle, one of her most devoted followers, acquainted with all her business affairs. When he confessed that he was reading Dante’s Inferno, with the help of Carlyle’s translation, she exclaimed, ‘Oh, I must read that with you.’ And so the intimate little sessions, with the Sibyl as magister and the red-bearded young man as the devoted pupil, began.

 

Nessun maggior dolore

Che ricordarsi del tempo felice

Nella miseria.

 

(There is no greater sadness than remembering joyous times in times of grief.)

 

But her time of joy, like the dust from a chariot seen in the distance, came galloping towards her. By the end of May 1879, installed in her summer residence in Witley, she played the piano once more. Here, she received her frequent visitor, free from the surveillance of the ubiquitous Edith Simcox. Johnny Cross fell, irrevocably, under her spell.

And now we, her readers, encased in future times, become the secret voyeurs. Our moral imperatives are not the same as those of her friends, her admirers and her first critics. We look back, digging in the letters and in the massive three volumes of biographical material, carefully edited by Cross, those laconic Journals where one or two words are lifted out of context, polished and surveyed, and made to mean all kinds of unimaginable things. For sometimes that’s all she wrote: one or two words. On Monday 2nd June 1879 she still refers to him as ‘Johnny’, but by Tuesday 30th September he has become ‘Mr. Cross’. Something happened in between. But what? Could it be the ‘decisive conversation’, mentioned on Thursday 21st August? And what is the significance of that wonderful sentence from her entry on Wednesday 8th October 1879: ‘Joy came in the evening.’

I ponder the recorded tributes from our predecessors, her first readers. On Tuesday 29th July 1879 she received a ‘beautiful anonymous letter from New Zealand’. But on Wednesday 1st October 1879, ‘letter from a madman in Kansas’. So it seems to me that we can choose who we become in relation to her. Do I send her a beautiful anonymous bouquet and wish her every happiness with her handsome financial adviser? Or do I join the madman in Kansas and speculate fiercely on her strange behaviour? What can she think she is doing: inveigling into her web a man twenty years younger that herself, whose closest attachment up to this point appears to have been his mother?

One of her most subtle readers, Rosemarie Bodenheimer, in her book, The Real Life of Mary Ann Evans, writes: ‘In fact, the Cross marriage is still perfectly misunderstandable because it has no history that would allow us to interpret a choice according to its consequences.’ Well said. And there is plenty of evidence there in the archival record to fuel our misunderstandings. The blunt facts are these: on Friday 9th April 1880 she writes: ‘Sir James Paget came to see me. My marriage decided.’ Note that these two events, the doctor’s visit and the momentous decision, may not be related, for some have supposed that they are. She doesn’t even say to whom she has decided to be married. Well, why should she say? She wasn’t writing for us. And it isn’t ‘our’ marriage, but ‘mine’. To me, that does seem interesting. ‘My marriage’! On 6th May 1880 she writes:

 

Married this day at 10.15 to John Walter Cross, at St George’s, Hanover Square. Present, Charles [G.H. Lewes’s eldest son], who gave me away, Mr. and Mrs. Druce, Mr. Hall, Willie, Mary, Eleanor and Florence. We went back to the Priory, where we signed our wills. Then we started for Dover, and arrived there a little after 5 o’clock.

 

She signed herself, triumphantly, legally, married at last: ‘Mary Ann Cross’. Then she fled away on the boat bound for Europe, avoiding all her friends and the inevitable invidious public comment. Wherefore to Dover? Twenty-five years earlier, she had eloped to the Continent with a married man, trailing scandal in her wake. Now she did the same thing again, creating another interesting ripple of censorious gossip by her legal marriage to a man young enough to be her son.

Johnny Cross, years later, had this to say about their wedding journey through France to Italy:

 

I had never seen my wife out of England, previous to our marriage, except the first time in Rome when she was suffering. My general impression, therefore, had been that her health was always very low, and that she was almost constantly ailing. I was the more surprised, after our marriage, to find that from the day she set her foot on Continental soil, till the day she returned to Witley, she was never ill – never even unwell. She began at once to look many years younger.

 

Oh, did she indeed? I see Mrs. John Walter Cross striding through galleries and churches, marching into museums and cathedrals, carrying Murray and Kugler as guides, once more mistress of the plot, educating her ignorant young companion on points of taste and judgement. And I see Johnny Cross, trailing in the wake of mia Donna, the Sibyl herself, once more resplendent, authoritative, powerful – that’s My Lady!

 

But what has happened in Berlin? For we abandoned Sophie pages ago, big as a house, but confident and fearless in the face of her confinement. Ah, when has Sophie von Hahn ever shown anything but undaunted, careless courage in the face of high fences, high stakes at the gaming tables, or famous English writers? Her waters broke in the night, as she thrashed in her bed, unable to make herself comfortable. Her mother, sleeping in the next room with the door open, screeched for the midwife, who was already downstairs, preparing hot water and clean towels. All the lights in the house appeared in the windows. Max, nursing a minor hangover, sent for the doctor, who traipsed through the snow and arrived at six o’ clock in the yellow dark. By that time all the screaming and bloodletting were well and truly over. The afterbirth shot out, and Sophie, indignant at how much the entire process had hurt, despite an elevating mixture of rum and chloral, was cradling her son, Leo, with sinister tenacity. The child, a substantial kicking creature, bright red, wrinkled and grunting, opened his tiny, toothless jaws and yawned.

‘You can’t hold him yet,’ Sophie snapped at Max. ‘It’s not your turn.’

The midwife, educated in modern medical science, made everybody scrub their hands before they touched the baby. But Max’s first adoring kiss engulfed the tiny face in a gust of cigar smoke and alcohol. The old Count rushed down to his cellars and opened a bottle of vintage champagne, nursed, cherished and readied in hope that the first child would be a son. His grandson, and named Leopold, after his own father! Max, my boy, congratulations!

‘And what about a glass for me too? I did all the work.’ Sophie tried to sit up in bed and failed, her genitals still stinging from the pure spirits with which the midwife had tenderly purged every fold.

‘No wine,’ commanded the midwife, ‘just water and a little warm milk.’

Sophie wrinkled her nose.

Her mother crept in later, once the midwife, recuperating in the kitchens, had left the field clear.

‘Here you are, darling. Just half a glass, to build you up a bit. And to celebrate Leo’s arrival.’

A winter baby, born on the eve of Candlemas, when the sap stirs in the earth, and the first birds, far away in Africa, stretch out their wings, dreaming of return.

 

END OF CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

takes place in Venice.

Max managed to reduce their baggage train to three servants: a nursemaid for Leo, a lady’s maid for Sophie – and Karl. Karl served as Max’s valet, and the family’s garde-du-corps, but he also dealt with the luggage, tipped the boatmen and porters, even if they were unhelpful and rude, sought out their carriage on trains and shovelled them all in, one by one, procured fresh horses as necessary, and purchased cigarettes for Max. Karl fixed broken things, from parasols to carriage wheels. His shifty, flickering eyes passed over everything at speed, judging scale, volume, distance. The luggage – two huge trunks, several leather cases, three voluminous hatboxes, and a carpetbag – always fitted perfectly into increasingly smaller spaces. Thus, when their party disembarked at the last station before the railway bridge across the lagoon, accompanied by a vulgar horde of jolly English tourists, all screaming with pleasure at their first sight of the distant city, floating in mist, Karl had already located the tiny port, secured the first two gondolas and stacked their chests and boxes neatly in each prow, while the gondoliers leaned on their oars, smoking.

The city, transformed during the Austrian occupation, now had a brand-new railway station and a new bridge, levelled like an arrow to its heart. But the old Count, whose memories of Venice were at least thirty years out of date, insisted that they must approach the city across the green waters and see it first as the painters did, Serenissima, caught between water and sky, palaces and towers rising from the mud. Be sure you take the gondolas, there’s nothing like it. You’ll be floating into Paradise. So here they were, negotiating a musky little channel between flags and bulrushes; the solid waterlogged stakes, which marked out the deeper waterways, sticking up like cloves. The prows’ silver teeth wheeled towards the rocking open deep of the lagoon. Sophie ripped off her gloves, leaned out of the closed black cabin, and trailed her fingers in the lapping green.

‘Oh Max!’ She gazed at him, her eyes blazing. ‘It’s warm. It’s actually warm.’

All the long northern winter dissolved into this extraordinary wash of opaque green. He gazed at her sensual white fingers stroking the water, the other arm firmly coiled around her son, whose desire to plunge into the deepening lagoon now expressed itself in a series of shouts. Leo could almost speak clearly, albeit with a very limited vocabulary, and was beginning, at fourteen months, to totter at alarming speeds. He now banged his heels against the red-carpeted boards of the gondola.

‘Schnuh, Schnuh!’ he clamoured, his version of ‘Schnell! Schnell!’ in a demand for more speed. He had inherited Sophie’s decisiveness.

The second gondola, at first close behind, now surged past them. The two maids, neither of whom could swim, clutched one another in distress. The gondoliers, whooping across the heads of their passengers, proposed a race to amuse the gentry, and increased the pace and the strange, sweeping scoop of their oars. Karl lashed the trunks with an extra cord and told the shrieking maids to shut up. The two gondolas, now side by side, bucked and dipped, pummelling the swell. The terrified maids wailed in horror, but their cries, engulfed by the warm wind, faded and died. Max lit a cigar, steadied his hat and grinned at Sophie, who pushed open the slats and the little doors so that the warm air of the green lagoon blew through the cabin. Still clutching Leo with one arm, she waved the other high above her head, her lace sleeve falling back to the elbow, her skin white from winter. Then suddenly, with fabulous ferocity, she screamed, ‘Vai, Vai, Vai!’ at the gondolier, as if she had wagered all her fortune on the outcome of the race. A little rush of spray caught the wind; the oarsman leaned into the curve as the gondola skimmed and shuddered over the gentle, rocking tide. Max watched her face, white and flickering beneath her veils, her features awash with joy.

 

The Hotel Danieli turned its blind, shuttered eyes across the lagoon towards the ivory façade of San Giorgio Maggiore. The gondolas slipped into a tiny channel on the right of the hotel before a damp green jetty where a fleet of uniformed staff fought one another to bear the family and all their luggage into an Oriental interior of arcades, decorated pierced screens, and a lopsided flight of stone stairs. Max checked the guest list to see who was already there. To whom should he send his card? Here were one or two acquaintances, better known to the Countess, and an elderly Professor of Natural History, whose lectures he had attended in Leipzig. The usual medley of rich English aristocrats and a welter of bourgeois names, some of whom they had already encountered at the various resorts, from Interlaken onwards, into the Austrian Alps. He decided on French as the more tactful language in which to address the receptionists, despite the evident invasion of Prussian tourists, and enquired after the sea-bathing facilities on the Lido. Sophie had taken up swimming, equipped with a hat that looked like a fruit basket, and could not be dissuaded from experimenting with bathing machines.

And so began their long warm days of idleness and insouciance. Sophie conducted her usual arguments with the hotel kitchens. What should Leo be allowed to eat, and what, under no circumstances, should he be allowed to touch? She had her fish brought to her at the table, in a raw state, then sniffed and prodded the blank-eyed slab, before giving her gladiator’s thumb that all was well and that the sturgeon, turbot, tunny, mullet or sole, for which the lagoon was famous, could now be safely cooked. She listened carefully to the chef’s suggestions at breakfast every day, then countered him with proposals of her own. The kitchen staff cheekily called her ‘la Contessa’, with a roll of the eyes, and were all delighted when it turned out that Frau Maximilian Reinhardt August Duncker and Sophie, Gräfin von Hahn, were actually one and the same. Were they really married? Dozens of clients in the hotel were not who they claimed to be. Everyone, from the manager downwards, shrugged and carried on. Is their cash real and is their credit good? What else matters?

But some very surprising guests strolled into the main salon to enjoy the small chamber orchestra, which performed on a little dais, surrounded by palms in gigantic Asiatic jars. Max found himself bowing to Hans Meyrick, now a rich and successful society portrait painter, on holiday in Venice with a lavish, if elderly, English widow.

‘Stroke of luck for me, old chap,’ grinned Meyrick, unashamed. ‘She wanted a portrait of her dog, and I’d almost finished it when the dog died. So now we’re in Venice to assuage her grief. I think she’s already mightily consoled.’

‘Who on earth is that?’ Sophie noted the painter’s easy familiarity with all the English, and his expensive, glossy clothes. But she no longer recognised her Homburg dancing partner.

‘I suppose we can’t be too particular about the company we keep when we’re on holiday,’ said Max ruefully. ‘This hotel takes in all sorts.’

‘Glocken! Glocken!’ yelled Leo, who possessed his own set of bells, and adored the bells of Venice, which sounded on the hour, all across the city.

John Murray’s Handbook for Travellers in Northern Italy (1877, fourteenth edition) noted the Danieli’s slippage from the first rank of hotels in Venice and recommended six other establishments, including the Hôtel de l’Europe (good situation, fine view – no pension). Professor Kurt Marek, accompanied by his London entourage, intended timing their arrival to coincide with Max and Sophie’s visit to the Paradise of Cities. But they had decided against the Danieli and were booked into the Hôtel de l’Europe. And so Max set out through the labyrinth of streets and bridges to find out when they were expected. He plunged down a tiny slit between two leaning walls of stone. Within minutes he was lost.

And then another kind of Venice, not the one described in Ruskin, or in Murray’s Handbook, began to observe him carefully, from behind the shutters and from the top of damp steps. Mid-morning, and a bright blue day far above, yet even the thunderous church bells seemed to retreat and withdraw. The filth underfoot matched the strange stench from the canals, now narrow as arrow shafts and bloodily discoloured, not the fabulous shimmering green which stretched away into the haze, visible from their balconies on the Riva degli Schiavoni. Max stopped, looked deliberately about him to make sure that he was not being followed, and lit a cigarette. He sensed at once that he was being watched.

But no one else appeared behind him. He was alone in an obscure narrow calle in a city he did not understand. He waited for a moment, trying to identify the smells, and shrinking in disgust from the piles of discarded clothing, paper and faeces heaped in damp corners. A rat, unhurried and unafraid, slunk past his boots and sank into the canal.

‘Scusi, signor.’ The low voice materialised beside him in the doorway. A thin black hand with painted red nails and many bracelets presented an unlit cigarette. Max smiled. So! He had discovered the Venetian pleasure grounds, quite by accident. No immediate danger threatened, and all he stood to lose was a match. The hand brushed his fingers with practised and suggestive gentleness. The voice tried several languages.

‘Merci. Thank you. Danke schön.’

I should walk on now. Nod. Bow very slightly. But something about the prostitute’s throat caught his attention; a sequence of smooth dark hollows, visible through the fine white lace across the shoulders. The figure in the doorway, veiled, exotically plumed, overdressed in red satin with white lace trim, that had, in places, seen better days, leaned back, blowing a fine white puff of smoke into his face. The tobacco masked the putrid odour of the canal. He glimpsed two red eyes behind the dim lace, patterned with tiny flowers, summing him up. I am being priced. The rich German visitor is hooked and landed. How much should I ask? Then one hand reached up to lift the veil and he found himself gazing into an extraordinary black face, exquisitely fine, wide, high bones, Oriental rather than European, with a long curved nose, huge eyes, the lids painted red.

‘How much?’ asked Max, mesmerised.

‘The signor will pay.’

Then the black hand shot out like a clamp, catching Max’s grey-gloved fingers and forcing them downwards into the satin folds. Max fumbled for the prostitute’s genitals, alarmed at his own instant arousal, and without thinking, stepped into the shadowed doorway. A shiver of shock and pure, unambiguous desire flooded through his arse and legs as he clasped two swinging testicles and a hardening penis. The creature before him, both woman and man, looked up into his face, offering a challenging flash of gold, the lower lip pierced. Max’s hat slipped back and wedged between his head and the wall as he sucked the dark mouth and smooth cheeks. The prostitute flicked the un-smoked cigarette into the narrow channel of water, unbuttoned the client’s trousers with three swift tugs, then rubbed the engorged pink tip of his sex up to a groaning climax, as rapid as it was intense. Max’s mind clung to the last sane thought he had. I should walk on now. Nod. Bow very slightly. Leave at once. The sharp smell of the prostitute’s body mingled with the rotting stench from the alley’s corners.

He parted with many more Reichsmarks than he would have given in Germany and received in return some sweetly whispered directions to the Hôtel de l’Europe, that fronted the Grand Canal, but whose back door opened on to another little calle, less than ten minutes’ walk away. The Venetian pleasure grounds were all around him, nuzzling the theatres, galleries, churches, restaurants, hotels. One step aside from the thronging sights, the miraculous monuments to Art and God, lay the unlit places, where the gas light never came, where no one swept the stone pavements, where the gleaming belly of the city thrived on piled refuse and passing wealth.

Dazed and horrified at himself, Max strolled into the grand foyer of the Hôtel de l’Europe, aware that he had stepped on to a stage lit for the performance, and that he was only playing a part. Professor Marek and his family, five in all, were expected within days. They had reached Innsbruck on 31st May. Max flicked through the list of visitors, looking for German guests. As his eyes skimmed down the residents he passed over a common enough English name; among the seven families who had checked into the hotel the day before, Wednesday 2nd June 1880, was a couple without children: Mr. and Mrs. J.W. Cross.

 

Apart from brief canters round the paddock on her aunt’s estate and one abortive trip to the opera where her concern for her son forced her to abandon the celebrated soprano in the interval, Sophie never let Leo out of her sight. They employed a nursemaid, who adored him, and accompanied her to church and on walks through the parks and gardens. They both enjoyed pushing the new, London-built perambulator, a Gothic device, with a menacing black hood and giant wheels, suspended like a carriage, to ensure maximum comfort and a rocking sensation for the miraculous infant. The old Countess viewed the contraption with horror and declared that it resembled a sarcophagus on wheels.

‘Nonsense, Mama. It’s the latest thing.’

Sophie was determined to raise a modern baby. She investigated all the most recent methods and gadgets. Her son shared pride of place with the horses as her greatest love, to be fed, groomed, watered and exercised. He accompanied her everywhere. Where he could not be received, she would not go. Max found himself diminished in consequence; she asked for Leo first.

But now, in Venice, away from home for the first time in years, and confident that the child, who shook off every illness with energetic rapidity, was happy and safe, she dared to leave him for a few hours and arranged to meet Max in the Accademia. Whoever passed through the floating paradise without inspecting the pictures? She stepped briskly into their gondola, arranging her creamy veils and shawls against the sharp wind gusting across the lagoon. Sophie did not care to negotiate the hordes of vendors and beggars who clustered round the doors of the hotels and the Basilica. One importunate woman had dared to stroke Leo’s head. Sophie poked her savagely with the point of her parasol, but immediately thereafter, horribly penitent at her own lack of charity, had given the shrivelled creature a coin. The Countess von Hahn developed a metaphysical repulsion for poverty and grovelling abjection; a quality directly related to the fact that she had been born into a wealthy household and lacked for nothing. The beggars disgusted her, especially those who claimed to be abandoned soldiers, and who displayed their sabre scars and pink stumps, all that remained of their amputated limbs. The world settled back into beauty, light and distance from the rocking, dipping roll of the black gondola. The appalling beggars remained on shore and the distant domes, palazzi and campanili, which, if inspected closely, appeared dilapidated, speckled with fungi and rogue weeds, glowed once more, as alluring as their reputations, exotic, ravishing.

Sophie tramped into the Stygian shades of the Accademia and tried hard, in the half-light and dingy caverns, to make out what she was supposedly admiring on the walls. The rooms were dense with tourists, clutching guidebooks and parasols. Some traipsed faithfully after a licensed cicerone who explained the gloomy beauties high above them. Sophie attached herself to one such party for a moment, but rapidly concluded that the guide, assuming the idiocy of everyone clustered before him, simply handed out a basic Bible lesson. He explained who everyone was in the frozen scenes from Scripture, and tried to guess what they might be doing. She loitered near the group to hear his explanation of the vast painting by Paolo Veronese of The Last Supper. This gigantic work, apparently filled with heretical elements, got the artist into trouble. When he was ordered to alter the painting at his own expense Veronese simply changed the title. And wrote in Latin at the top of a pillar: ‘fecit D. Covi Magnum Levi-Luca Cap. 5’ – Luke’s Gospel Chapter 5, Levi held a great banquet for the Lord. And so the painting became known as Feast in the House of Levi. Sophie gazed at two young black men on the far left of the painting, their faces oddly modern and familiar. It’s more interesting to look at the margins, she thought, and set about peering into the corners of the giant tableaux, ignoring the dim murk far above.

Eventually she found herself seated before a little row of three tender virgins by Giovanni Bellini, which glowed, small, luminous, and pleasantly within reach. Still no sign of Max! One of the Madonnas sported a floating row of six bright red bodiless cherubs, wedged on clouds, with dwarf wings sprouting from their puffy necks. All three women, dressed in red and blue, clutched their tiny doomed sons with long gentle fingers. What would it be like to love your son, as I love Leo, and know that you would see him die?

A shiver ran down the back of her neck. She pulled her ivory skirts close around her knees and bit her lip. Then she heard a woman’s low voice, speaking English, almost whispering.

‘The motif of the red cherubs comes from the Pesaro Coronation of 1474; they symbolise the divine passion, but also earthly love. And if, my dearest, you come a little closer, for the light is really not very good, you will see the Madonna’s particular symbols worked into the landscape behind her. There, that little fortified city symbolises her virginity. She is the fortress that is never taken. This is an exquisite piece, as is the Madonna degli Alberetti, the Madonna of the Small Trees, sadly in need of cleaning. The painting was destined for private devotion and almost certainly had candles burning before it. Hence the darkened background. The trees, you can just see them, symbolise the Old and New Testament.’

Sophie froze as the couple passed before her, the elderly woman still slender and upright, her magnificent mane of hair thick and glossy, although streaked with grey. She leaned upon the arm of a much younger man, pale, but robust, his face covered with a thick, reddish-brown beard.

Sophie could not believe the apparition that had appeared before her: the Sibyl. But it was indeed the Sibyl, well out of widow’s weeds.

The young woman pulled her veil discreetly over her face and bowed her head in careful homage to the Madonna degli Alberetti. But if this was the Sibyl, who was the man? She quizzed his profile, certain that she had never seen him before. The couple paused before the fourth small picture, not signed by Bellini, but attributed to him, his atelier and his collaborators. This discreet square portrait represented three figures in an arid landscape. Sophie buried her nose in the guide: Saint Mark, Saint Jerome and unknown devotee, oil on wood panel, acquired by donation, 1838, from Girolamo Contarini. She heard the man’s deep tones, despite the fact that the couple had their backs to her. Two other tourists, a mother and daughter, lined up in front of the Madonnas. Sophie ducked behind them, still seated, her guidebook on her lap.

‘And this one, my love? This is the very picture you spoke of?’

‘It is indeed.’

 Sophie leaned forwards, trying to catch every word as the low whisper flowed on.

‘The subject is disputed and has caused many debates. It is in fact a representation of Lucian, the atheist poet and philosopher, whose works were rediscovered and attacked by the ecclesiastical authorities during the fifteenth century. The unknown devotee represents the Jewish maiden, Myriam. This is Saint Mark, who appears to be sharing his lion with the figure that is described in the catalogue as Saint Jerome. But you see, there is no cardinal’s hat. Instead there are books, tablets and scrolls. It would be very unusual to have a young woman, albeit one that is richly dressed, as the devotee. The story goes that Myriam escaped from Jerusalem with Saint Mark as her companion after the Crucifixion; they wandered the Mediterranean, preaching the Gospel of Christ. Myriam entered Lucian’s household as a slave, and despite being very young, proved remarkable for her knowledge of languages and powers of healing. I often thought of her when I created Dinah in Adam Bede. Look at the way the philosopher inclines towards her. She became his adopted daughter. But he never converted to her faith.’

‘The picture seems to suggest otherwise,’ ventured the young man. Sophie noted how tenderly he clasped the Sibyl’s hand, still encased in black lace mittens, despite the heat. ‘He is pointing to Saint Mark.’

‘And with the other hand he is indicating his own writing. The Jewish maid faced a choice: the passionate disciple or the Stoic philosopher. The painting depicts that moment of choice.’

Now she could see the Sibyl’s long jaw, huge nose and terrifying smile. A wave of rage and repulsion, very similar to the rush of disgust she felt upon being accosted by stinking beggars, knocked Sophie into the shadows. Something indefinable and disturbing looked out from the Sibyl’s grave eyes, and lurked in the fleeting smile. A fragile veil was lifted away from her forehead, magnifying the long, thin countenance, the massive jaw and the vast, expressive eyes. The lady is old. The lady is ugly. The lady has wonderful eyes.

‘Ah, my dear, we know that he never became a Christian. He died a Roman, and a Roman’s courageous death.’

The strange couple turned to continue their tour. Sophie, now transfixed with curiosity, slid stealthily after them, missing nothing, neither the loving pressure of the mittened hand, nor the gentle weight pressed upon the young man’s arm. The last words she caught before they turned into the sculpture gallery clinched all her suspicions.

‘To see these lovely things with you, my dearest, is a happiness beyond imagining. My joy is now complete.’ The Sibyl delivered this declaration in seductive, lowered tones.

Sophie flattened herself against a priapic satyr on a plinth. ‘My dearest’? ‘Joy’? The Sibyl was childless. This man was young enough to be her son, yet there was no mistaking the sensual tenderness of her tones, or the enthralled devotion of her companion. This cannot be. And yet it is so – her husband hardly cold, and she has already taken another lover! She has hypnotised this young man, like a snake swallowing a toad. La belle dame sans merci hath thee in thrall. Sophie scudded through the galleries, racing for the exit. So that’s what she was after when she wrote that loving little letter to my husband. She had her eye on Max! She wanted a younger man. The sexual triangle of Middlemarch and the entire scenario of Dorothea, Casaubon and Ladislaw shifted and warped in Sophie’s racing speculations. The hideous Sibyl metamorphosed into a witch-like ancient scholar, a Morgana of the Black Arts, armed with her enchantments, predatory, concupiscent. The red-beard is her next chosen victim. Does Max know that she is in Venice? And what would he do if he did?

It never occurred to Sophie that the Sibyl could actually have married Mr. John Walter Cross.

 

Max saw his wife leaving the galleries, veils flying, boots banging on the pavement, as if the Devil himself tickled her heels. He whirled down the steps after her, but lost her on the wharf, where the gondoliers jostled for customers and tourists thronged the entrance. Karl reappeared at his elbow and informed him that the Countess had taken their private gondola, and was, even now, being rowed back to the Danieli at speed. Max panicked. Leo must have suffered an attack or vomited. Somehow Sophie had received the message, abandoned their planned tour of the paintings, and hurtled back to her son’s bedside. This was the only explanation!

‘The child’s ill, Karl! It must be the heat. Have me rowed across the Canal and we’ll run to the hotel through the back streets. I’ll never get a gondola.’

They tore across the Piazza San Marco, neck and neck, sweating profusely, sending clouds of pigeons into the air, disturbing the orchestra and jostling the tourists. Max stormed the little nursery on his way up to their apartments, and discovered Leo astride his rocking horse, shouting ‘Schnuh! Schnuh!’ and charging directly into the first lines of the enemy host. No, he’s not sick, exclaimed the nursemaid in alarm, scrutinising Leo at close range, in case she had missed the first symptoms.

Sophie had reached the hotel well before them. Max found her pacing the balcony, high above the bustle of the lagoon and the smoky little steamers that now chugged up and down the Grand Canal. She had discarded her hat and veils; she barely glanced at Max.

‘But nothing’s wrong with Leo!’ cried Max, catching his wife in his arms.

‘Of course not.’ She shrugged him off. ‘Why should there be?’

Then she stopped and turned, leaning on the stone balcony, and fixed Max with a peculiar glare. He felt the prostitute’s hands on his body. I washed carefully. She can’t know. Was I being watched? Who could have told her? It is impossible that she could know. Max blanched, then flushed red from forehead to moustache, the colour of a red-brick Gothic church.

‘What is the matter, my dearest Sophie?’

He awaited judgement.

‘Did you know that Mrs. Lewes is here? Here in Venice?’

‘Mrs. Lewes?’ Max stared at her.

The last conversation concerning the Sibyl that he could recall was with Wolfgang, who was desperately engaged in protracted negotiations to buy both the Continental reprint and the German translation rights to the Impressions of Theophrastus Such, as a single package. ‘Lewes was a tight-fisted bastard, but at least you knew where you were. Now I’ve written to Charles Lewes and finally had a muddled reply from her. She’ll get on top of things in the end. She always had a good head for figures. But it’s all damnably inconvenient.’ Wolfgang’s voice receded into the distance, like a passing procession.

Sophie’s green eyes snapped, accusing. Max told the truth.

‘No, I didn’t know. Wolfgang told me that she was sequestered in her summer residence at Witley, somewhere south of London.’

‘Well, she isn’t. She’s here. And she’s not alone.’

‘Is she with Charles? You know, Lewes’s eldest son. And his family?’

‘She’s with a young man. And it’s clear, very clear, for I saw them in the gallery, that he’s her cavalier servente. Isn’t that what they call it in Venice? He’s at least three decades younger than she is!’

Max froze, dumbfounded.

‘Did you speak to her?’ He now realised that he had no idea whether Sophie had ever set eyes upon the Sibyl. But perhaps the writer was famous enough to be recognised everywhere.

‘Of course not. She didn’t see me. And whoever that man was, he cannot have been Charles Lewes. She wouldn’t kill off the father and then take up with the son. Even she wouldn’t be that outrageous. She called him “dearest” and clutched his hand.’

But to Max, even in his state of sexual shock and relief that Sophie appeared not to know about his encounter with the black prostitute, this didn’t seem decisive.

‘I never saw her name in the Gazzetta di Venezia. I’ve been looking out for Professor Marek.’

‘They’ll be staying somewhere quiet, under an assumed name.’

‘What did the man look like?’

‘Tall. Big. Athletic. Vigorous. Smartly dressed. He had a great reddish-brown beard.’

Max suddenly saw the grief-stricken giant tottering across Regent’s Park in mid-winter: Mr. John Walter Cross. And at the same moment he hallucinated the name he had casually passed over on the ledger before him: Mr. and Mrs. J.W. Cross.

‘You’re right, Sophie,’ Max stammered. The taste of the prostitute’s mouth rushed back to him, along with a tidal wave of shame. ‘They’re staying at the Hôtel de l’ Europe –’

‘So you did know!’ She wheeled round and pounced upon him, snatching at his jacket, her blonde curls lashing his face. ‘You did! You lied to me. You knew!’

Max, wrong-footed, taken aback, tried to stroke her shoulders. But she jibbed like a fiery pony, and lunged away.

‘Don’t touch me,’ she yelled. The nursemaid appeared momentarily in the doorway, carrying Leo, and determined upon a parental health inspection, just to prove that there was nothing wrong. Upon seeing her employers flying at one another, all claws out, she retreated, head down, to find Karl, hoping to discover the roots of this uproar.

‘Listen to me, Sophie. I didn’t know. I really didn’t. And I wouldn’t lie to you.’ (Well, not about that.) ‘I’ll write to Wolfgang at once and see if he knows anything. But I think the man is the one I told you about. Her financial adviser: Mr. John Walter Cross. The sad man who had recently lost his mother.’

‘He’s found another mother then, hasn’t he?’ snarled Sophie, scornfully, slamming her fists down upon the balustrade. ‘One who calls him “my dearest” and “my joy”!’

She spun round again. ‘That’s what Mrs. Lewes wanted. A younger man. Now tell me the truth. Did she proposition you?’

Max had no idea what he felt, let alone what to say to his furious young wife. But in a manner of speaking, he did tell the truth.

‘No, of course not. She was married to George Lewes.’

‘But she wasn’t married. That’s why Mama never let me visit her.’

This too, was certainly true. But Max now sensed that he was on safe ground: Sophie didn’t know anything about the incident with the prostitute.

‘Sophie, Mrs. Lewes isn’t rapacious in that way. She’s just like lots of other famous people. Like Herr Klesmer. Or Professor Marek. She likes to be acknowledged and admired. But she’s shy, so she chooses her admirers. You once admired her yourself.’

‘The more fool I. Look where it got me. You never read that book, Max. The one with Herr Klesmer in it. The one about the Jews. I know you didn’t. Only three people in the world knew the story of the necklace: you, me, and Mrs. Lewes.’ Sophie spat out the writer’s former name. Now everything came out. ‘She retells our story in that book. She described me playing at the gaming tables. She made me look stupid. And that’s what I can’t bear. Being portrayed as stupid, egotistical, vain and poor.’

Sophie burst into tears of frustration and rage. Max, utterly baffled, took her in his arms. This time, she did not resist him. Surely Wolfgang would have mentioned the fact that there had been a portrait of Sophie in the novel? He had described Klesmer’s surreptitious courtship of Miss Arrowpoint, but never mentioned anything else transcribed from life. Max poured out a vial of tenderness and reassurance.

‘Beloved girl, no one would ever dream that you were any of those things. And anyway, your father told me that the gambling scene was based on Miss Leigh, Byron’s grandniece. She lost £500 when the Count was playing too. He said it was a painful sight. Besides, you don’t lose, you always win.’

Max could not bring himself to actually sit down and read Daniel Deronda, and now, after all the trouble that the book had caused, he never would.

‘She likes young men,’ hissed Sophie decisively. ‘I know what I saw this morning.’

‘Well, I’ll write to Wolfgang. The situation may not be quite as you suppose.’

But Max suspected she was right. There had been no ambiguity in the register of the Hôtel de l’Europe: Mr. and Mrs. J. W. Cross. Sophie, on the other hand, supposed unimaginable things.

 

Venice possessed a violent reputation for passions and assassinations. Nevertheless a week of sightseeing and sea bathing passed happily without any sign of the witch-like Sibyl or her red-bearded cavalier servente. And no violent scenes occurred. Professor Marek and his party fell foul of the heat and remained on the Veneto in a Palladian pleasure dome, a palace with fourteen entrances, all caressed by soft winds. Picnics and gallops on fabulous steeds through tall open fields with the misty Alps above her filled Sophie’s days. Leo thrived in the hot climate and seemed quite immune to the mosquitoes. He never gave his parents a moment’s anxiety. The Sibyl receded into a remote corner of Max’s mind. He hoped, fervently, that, whatever her relation with Mr. John Walter Cross, he would not encounter her unsettling presence, or be forced to act. He paddled well away from the Venetian pleasure grounds and clung to the highway of marital virtue. But he did write to Wolfgang in Berlin, explaining the odd situation and asking for information. There was no immediate reply.

On Wednesday 9th June 1880 Max and Sophie set out in two gondolas to visit the Byzantine basilica of Santa Maria Assunta on the island of Torcello. The party also consisted of the indispensable Karl and Leo’s nursemaid. Every eventuality had to be taken into account; the luncheon picnic accessories therefore amounted to several baskets. A cool box, with ice wrapped in sacking to contain the wine, fish pâté, various fruits including apricots, washed several times, game pie, cooked yesterday, only one slice missing, which Max could not resist at breakfast, an entire lobster, packed with long hooks and pincers to extract the meat, plates, glasses, napkins, cutlery, a bottle of freshly squeezed juice for Leo, a canvas screen in case the wind got up, rugs in case the ground proved damp, and two gigantic parasols to ward off sunburn. Sophie rubbed lemons on her arms and hands to prevent them from becoming discoloured. She had been known to wear a Venetian carnival mask to protect her nose, when she walked the terrace in the privacy of their balcony apartments, and had terrified the housekeeper bringing up the flowers. Her sea-bathing outfits covered her from throat to toe; but she had learned to swim in the chill lakes of Brandenburg, and often abandoned the security of the bathing machine to kick out powerfully into the warm sea. All Max could see from the shore was a large brimmed straw hat, fastened with a damp red scarf, rising and dipping in the gentle swell.

‘I won’t swim today,’ she informed Max. ‘Leo would want to come in too, and without the floats and the bathing machine it’s far too risky.’

‘Good.’ Max discarded a large basket of swimming equipment. ‘We might now fit into two boats.’

Even so, as they drifted across the green swell towards the islands both gondolas lurched dangerously low in the water. Sophie’s matching jacket and dress in pale gold and green stripes shimmered against the black. Leo fell asleep, snuggled in her lap. Once again she removed her gloves and let her fingers drift in the dreaming lagoon, keeping her hands carefully in shadow. The long voyage to Torcello in the early day as the distant isles hardened in the mist gave Max the miraculous sensation of approaching Elysium. This is eternity, this endless rolling voyage, gliding through calm waters and a ceaseless rocking green. The great square tower of the Torcello Campanile loomed up as the only marker in the dawn mist. As he gazed at the distant basilica the bells rang out across the marshes, channels and lagoons, over the fishing boats, barges and little leisure yachts, fluttering forwards with barely enough wind to fill the jib.

Sophie raised her eyes from the hypnotic, gentle green and Leo awoke in her embrace.

‘Glocken,’ he murmured sleepily. Bells.

As they approached the narrow jetty Sophie dug out her volume of Ruskin and read the descriptions of the mosaics aloud in English.

‘Listen, Max, the Madonna in the apse is surrounded by gold. We have to see “the two solemn mosaics of the eastern and western extremities, one representing the Last Judgement” – oh dear, I hope it’s not too fearsome, but then Leo always loves the devils – “and at the other the Madonna, her tears falling as her hands are raised to bless”, and “the noble range of pillars which enclose the space between”. He says that the whole is “expressive at once of the deep sorrow and the sacred courage of men, who had no home left them upon earth, but who looked for one to come”.’

Sophie slammed the book shut.

‘I hate all that.’

‘What?’

‘The wretchedness of this life and the bliss stored up for the virtuous in the next. The pastor pours all that down our throats every Sunday. And I think it’s poison. I don’t believe in another life as beautiful as this one. It’s all clearly lies.’

Max smiled. So did their gondolier, who despite the fact that he understood not a word, liked to watch the Countess working herself up into an outburst.

‘I want my happiness here, now, with you and Leo. I don’t want to wait.’

‘The very fact that you can even envisage joy in this world, Sophie, is a measure of your privilege. You already possess wealth, health and general blessedness.’ Max’s fond gaze undercut this piece of sententious superiority. ‘And you are one of my blessings.’

‘Then why can’t everyone be blessed? Each in their own way? The pastor says that God is just. But God is not just.’

‘If it’s any help to your rebellious theology, dearest love, the Greeks never solved the problem of God’s justice either. Professor Marek says that’s why their gods are capricious: to explain the fact that no providential pattern exists in the world. And no justice either.’

‘Did Lucian believe that? Is that why he wouldn’t listen to Myriam when she spoke about her Christian faith?’

But Max, startled by this sudden eruption of the atheist philosopher into their holiday idyll, remained silent. He simply reached out for the looped ropes bound to the jetty and steadied the swaying gondola. Lucian and all his works could wait for another day.

Max, Sophie and Leo set out at once for the basilica, leaving Karl to choose a shady spot and organise the picnic. However, as soon as their employers had gone Karl and the gondoliers set off into the marsh flags and bulrushes to find a peaceful spot to piss and smoke, leaving Leo’s nursemaid staring at the lobster. Max carried Leo on his shoulders as they tramped up the white path. They merely glanced at Santa Fosca and the remains of the baptistery, then pushed past the gathering beggars into the main nave of the church. At first, in the powerful gleam of the southern lights, high up, pouring through the ten round arches of the windows, Sophie saw only the luminous mosaic on the pavement beneath her feet. A rich and striking pattern of geometric perfection, all in black, white and red marble wheels, lozenges and arabesques, swirling beneath her white canvas boots. The warm brick and white light suggested not sorrow, but joy, present and to come. There were very few other tourists, for they had arrived at Torcello early in the day. Leo chuckled and gurgled as Max set him down upon the precious, cool floor, then the boy hoisted himself up and set off at speed, each tottering step a triumph of motion over balance. His sun hat fell off. Down he went, then up again and away, leaving Max to salvage the tiny boater with its sailor’s ribbons.

Sophie now looked up, facing the east, her back to the massive and thunderous Last Judgement, which dominated the gigantic west wall above the tiny doorway. Leo toddled straight towards the great gouged vault of the apse, with the single colossal figure of the Virgin, flanked by Greek symbols proclaiming her identity: the Mother of God.

Nothing else challenged her extraordinary presence. There she stands, Queen of Heaven, haloed in gold, showered with gold, standing on a shallow golden podium, her long folded robes fringed with gold. Her right hand points to the golden child, cradled in the crook of her left arm, and in her left hand she holds the white shroud of death.

Sophie deciphered the Latin words unfolding at the Virgin’s feet. Epitome of virtue, star of the seas, doorway to heaven, Mary through her son frees those whom Eve and husband reduced to sin. Sophie gazed at the names, Mary, Eve. They are named. These are not simply decorative women, there to give pleasure. They are the Bible’s heroines, the pivots on the gates, whose actions and decisions changed all our lives for ever. The men are simply generic: husband, son. It’s the women who count. This struggle between women marks the spiritual history of the whole world. Beneath the Virgin’s pointed slippers a bright window lit the golden dome; on either side the twelve apostles, all on a far smaller scale, frisked through fields of poppies, joyfully embracing their symbols of martyrdom. Sophie felt Leo pulling at her skirts, and bent down to touch the tender, upturned face of her only son.

‘Papa!’ cried Leo. He decided to drag his mother back to his father, but she resisted him gently.

‘No, my love, look up. Look up at the beautiful Madonna.’

Leo peered at the gigantic immobile blue figure, then decided that the pitchforked host of scowling devils which claimed his father’s attention presented a more interesting spectacle. He scuttled off in search of Max, who was contemplating damnation on the western façade, and now carried both the tiny hat and a lost shoe. As Leo skipped over the inlaid marble floor, he missed one step, and fell straight into the grey satin folds of another tourist. The lady raised him up, her companion whisked her dangerous parasol with its pretty white flowers out of the way as she set the child upright. Leo beamed up at the ancient lady whom he now took to be his grandmother, turned and pointed his chubby finger in the general direction of his luminous mother, who stood before the altar, drenched in white light, directly beneath the gigantic blue virgin, surrounded with gold. Sophie gazed upwards, transfigured in sunshine and glory.

‘Madonna!’ he yelped, delighted.

His mother turned round, her face outlined in white light, and found herself facing both the unsuspecting Sibyl and Mr. John Walter Cross.

Max recognised the visitors at once, and, tingling with horror, saw what had happened. He sped down the church towards them. But the Sibyl had not recognised Sophie. She was now near-sighted and stood there, vulnerable without her glasses. She addressed the young woman in French. Above her Sophie glittered in a blaze of white light.

‘Voilà, Madame, votre fils. I think nothing’s broken.’

‘Mrs. Lewes! How very extraordinary –’ Max jumped in, appalled, alarm rather than pleasure evident both on his face and in his voice. Everybody stared at one another.

The Sibyl switched to German. ‘Can it really be you, Max?’

She then glanced at the illuminated figure standing at the centre of the apse. Then this young woman must, almost certainly, be that denouncing venomous harpy who forced entry into my household, and prevented me from sleeping for almost a week. She froze, horrified, all the formulas of politeness dying on her lips. But Johnny Cross recognised Max as the sympathetic gentleman of the frozen gardens and began shaking hands vigorously.

‘What a pleasure, sir. A great pleasure to see you again. And in much happier circumstances.’

Sophie murmured an excuse, snatched up Leo and evaporated in two rapid stages, down the nave at full tilt, then out of the door into the brilliant white light and away round the side of the campanile. She flashed past the beggars, vendors and hucksters, who had no chance to regroup in importunate postures, and came to rest in a deserted corner overlooking the mudflats and the far lagoon. Her breath pumped out in thick gasps. She leaned against the warm brick of the campanile and set Leo down beside her on the browning grass. She noticed the missing shoe.

Max, abandoned before the altar, like a jilted bridegroom, was left with the task of being polite and enquiring after everybody’s health. He addressed the Sibyl once more as Mrs. Lewes. She smiled fleetingly, now clearly unsettled and deeply embarrassed.

‘We seem doomed to misunderstand one another, Max. May I formally introduce you to my husband, Mr. John Cross, who was indeed a dear friend to Mr. Lewes?’

‘But we’ve already met, dearest,’ said Johnny Cross, confused and perfectly oblivious of any awkward atmosphere generated by this chance encounter. Max stared at the Sibyl, open-mouthed. Was she telling the truth? She called the last one husband, when he wasn’t. The Sibyl ploughed on.

‘We are in fact visiting Venice on our wedding journey. We are staying at the Hôtel de l’ Europe.’

‘Where we should be delighted to receive you and your wife,’ declared Johnny Cross, hospitable but ill-advised. He misread the rapid squeeze of the Sibyl’s hand upon his wrist, and went on issuing polite invitations. The Sibyl, desperate to escape and terrified that the vanished harpy would reappear and begin screaming further accusations for all the church to hear, now bowed so deeply that her lace mantilla detached itself slightly from her heavy netted hair, and hung askew. Then she fled from the basilica, Johnny Cross trailing in her wake. Max was left standing in front of the Virgin still clutching his son’s hat and shoe. Shunted aside by a guide with a fresh party of tourists, he collapsed in a chair above the crypt, and waited for the storm to pass.

From the far side of the canal that led to the village Sophie watched the odd couple making off in the direction of the jetty. There goes Mrs. Lewes and her cavalier servente! She found herself, if not exactly victor of the field, at least the last to leave.

 

A letter from Wolfgang waited in reception.

 

Berlin, 6th June 1880

My Dear Max,

She is indeed married! And in church! All London is simmering with the scandal. There was an announcement in The Times, but I did not see it. I have, however, received a postcard from Herr und Frau Klesmer simply asking, ‘Is it true?’ News travels fast, but, it seems, not so fast as to reach you both in Venice. You must call upon them at once and present our congratulations and good wishes. It will be an unlooked-for honour that Sophie cannot have expected – to meet her idol at last! If they are on their wedding journey they will not wish to discuss business. But it would be very helpful if you could get to know the husband. I gather he is her financial adviser, so we may be dealing with him, rather than Charles Lewes, for the Cabinet edition. I have it on good authority that Theophrastus Such has sold over 6,000 copies. We must secure the contract if we can. It is therefore imperative that you should show Mr. and Mrs. Cross every courtesy. Flowers perhaps, and a formal message first. She seems to generate controversy whatever she does, whether married or unmarried.

Give Sophie and Leo my love. Keep me informed of everything that happens. This could be a wonderful opportunity for us. And don’t fail me, petit frère.

 

Liebe Grüße

Dein Wolfgang

 

Max waited two days, then sent the flowers surreptitiously, so that Sophie’s enduring rage against the Sibyl would not be rekindled. That dreadful business with the necklace in Homburg now lay shrouded in the wastes of past time. Why, that was in the days when he found himself seriously compromised, begging Wolfgang for money! Anyway, the congratulations and good wishes came from Duncker und Duncker, as her German publishers, not from Max himself. He decided that he could keep Sophie circumscribed within the domestic sphere without appearing impolite, or suggesting that the Sibyl still could not figure among the acquaintances of virtuous married women. But he certainly ought to follow up the flowers with a brief visit.

Karl went out spying upon Max’s instructions and returned with the necessary information. He had quizzed their gondoliers and, after parting with a small bribe, discovered that the interrupted visit to Santa Maria Assunta had been followed by a trip to Murano, Santa Maria Formosa and then back to the Accademia. On Thursday they had been to San Zaccaria and spent hours peering at the paintings in bad light. On Friday they pounded off to San Vitale and took tea with someone called Mr. Bunney, whom they met again on the following morning in the Piazza, then all three set off back to Santa Maria Formosa, and then on to the Salute. They listened to the music on Sunday in the Scuola Grande di San Giovanni Evangelista, then returned to Mr. Bunney. A Mrs. Bunney now entered the picture, a stout lady with a bright green parasol, who escorted them all to the Manfrin Palace and the Palazzo dei Quattro Evangelisti. They took all their meals in their rooms, avoided the dining hall and never loitered in the foyer. Max mopped his damp cheeks and throat in sympathetic horror at this rapid and inexorable process of cultural consumption. He found himself literally sweating with tourism.

On Tuesday 15th June they went back to the Accademia, but Mr. Cross felt unwell in the afternoon and so they did not go out. Next morning, on Wednesday 16th June, Sophie departed for a day at the Lido with another German family they had befriended in the hotel. Max decided to send up his card to the Sibyl with a little message, wishing Mr. Cross a speedy recovery, and then to beat a retreat. He arranged to have himself rowed to the wharf before the Hôtel de l’Europe, but there was Karl, just outside the Danieli’s rotating doors, bristling with fresh information.

‘Herr Cross is seriously indisposed, sir. The lady has summoned Dr. Richetti for an urgent consultation.’

The clatter of bells and the mass of morning traffic bringing deliveries of fish and fresh vegetables to the market on the wharf blurred Karl’s urgent report. Max hauled him into the gondola and yelled at him to say it all again. So, the young man had fallen in the battle to keep pace with the Sibyl.

Even in the midst of his embarrassed dismay at the church of Santa Maria Assunta, beneath the ironic indifference of the gigantic Madonna, Max registered the fact that Mrs. Lewes, now a decidedly old lady, had blossomed beneath her appalling mantilla, and marched off down the nave with a bounce in her stride. Her young cavaliere, red and sweating, tramped beside her. And it was the handsome athletic red-beard who lay toppled upstairs, not the old frail dame.

A breathless rush through a damp German forest surged across Max’s memory of the woman, who still, obscurely, haunted his imagination. He heard Lewes’s voice urging him to take Polly out for a canter, and remembered his own chagrin upon discovering that the racehorse rarely proceeded at anything less than a gallop.

‘Oh well, that’s probably for the best. I won’t have to persist with visits. We’ll deliver our deepest respects and sincere concern for Mr. Cross’s health, wish him a rapid recovery and retreat at once to the Lido.’

Max imagined Sophie’s glowing face emerging from her bathing machine as he approached, like the wicked stepmother in ‘Snow White’, carrying a basket of fresh fruit and a melting bowl of ice cream.

They rocked slowly up to the jetty where a drenched red carpet led directly into the Grand Foyer. A gaggle of English visitors wobbled into their gondolas, exclaiming and fanning themselves. The hotel foyer steamed gently with foliage, a tropical palm court, designed to host Sunday-afternoon concerts. Max stepped aside on to the wooden planks, paused to light a cigarette and give himself time to compose a suitable sentence or two that he could slither into the envelope along with his visiting card. But he had no time to compose more than a single phrase. A great shout went up from the gondolas. He sprang back against the cold stone of the hotel wall in time to see a black figure tracing a giant curved arc in the air, the feet whirling like chariot wheels. The man leaped from the balcony above him, cleared all four gondolas and landed with a gigantic splash directly in the middle of the Grand Canal. Karl, stationed in the outermost gondola, immediately hurled himself into the water. So did one of the gondoliers, who later turned out to be one Corradini, the man employed by Mr. and Mrs. Cross to squire them around on their Venetian visits. Corradini had recognised his employer, flying through the air. For the man struggling to sink beneath the green water, resisting all attempts at rescue, was none other than Mr. John Walter Cross.

Max rushed to help the hotel staff, who hoisted the limp and sodden man out of the water. His shirt ripped open, revealing a hairy, virile, barrel chest, beneath the dripping beard. The sad fellow gave up the fight and lay groaning on the jetty, helpless and dishevelled. He wore no shoes. Max clasped his naked ankles and raised them up to stop them dragging on the marble squares as they transported him into the foyer. Five men, all shouting at once in desperate Italian, carried him rapidly up the stairs. The affair shuddered through the public rooms in a slow motion of whispers and stares. Someone’s fallen in. He didn’t fall. He leaped. Who is it? Who is it? The banker married to the much older lady. I didn’t catch the name.

On the wide landing decorated with worm-white copies of classical statues Max confronted a vision of the Sibyl, gaunt and terrified, visibly aged before his very eyes, as if the magic potion of her energy had been drained away. She uttered a low cry and staggered against Dr. Richetti who clutched his watch chain, as if he too needed support. They rushed the dripping body into the marital bedroom and laid him out upon the rumpled sheets and tossed pillows. Max relinquished the collapsed ankles and found the Sibyl attached to his arm like a dying clam.

‘Max, help me,’ she whispered.

 

The San Marco police station classified the incident as a ‘suicide attempt’ and reported the event in the following manner:

 

J.W. Cross, an Englishman of forty years, had been lodged for two weeks at the Hôtel de l’Europe with his wife, a woman over sixty. For some days he had been looking sad and melancholy, prompting his wife to call in a doctor. While they were talking, the husband, in the next room, made the aforementioned attempt on his life.

 

Max spent the rest of the day composing telegrams and organising their rapid expedition to William Cross, the unfortunate banker’s brother, begging him to come at once. Cross himself, doused with chloral, passed out. Max insisted on a little brandy for the shaking, distraught Sibyl. Karl was dispatched to the Lido, where he found Sophie, who had been waiting for hours, expecting Max at any moment, livid with fury, ready to eat the tablecloth, and once she had heard the story, prepared to drown the Sibyl herself.

What happened in those days leading up to The Great Leap? Well, the Sibyl’s real identity remained concealed. No hint that the elderly lady married to the mad banker was in fact the famous novelist, known under many other names, ever leaked out in Venice. But Rumour, that fleet-footed creature, raced across the mountains. London society rippled with malicious speculation. Even the police reports noticed the age difference between husband and wife. Had the lascivious demands of the elderly widow simply exhausted the young man? Had the very suggestion that he should enjoy the body of a woman old enough to be his mother rushed him to the edge of the balcony? Did he prefer boys? I’m told Venice is the right place for that. Was there madness in the family? The Sibyl said so. That’s what she told the doctor; but genetic insanity lets her off the hook, doesn’t it? Had Johnny Cross previously suffered from some kind of personality disorder, and the sudden onset of suicidal melancholy? An earlier incident is recorded, but nothing so serious as the Venetian defenestration. Who knows the truth, especially when it is disagreeable and embarrassing for all concerned?

One thing is certain. By the time Sophie returned to their suite at the Danieli on that fatal day, Wednesday 16th June 1880, in the calm gold of evening, she had convinced herself that the Sibyl, not content with the attentions of one young man, whom she had driven insane and then almost bullied into a watery grave, had now sunk her jealous claws into Max, the second young man, and her next victim. Sophie paced the length of her terrace, four floors above the market down on the quays, ignoring the shouts far below her and the bells from San Giorgio Maggiore. Her loosened hair, still damp and salty from the sea, drying fast on the back of her white muslin housecoat, floated free. She strode like a Valkyrie, glamorous, armed. When Max clattered on to the balcony, without his hat, breathless and ready to face the music, she swung round upon him.

‘Well? Explain yourself!’

Sophie’s opening blast roared past the potted palms in their terracotta jars.

‘Sophie, my dearest, I was there by chance when it happened. I had to help her.’

‘She drove him to it.’

‘Hardly. I can’t believe that. He is seriously unwell. No one can be held responsible.’

The justice of this cut through Sophie’s rage, which was fuelled by the perception that she had taken second place to the mighty Sibyl, and been abandoned on the Lido.

‘You deserted your family to help this woman who has caused nothing but trouble between us.’

This accusation was true, but struck Max as utterly unjust. He bit his lip. Sophie raged on.

‘She has a new husband and another family. Let them help her. Why should she need you too?’

‘Sophie, stop. In common humanity I could not do otherwise. Her husband apparently tried to make away with himself. I have summoned his brother, who will be here in two days. Until then she is alone, and needs my help. We are her publishers. We owe her a great deal. Surely you must understand that.’

But Sophie refused to understand. Her uncanny intelligence sifted and judged, not just the facts, but also the emotional yearning behind them, and read the cards correctly. Max remained bound to this old woman, and a web of hidden connections, smuggled without acknowledgement into their married lives, sank like the taproot of an unkillable weed, into the past. Homburg. All this dates from Homburg. She could not identify the nature of the web, but knew that it hung between them, all three of them. Palpable, but unrevealed, the shimmering web vanished in the rising wind from the lagoon.

‘And I must go back to her this evening, Sophie.’ He stood still, waiting for his wife to capitulate.

‘Oh no, you won’t!’ She actually stood on the toes of his boots. ‘You shan’t go. I say, you shall not.’

Her gently freckled nose was one centimetre away from his own. Max simply gazed at the woman he loved, his decision steady in his eyes. For a moment he thought she intended to strike him. Instead, she screamed her jealous intransigence, not only at Max, but all of Venice.

‘You say she needs you. She’s already got a husband. Let him get out of bed and look after her. She married the wrong man, didn’t she? And so did I.’

 

END OF CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

END OF PART TWO

 





FINALE

for who can quit Young Lives after being long in Company with them, and not Desire to Know what befell them in After Years?

And had Sophie married the wrong man? Some marriages rock back and forth, like a creeper stretched between two trees, an unstable link that never breaks. Her marriage to Max, her childhood sweetheart, proved to be one such and rolled on, turbulent, joyous, explosive – and unbroken. Apart from his passion for the Sibyl, which never entirely dissolved, he neither coveted nor desired any other woman. And as he got older he even dropped the prostitutes. I believe him when he claims that he sought out no further Venetian adventures. Other marriages, like the free union between George Henry Lewes and Marian Evans, seem destined, upon strictly utilitarian lines, to secure the greatest happiness for all concerned; and to produce the conditions within which both parties live profitable and industrious lives. Many people found Lewes insufferably irritating. The Sibyl didn’t. And between them they gave birth to the writer herself: Marian Evans Lewes, better known as George Eliot. When Sophie accused her of marrying the wrong man she was not of course referring to her union with Lewes, but to that bizarre if legal marriage to Johnny Cross. Is it against nature to marry a man twenty years younger than yourself when he is a vigorous specimen and you have no teeth left? Well, look at it this way, he collapsed with nervous exhaustion, and she was the one still standing after weeks of gruelling tourism in draughty churches and damp trains.

Cross recovered from his peculiar attack of the melancholy horrors and carried on with the honeymoon. His brother, Willie Cross, arrived in Venice like the cavalry, took over from Max, offering his deepest gratitude and counting on ‘Your every discretion, sir’, so far as the public and indeed the press were concerned. Willie accompanied the newlyweds back to Austria. I note that Johnny Cross never suffered a relapse, never married again, and lived on until 1924. He remained her faithful banker, and, after her death, transformed himself from grieving widower into Keeper of the Sacred Flame. His Life of George Eliot, more or less in her own words, carefully edited, amounts to something more solid than a discreet muslin veil draped over an object of sexual scandal. True, he downplays Lewes’s role, and he certainly doesn’t point out, as more recent biographers have done, that George Eliot flung herself at more or less every man who took the slightest interest in her. She lured in the women too. Both Mrs. Congreve and Edith Simcox regarded themselves as women in love with another woman. They were given plenty of encouragement. George Eliot loved to be loved. We have had to wait a hundred years for all the lesbian attachments to be revealed, and even now I’ll be accused of tendentious anachronism for even mentioning that fatal word, and for suggesting that the great writer herself harboured Sapphic sentiments. No, Cross worshipped his dead wife and defended her against all comers. George Eliot married the right man. Twice.

And as for the writer’s famous charisma, well, even Sophie von Hahn recognised the drugged enchantment of the older woman’s power. She described her as the Queen of Fairies, or la belle dame sans merci, one New Year’s Eve, in her father’s drawing room. Max alone among the festive company understood that ballad, which is just as well, for Sophie aimed her song at him. He may have fallen under the witch’s spell, but Sophie decided, for reasons she has already given, to resist. George Eliot needed to be adored, but, even more deeply, she longed to be worshipped, revered. And until that incident of the letter, a petition addressed to her god, and for her eyes only, Sophie counted herself among the most ardent of acolytes.

Some readers are delighted to find themselves described in other people’s novels; readers of a different temperament immediately contact their lawyers. In the eighteenth century, if proceedings ensued, the publishers, or as they were known then, the booksellers, took the hit and saw their business closed down and their stock confiscated. Mrs. Gaskell had to print some embarrassing retractions, after being too free with her sexual accusations in her Life of Charlotte Brontë. Nowadays, if a character decides to issue writs, the writer has to face the music on her own. Sophie wasn’t the sort of woman who cowered behind writs; she settled her own scores. George Eliot’s last heroine, Gwendolen Harleth, with her dangerous egotism and arrogant stupidity, seemed manifestly so different from the bold and elegant Countess von Hahn, a girl born to inherited wealth and privilege, that no one else ever made the connection between the roulette table in Leubronn and the Casino in Homburg. After all, Sophie wasn’t the only young woman leaning over the green tables, her gaze fixed on the red and the black. The one thing those two young women shared was a love of horses. But Sophie felt, and justice in this case is clearly on her side, that the novelist had stolen something from her. For George Eliot certainly stole many things from Sophie on that autumn night in Homburg – her courage, her daring, her success. Sophie looked back, later in her life, and hissed in vindictive triumph: I never lost, I won.

Writers often begin their works with a question. Sometimes they keep that question to themselves, or in George Eliot’s case they put it right there in the first line. Was she beautiful, or not beautiful? Is that the first question a man asks of a woman? George Eliot created, in Gwendolen Harleth, a spirited, exceptional creature, in order to punish her. Discipline and punish. That’s what so many nineteenth-century writers did – punish the women. So the questions are never open-ended, such as, what did she think? How did she feel? What did she do? The consequences relating to that first question, was she beautiful or not beautiful, determine all else in the writer’s mind. And sometimes in the reader’s mind too. Max doesn’t escape the clichés of judging women by appearance either, does he? He first saw George Eliot in September 1872, when she was in her fifties. The lady is old, the lady is ugly, the lady has wonderful eyes. George Eliot is still famous for being hideous.

But I must not jeer at the brilliant dead. Their fate will be ours. Beauty and ugliness alike fade, decay and drop to dust. This is a cruel truth perhaps, but then, as George Eliot brutally pointed out to Edith Simcox, ‘Why should truth be consoling?’ The writer survived her honeymoon, but she did not survive the year. At first the scene remained unclear – between the old woman and her young cavalier servente – which one was seriously ill and needing succour, and which one was bearing up well? Mr. and Mrs. Cross were already on their way back to England when Edith Simcox heard the rumours.

 

11th July 1880

Yesterday I was startled by the question, ‘Is Mr. Cross any better?’ and then a rumour that he was ill – or like to die – of typhoid fever at Venice. It seemed too horrible to be true and yet I hardly dared to doubt it. It was bad enough at best to think of her alarm if he was ill at all.

 

Dear Edith! Her first thought was always for her darling, the woman she never ceased to love. As she wrote the next day, ‘I must love you unchangeably, my sweet.’

Over the next few months George Eliot settled into her usual pattern of letters, visits, piano playing and ferociously intellectual reading. Cross clearly recovered all his natural force. By 2nd November 1880 she records that he was cutting down trees in the afternoon. They began the process of moving house to 4 Cheyne Walk in Chelsea. But she began no new work. Her writing life was over. The last words of George Eliot’s Journal were written on Saturday 4th December 1880.

 

J. to city in morning. Home to lunch. Went to our first Pop. Concert and heard Norman Neruda, Piatti etc. Miss Zimmermann playing the piano. After

 

And so it ends, the last sentence left unfinished. Edith saw her for the last time just before Christmas. The writer was suffering from a sore throat. Edith records her visit, and the dreadful event which followed, in her own Journal.

 

23rd December 1880

She was alone when I arrived. I was too shy to ask for any special greeting – only kissed her again and again as she sat. Mr. Cross came in soon and I noticed his countenance was transfigured, a calm look of pure beatitude had succeeded the ordinary good nature. Poor fellow! She was complaining of a slight sore throat, when he came in and touched her hand, said she felt the reverse of better. I only stayed half an hour therefore; she said do not go, but I gave as a reason that she should not tire her throat and then she asked me to come in again and tell them the news. He came down to the door with me and I only asked after his health – she had spoken before of being quite well and I thought it was only a passing cold – she thought it was caught at the Agamemnon. I meant to call again tomorrow and take her some snowdrops. This morning I hear from Johnny – she died at 10 last night!

 

Her last whispered words to Johnny Cross were these: ‘Tell them I have great pain in the left side.’

Edith Simcox, her love unfaltering, followed her beloved to the grave. George Eliot lies buried in unconsecrated ground in Highgate Cemetery, and her tomb touches that of G.H. Lewes. Edith recorded that terrible day of loss and final separation.

 

29th December 1880

This day stands alone. I am not afraid of forgetting, but as heretofore I record her teaching while the sound is still fresh in my soul’s ears. This morning at 10 when the wreath I had ordered – white flowers bordered with laurel leaves – came, I drove with it to Cheyne Walk, giving it silently to the silent cook. Then, instinct guiding, it seemed to guide one right all day – I went to Highgate – stopping on the way to get some violets – I was not sure for what purpose. In the cemetery I found that the new grave was in the place I had feebly coveted – nearer the path than his and one step further south. Then I laid my violets at the head of Mr. Lewes’s solitary grave and left the already gathering crowd to ask which way the entrance would be. Then I drifted towards the chapel – standing first for a while under the colonnade where a child asked me, ‘Was it the late George Eliot’s wife was going to be buried?’ I think I said yes – then I waited on the skirts of the group gathered in the porch between the church and chapel sanctuaries. Then someone claimed a passage through the thickening crowd and I followed in his wake and found myself without effort in a sort of vestibule past the door which kept back the crowd. Mrs. Lankester was next the chapel – I cannot forget that she offered me her place. I took it and presently everyone else was made to stand back, then the solemn procession passed me. The coffin bearers paused in the very doorway, I pressed a kiss upon the pall and trembled violently as I stood motionless else, in the still silence with nothing to mar the realisation of that intense moment’s awe. Then – it was hard to tell the invited mourners from the other waiting friends – men many of whose faces I knew – and so I passed among them into the chapel entering a forward pew. White wreaths lay thick upon the velvet pall – it was not painful to think of her last sleep so guarded. I saw her husband’s face, pale and still; he forced himself aloof from the unbearable world in sight. The service was so like our own I did not know it apart till afterwards when I could not trace the outlines that had seemed so almost entirely in harmony with her faith. Dr Sadler quoted – how could he help? – her words of aspiration, but what moved me most was the passage in the church service lesson – it moved me like the voice of God – of Her: ‘But some man will say, How are the dead raised up? And with what body do they come? Thou fool, that which thou sowest is not quickened except it die. And that which thou sowest, thou sowest not that body that shall be, but bare grain – but God giveth it a body, as it hath pleased him, and to every seed his own body.’ Awe thrilled me. As at the presence of God. In the memory of her life bare grain – oh God, my God. My love, what fruit should such seed bring forth in us – I will force myself to remember your crushing prophecy – that I was to do better work than you had – that cannot be, my Best! and all mine is always yours, but oh! Dearest! Dearest! It shall not be less unworthy of you than it must. As we left the chapel Miss Helps put her arm in mine, but I left her at the door, to make my way alone across the road to the other part where the grave was. I shook hands silently with Mrs. Anderson and waited at the corner where the hearse stopped and the coffin was brought up again. Again I followed near, on the skirts of the procession. A man – Champneys I thought – had a white wreath he wished to lay upon the coffin and as he pressed forward those behind bore me on, till I was standing between his grave and hers and heard the last words said: the grave was deep and narrow – the flowers filled all the level space. I turned away with the first – Charles Lewes pressed my hand as we gave the last look. Then I turned up the hill and walked through the rain by a road unknown before to Hampstead and a station. Then through the twilight I cried and moaned aloud.

 

Johnny Cross soon became known in the London clubs as ‘George Eliot’s widow’, but nothing ever shook his dedication to her memory. Max and Sophie extended their family with three more children after Leo, who never remembered the Basilica di Santa Maria Assunta, or the towering Madonna, and never visited Torcello again. But he and his brother and sisters, all of whom grew to be robust, intrepid and adventurous, illuminated the old age of their grandparents, the Count and Countess von Hahn. Sophie became famous for her racehorses, which she bred and trained herself. She also became notorious in Berlin, for wearing bloomers and bicycling. Wolfgang Duncker startled his entourage and caused an explosion of gossip by suddenly, in his mid-fifties, marrying a rich widow, Frau Anastasia von Humblot, a large and opulent lady, some years older than he was. She invested in the publishing house, which grew in fame and prosperity. Max bowed out as the sleeping partner and the firm became Duncker und Humblot. They still exist today. I always trot along to visit them on their stand when I am working at the Leipziger Buchmesse.

Leo never lived to be old. He followed the family tradition and pursued a career in the army that led to his death in the trenches of the Great War in 1915. All that could be found of his exploded body was gathered together by his loyal companions and his parents were told of an heroic death in battle, surrounded with sufficient glory to suggest that he died at the head of a cavalry charge. Max, devastated, engaged a spiritualist to contact his dead son. This medium, who came with excellent testimonials assuring all clients of her spiritual power and the authenticity of her American shaman spirit guide, engendered a bitter dispute within the household. ‘Leave the dead alone,’ snapped Sophie, shivering with rage. How could her husband sink to such melodramatic unreason? Grief must be borne with that terrible patience no one can teach. Max died of a stroke in 1922. His lined face, still handsome, turned purple over a period of twelve hours. He did not regain consciousness. Sophie mourned him deeply, but never attempted to raise his ghost in a shudder of ectoplasm.

The scene begins to darken.

Sophie von Hahn died quietly at Wilhelmplatz in Berlin at the age of eighty, surrounded by her children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren. Her hair, coiled beneath a black net, gleamed still, just as the Sibyl’s hair had done in her old age, thick and magnificent, but quite white. She suffered a little from arthritis in the shoulders, but that was all. An undiagnosed heart condition carried her off. The year was 1934. Hitler, busy consolidating his power in the Third Reich, prepared to transform the debates contained in Daniel Deronda concerning the Jews of Germany and all Europe into not merely a shrewd reading of the horror to come, but a prophecy. How did she know? She cannot have known.

George Eliot’s writing methods appear to be rational, studious, unsparingly calculated and intellectual; you might even argue, academic. She prepared the ground with careful research, read books in many languages, and gave herself up to lengthy meditation. But she told me that in all she considered her best writing, there was a ‘not herself’ that took possession of her, and that she felt her own personality to be merely the instrument through which this spirit, as it were, was acting. And I believe her. For there is, in great writing, a sinister power, primitive and overwhelming, whose grasp upon the organs within us unsettles and disturbs. And an imagination such as hers, which causes whole worlds to surge into being, is never safe, nor entirely comforting. Beware the writing on the wall, hostile, unintelligible. For every single letter will remain there for ever, waiting to be read. And beware the imagination which seizes the roots of our times, reads the underground seams, clutches at the pulse of our common blood, then stares, unflinching, into the darkness ahead.

 

THE END

 





Afterword

 

Throughout this tale I have mixed fiction with the detail of real lives in outrageous ways. I have used real names, real documents, existing evidence. And that was always part of my plan. Truth and the imagination are not at odds with each other. This story weaves fictitious characters, both George Eliot’s and my own, into the recorded histories of the writer and her entourage. I wanted fiction and history, as the historian Richard Holmes once put it, speaking of the biographer and his subject, to shake hands across time. I intended to write a Victorian comedy of manners, which had, as all comedy must do, a darker and more sinister set of shadows at the edge. For what would it be like, as a writer, to be forced by someone else, someone in some future time, to spend years in the company of people you invented purely for your own pleasure, and to be answerable to them?

The ambiguity of my relationship to George Eliot is noted in the epigraphs. I have always adored her work with a passion not unlike the one Edith Simcox harboured for the lady herself. I doubt that I would have much liked Marian Evans Lewes. But I would have fallen in love with George Eliot in the 1870s, just as I did one hundred years later, and revered her power, both as a writer and as an intellectual. I began reading her last great books first: Middlemarch, Daniel Deronda and then, in the summer of 1973, Romola. I have read all she wrote many times since then, and I have had the honour of teaching her work to generations of students. But the grain of resentment one writer always feels for another whom she hails as ‘Master’ – and I use that word advisedly – would not dissolve. I have not loved her unchangeably, as Edith did.

My starting point was the coincidence of my name and that of her German publishers. Duncker Verlag of Berlin did and still does exist. I first noticed the connection while I was reading George Eliot’s Journals. She recorded the £30 paid to her by ‘Duncker of Berlin’. Duncker is not an uncommon name in Holland and Germany. At that moment I was merely amused, but then the seed began to grow. If someone who bore my name had been so closely connected to the writer I loved, why should I not take his place? Eliot was as fascinated by the relationship of mentor and disciple as I am, both as a subject for fiction and as a personal drama in the drawing room. It is a relationship that recurs in her novels and one that she cultivated in her personal life. She set herself up as a Great Teacher. I have always been one of her disciples. But it is in the nature of the disciple to question and challenge the Master, even as you fight alongside her throughout your writing life.

I have deliberately written a Neo-Victorian novel that follows the method of John Fowles’s powerfully awful tale, The French Lieutenant’s Woman. Fowles’s Victorian narrative is set in 1867; his narrator is a thinly veiled version of Fowles himself, whose character, a pompous sexual know-all, speaks from the patronising distance of the late 1960s. My story follows the last triumphant years of George Eliot’s writing life, from the autumn of 1872 in Homburg through to her death in London in 1880. My narrator, the other voice in this fiction, is a sceptical young woman of Sophie’s age, very firmly based in the present day, that is, in the second decade of the twenty-first century. She has never been as infatuated with George Eliot as I am, and I followed her into the past.

Readers who long to know the truth, in so far as it can ever be known, concerning George Eliot’s life, and who wish to disentangle her facts from my fictions, and indeed from her own, would be wise to read the novels first and then, perhaps, begin to read their way around the vast list of biographical and critical studies that exist. Here are the books that made all the difference to me. I wish to acknowledge that debt and record my thanks. My first biographical port of call was, of course, Gordon S. Haight, George Eliot: A Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1968), which I first read in 1976. All critics and scholars studying Eliot’s work have good cause to be grateful to him, even when they disagree with his approach and conclusions, as I do. Haight is the editor of the 9-volume edition of The George Eliot Letters (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1954–55, 1978). Eliot’s first biographer was John Walter Cross, George Eliot’s Life as Related in her Letters and Journals, 3 vols. (Edinburgh and London, 1885). Her Journals are edited by Margaret Harris and Judith Johnstone: The Journals of George Eliot (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). Eliot’s contemporary biographers are numerous, and over the years I read Ruby V. Redinger, George Eliot: The Emergent Self (London: The Bodley Head, 1975), Jennifer Uglow, George Eliot (London: Virago, 1987), Ina Taylor, George Eliot: Woman of Contradictions (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1989). Rosemary Ashton is the witty and scholarly biographer both of G.H. Lewes and of Eliot herself: G. H. Lewes: A Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991) and George Eliot: A Life (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1996). She gives quite wonderful, persuasive readings of Eliot’s works and sends us all, as readers, straight back to the novels. Kathryn Hughes’s George Eliot: The Last Victorian (London: Fourth Estate, 1999) is delightfully irreverent, and I learned a great deal from Rosemarie Bodenheimer, The Real Life of Mary Ann Evans. George Eliot, Her Letters, and Her Fiction (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994). Among the many critical studies of George Eliot’s work, Gillian Beer’s George Eliot (Brighton: The Harvester Press, 1986) was the one I read and reread, alongside her classic work on Darwin, Darwin’s Plots: Evolutionary Narrative in Darwin, George Eliot and Nineteenth-Century Fiction (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1983). But the documentary source which transformed my understanding of my ‘vindictive little game’ remains Edith Simcox’s Journal, A Monument to the Memory of George Eliot: Edith J. Simcox’s Autobiography of a Shirtmaker, eds. Constance M. Fulmer and Margaret E. Barfield (London: Taylor and Francis, 1998). Edith fell deeply and irrevocably in love both with Marian Evans Lewes and with the mind of George Eliot; her journals are devastating in the rawness of the feelings she records. She loved and lost ‘the master mistress of her passion’. She was not writing for publication, and she was there.
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