
      
         
            
         
      


‘You know I would have died for you.’

Ernest Weekley, Letter to Frieda Weekley, 1912

‘My love for you will live as before, and more strongly than before, and should you return, even after many years – and should my hope be alive or dead – you know, I am yours.’

Otto Gross, Letter to Frieda Weekley, 1907

‘If she left me I do not think I would be alive six months hence . . . God, how I love her and the agony of it.’

D.H. Lawrence, Letter to Edward Garnett, 1912


Contents





Part One

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten



Part Two

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty



Part Three

Twenty-one

Twenty-two

Twenty-three

Twenty-four

Twenty-five



Part Four

Twenty-six

Twenty-seven

Twenty-eight

Twenty-nine



Part Five

Thirty

Thirty-one

Thirty-two

Thirty-three

Thirty-four

Thirty-five

Thirty-six

Thirty-seven

Thirty-eight

Thirty-nine

Forty

Forty-one

Forty-two



Part Six

Forty-three

Forty-four

Forty-five

Forty-six

Forty-seven

Forty-eight

Forty-nine

Fifty

Fifty-one

Fifty-two

Fifty-three

Fifty-four

Fifty-five

Fifty-six

Fifty-seven

Fifty-eight



Part Seven

Fifty-nine

Sixty

Sixty-one

Sixty-two

Sixty-three

Sixty-four

Sixty-five



Part Eight

Sixty-six

Sixty-seven

Sixty-eight

Sixty-nine

Seventy

Seventy-one

Seventy-two

Seventy-three

Epilogue

Florence, Italy

Historical note

Author’s note

Acknowledgments


Eight

Monty





‘Why do you keep answering me in English?’ His mother’s voice rose over the hubbub of the café. ‘Don’t you want to speak German to me now?’

Monty chewed diligently and said nothing. People stared when he spoke German and he didn’t want to be called a hideous Hun any more. But he liked it when she spoke German at home. He liked the way German words came from deep in her throat, the way they rose and plunged and rattled from her mouth like gunfire.

‘At home,’ he mumbled, after a long silence.

‘Very well.’ She reached across the table for another slice of fruitcake. ‘The cakes in Germany are really much better. Ithink you should come to Munich with me, Monty. Would you like that?’

Monty felt the tension slip from his shoulders and the tight knots fade from his stomach. ‘Yes, please. Oh yes please!’ Cake crumbs flew from his mouth but he didn’t care. He was going to Munich!

‘I don’t feel quite myself and I think a short holiday in Munich will help.’ She opened her book again, but she didn’t seem to be reading. Her eyes didn’t move.

Monty reached out and touched her forearm very gently. ‘Have you a pain in your tummy, Mutti?’

She looked up and said, ‘What would I do without you, Monty? You are such a big boy now.’ Monty wished he wasn’t such a big boy. He wanted to be small again, to climb into her lap and stroke her face and her hair and feel his skin melting under the soft heat of her palm. Like Elsa and Barby did.

‘Oh look, Monty!’ Her voice was suddenly silver bright and she was pushing her book back into her basket. ‘Move up. Move up. We shall need more chairs.’

He looked up to see Barby’s godfather, Mr Dowson, and his wife coming towards them. Mrs Dowson was pointing at him with the tip of her purple umbrella and Mr Dowson had a big smile on his face, so big it seemed to stretch from one ear to the other. Mr Dowson lived a few streets away and often came to visit. Monty liked his twinkly eyes which grew even brighter when Papa wasn’t there. It struck him that perhaps Mr Dowson could be his mother’s friend. Mrs Dowson wasn’t much use – she was too busy embroidering banners for her committees.

‘We’re just leaving!’ trilled Mrs Dowson. ‘Ihave a women’s meeting to attend. Emmeline Pankhurst is coming to Nottingham. You will come, won’t you? We want to show her that Nottingham is taking women’s suffrage seriously.’

‘You don’t need me, Helena. I’ll join Mrs Weekley for a coffee.’ Mr Dowson turned to Monty and his mother. ‘You can tell me how my favourite goddaughter is.’ He winked at Monty and squeezed in next to his mother on the banquette, even though the space seemed much too small and she had specifically said they needed more chairs.

‘It is nice to see you, Mr Dowson.’ Monty’s mother put her head to one side, like a sparrow, and fixed her eyes on Mr Dowson. Monty was pleased. Perhaps she would tell him about the new baby. He stretched out his ears to make sure he didn’t miss a single word.

‘I’ve been busy, keeping out of mischief while Helena fills the house with her rabble-rousing suffragettes,’ said Mr Dowson, rolling his eyes.

‘They are doing important work and women should have the vote.’ She hesitated for a second, stirring absently at her cold coffee. ‘But when I went to a suffragette meeting they did not make me feel welcome. And now they are shouting and marching and behaving like men. Ihave a different vision.’

‘Oh? Are you listening to your mother, Monty?’ Mr Dowson prodded him in the arm.

Monty nodded and she continued, slowly, as if groping for the right words. ‘They are not ... inclusive enough. And it is not the vote that will bring us true freedom. It is much more complicated than that. We are powerful because we are different from men. We should be making our world more female, helping you men see things differently.’

‘A more womanly world, eh? What do you think, Monty? Should women be given the vote?’ But Mr Dowson was still looking at his mother so Monty wasn’t sure if he was supposed to answer or not.

‘Monty and I are going to Munich. It is more progressive there.’

‘I hope you’ll come back.’ Mr Dowson gave a deep barking laugh. ‘We all know what you think of Nottingham.’

‘It is Nottingham that doesn’t like me,’ she protested. Monty turned away and fastened his eyes on the window where he could watch out for anyone from school coming in. It was then that he heard his mother’s peculiar words.

‘... Something inside of me ... like a fire burning away ...’ She lowered her voice and ran her fingertips absently down the front of her dress. ‘... Feel as if I have ... no meaning, no purpose. One day ... dead!’ She paused and clasped her hands against her stomach. ‘And that is all.’

Monty recoiled. ‘Why must my little brother die?’ he blurted and he knew his eyes were very wide because his eye sockets ached.

‘What?’ His mother looked at him and the skin between her brows went into little pleats. ‘Monty is obsessed with death at the moment. All morning he has been asking me about Heaven.’ She shrugged, abig shrug, and kept her palms face upwards in the air for several seconds.

Monty suddenly felt very tired and his stomach was hurting. ‘Ihave tummy ache, Mutti,’ he said.

‘I’m not surprised, young man. All the cake you’ve eaten.’ But Mr Dowson wasn’t looking at him. He was still gazing at Monty’s mother, as if he’d never seen her before.


Eleven

Monty





It was dark when they finally arrived in Munich. Monty thought it must be the middle of the night. But then his mother said, ‘We can go straight to Aunt Elisabeth’s or we can stop for something to eat in the famous café your aunt insists we visit. Which would you prefer?’

Monty was immediately wide-eyed and awake. He liked the idea of going to a café very late at night, alone with Mutti, like a real gentleman. And he liked the way his mother was signalling to porters with such familiarity, holding herself very straight with her head held very high, like a queen. ‘Please can we go to the café?’

‘All right, just for a few minutes.’ She turned, and while the porter loaded their trunks onto a luggage trolley, she took a deep noisy breath. Monty did the same. He could smell a funny yeasty smell and sweet meaty smoke. Munich smelled different from Nottingham, tantalising and exotic. And it struck him as odd that one city should smell so different from another.

He heard his mother giving directions for the ‘Café Stefanie on Amalienstrasse’ and felt a shiver at the roots of his hair, ashiver of pride and excitement. It wasn’t like England, where the drivers didn’t understand her and she’d have to repeat herself several times. Or where, sometimes, they made rude comments about Germans under their breath.

‘It is good to be home.’ She ran her hands over her hair and then down the front of her dress, pressing at the creases of her skirt. ‘Tomorrow you will drink Bavarian beer and eat proper food. So many good things we shall have. Now put your head on my lap.’

‘Can we stay up past midnight? I’m not a bit tired.’ He liked the feeling of Mutti’s fingertips running through his hair. He liked the way she splayed her fingers so her hands looked like fat pink starfish. And he knew if they went to Aunt Elisabeth’s, his mother would be too busy talking and unpacking to stroke his hair and he would have to go to bed by himself and the sheets would be cold and stiff.

She pressed her lips to his cheek and kissed him over and over, which made him think of his baby brother again. He adjusted his head so his ear was flat against her stomach. He would listen out for his brother, try and feel him inside her. But then the horse-cab stopped abruptly and she started speaking to the driver in her majestic voice again.

Monty sat up. He could hear singing and the strum of a guitar. In front of him people were spilling out of a foggy-windowed café, laughing and shouting. He remembered Papa’s words about long-haired men and short-haired women and he tried to see what sort of hair they had. But it was too dark and all he could make out were blurred figures stumbling and waving.


Fifteen

Frieda





The following week Frieda visited the Café Stefanie every day, talking with Otto then lunching with the artists and philosophers who spent their days there. Each time, Otto threw another idea at her, an idea so audacious it took her a few minutes to absorb. Aworld without war or armies ... Countries without governments ... Cities where women wore men’s clothes and had their hair loose, where men wore women’s clothes and grew their hair long ... Communities where children were raised without knowing who their parents were ... Societies without laws, religion or institutions, where people loved but never married.

At crowded tables beneath a warm fug of breath and cigarette smoke, she listened to Otto’s friends extol his brilliance. Beer slopped impatiently from tankards. Runnels of coffee coursed across the marble tabletops. Crumbs of black bread flew exuberantly from plates and mouths. Linen napkins swabbed at sweating foreheads. Voices rose in a boisterous blur. Fists fell. Crockery rattled. Kimonos flapped.

‘You have to come to Ascona,’ said Fanny, as they all tucked into their Wurstsalat one day.

‘Oh no,’ replied Frieda. ‘Ihave a husband and children in England.’

Fanny laughed so hard the bells round her ankles tinkled. ‘How can you go back to all that? Don’t be so ridiculous!’

And later, over coffee, Fanny leant into her and whispered, ‘Haven’t you slept with Otto yet?’

Frieda shook her head.

‘He must be in love with you.’ Fanny lowered her voice. ‘You would be quite mad to go home without experiencing the full benefit of his cure. It’s so very liberating. Surely your sister’s told you?’

Frieda nodded. ‘But my husband is a good man.’

Fanny snorted, her bangles clattering up and down her arms. ‘You sound terribly old-fashioned! The only way women will achieve freedom is by becoming the sexual equal of men and not restricting themselves to one man who treats them like a chattel.’

Later, Otto had reached for her hand, pressed his lips to the back of her fingers. She’d felt the soft scratch of his moustache against her skin and a tingle had run over her body. As he lifted his head, the thought of sleeping with him hadn’t seemed so wild or outrageous. Why else had Elisabeth sent her to him?

That night, as Frieda tossed and turned, the germ of an idea sprouted in the darkness. She tried to ignore it, then to smother it, and cast it away. But each time, it returned, more vivid, more enticing. Why shouldn’t she experience the ecstasy that Elisabeth boasted of? Or the adulation and freedom that Nusch bragged about? Why shouldn’t she? She slept fitfully, and when she finally woke, her whole body was aching with desire. She washed and dressed quickly, then hurried to the Café Stefanie. Monty and his cousins had gone to the zoo so the morning stretched, bright and seductive, before her.

The café was quiet. Afew artists sat sketching near the window. Two chess players huddled over a chessboard in the corner. The waiters watered the potted palms and dusted the brass curtain poles. Frieda found a table facing the doors and ordered some coffee and a Wiener schnitzel. She felt as though something was slowly unspooling within her. As if she had opened an old book and found a long-pressed flower there. Alittle faded, alittle flat, the petals slightly ragged at the edges. But still the same flower. Still in one piece.

The waiter brought her schnitzel and coffee and she began cutting up the meat, keeping her eyes on the door. She felt a sudden barb of guilt at what she was about to do. It wasn’t too late to change her mind. She didn’t have to betray Elisabeth and Ernest. She could leave now, go back and pack up their luggage. She tried to think of her mother, made bitter and vindictive by her father’s philandering. Of the hatred that had seethed between them. But it was no good. She could think only of Otto, of his long slender body, of the way every word he spoke seemed to make her feel more alive.

The doors swung on their hinges. And there he was, pausing momentarily in the doorway so that sunlight streamed from behind him and skimmed round him, like a halo. For a second it seemed as if his body was outlined by a thread of darkness, as if he had an outer shell of blackness, but then he hurried towards her, and the effect was lost.

He slid onto a chair beside her, ground out his cigarette and fumbled in his pocket for another. Frieda took the opportunity to observe him and through the thin cotton of his shirt, she saw his chest which looked to her like the golden undulations of sand dunes, smooth and warm and yielding. He was so close she could smell the wood smoke that drifted from his pores, and something else – the smell of a man’s skin, she decided. It was a scent she liked, that she hadn’t inhaled for a very long time. Later, she wondered if it was the intoxicating smell of Otto’s skin that had made her blurt out her next question so bluntly and gracelessly.

‘Can I be your lover too?’ She felt her face colouring immediately, the heat rising up the nape of her neck, flooding her face and scalp as she looked down at her plate. But even through her embarrassment she felt a thrill of triumph. For the first time she had reached out for something she wanted, without thought of decorum or propriety. Single-handedly she had made a choice, adecision, and followed it through.

‘I like your boldness. Ibelieve in repressing nothing, as you know.’ He screwed a fresh cigarette into his ivory holder, lit it and blew out a thin jet of smoke. ‘Sexual freedom is the only cure the world needs. Women like you – untainted by chastity, Christianity, democracy, patriarchy – are the future. Women who aren’t afraid to ask for what they want, who have the courage to live in their bodies.’

She felt his words burn into her and as he spoke she had a sense of her past drawing, slowly, away from her. As if she were on the brink of something from which there could be no return. Otto’s hand slipped onto her knee. And the touch of him also seemed to carry within it the promise of something new and different.

‘I want to shed all my inhibitions. Will you help me?’ She pushed away her plate, let her napkin fall to the floor.

‘You’ll have to share me with my wife, and your sister, and some of my patients. Idon’t believe anyone has the right to possess anyone else.’ He studied her with his straight, steady gaze. Agaze that made her feel like a flower unfolding in the sun.

She nodded. There were gaps where his shirt buttons were missing and she could see through to his skin. She yearned to touch him, to slip her fingers into his shirt and feel the warmth of him. An image of Ernest came to her, pinched into his favourite brown chair gripping his glass of brown beer, his hands roped with veins and mottled with age spots. How was it that Otto understood her wholly and yet she was married to a man who barely knew her, who looked at her but did not see her?

‘You are capable of so much, Frieda. But you must overthrow the patriarchs in your life, before they destroy you.’ He traced the outline of her lips with his thumb then drew back. ‘I’m writing a paper on personality types. Will you read it for me?’

She wondered if she’d misheard him. Ernest had never asked her to read any of his work. She’d volunteered repeatedly in the early days of their marriage, asking him to share his research or discuss his students. He’d batted at the air and laughed, as if such an idea was unimaginable, preposterous even. On one occasion he’d said her mind was ‘not sufficiently trained’, aturn of phrase that still sent a chill down her spine.

‘Come home with me.’ Otto took her hand, held it between his, letting her feel the current that ran from him to her and back again. ‘I’ve never wanted anyone as much as I want you.’ He pressed her hand against his heart so that she felt its strong unbroken beat beneath her palm.

Suddenly she was aware of the nakedness beneath her dress, her petticoat, her chemise, her corset, her drawers. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Yes.’


Eighteen

Monty





Monty woke to the raised voices of his mother and Aunt Elisabeth. He knew it was late because there was no light coming through the shutters and he still felt very sleepy.

He yawned and stretched, and rubbed his eyes. His book was still on his bed. He must have fallen asleep while he was reading. He pushed back the eiderdown. He wanted to go and see his mother – she hadn’t been home all day and he knew Aunt Elisabeth was cross because she’d made a lot of noise clearing up the tea things. She didn’t normally touch the crockery because the servants did that. But yesterday she had cleared the table herself, bashing the plates and clanging the cutlery and pulling the tablecloth sharply from the table with tight, angry hands.

He walked quietly to the hall. Aunt Elisabeth’s voice was very loud. And very cross.

‘I can’t believe it, Frieda! How could you do that?’

‘But you believe in free love. Ithought you would be happy for me.’

Monty strained his ears. He liked the sound of free love.

‘He has me! And he has a wife who is my best friend. And sometimes he has to help his patients. But he has no need of you.’ He could hear the furious swoosh-swoosh of his aunt’s skirts and the stab of her heels on the floorboards.

‘But – but I thought that’s what you meant when you encouraged me to have the talking cure with him?’

‘That’s not what I meant at all! You have Ernest to think of.’

Monty crept along the corridor until he was standing by the door to the drawing room. He knew eavesdropping was wrong but he wanted to tell his mother about Friedel’s train set and ask if he could have one for Christmas.

‘Can’t we share him? I’m not asking you to give him up ...’

‘It’s out of the question, Frieda. Two sisters with the same man – it’s almost incest.’

‘No, it’s not.’

‘You don’t know the half of it. You should leave him alone.’ Aunt Elisabeth’s voice sounded different now – wobbly, as though she was going to cry. Monty stood very still. He didn’t want to see his aunt crying.

‘What don’t I know? He wants to take me and the children to a place called Ascona. Frankly, I’m very tempted. It sounds a revolutionary place to live. Ilove the idea of living communally ... not owning things ... not having a scalp full of hairpins and my ribs imprisoned by a corset every day. Anyway, he thinks I’m wasted in Nottingham.’

Monty froze. What was she talking about? Taking him and Elsa and Barby to – to where? And why was she talking about her underclothes?

‘Don’t be such a fool, Frieda! The truth is ...’ There was a long silence. Monty could hear the blood drumming in his ears. And then his mother spoke in a loud, angry voice.

‘You’re jealous! You don’t want to share anything with me. Your love isn’t free at all! You’re a hypocrite, Elisabeth. An envious hypocrite!’

Monty shrunk against the wall. He had never heard her shout like this. He wanted to slip back to his room, but if they heard him they’d think he was snooping and he’d be in trouble. So he stayed there, rooted to the spot. And then he heard Aunt Elisabeth speaking very quietly, so quietly he had to stretch his ears to hear.

‘I am having a baby. Otto’s baby.’

There was a long silence, so long and deep Monty wondered if they could hear the beating of his heart through the wall.

‘Does Otto know?’

‘Of course he knows! Half of Munich is having his child.’

‘Will you leave Edgar?’ Monty could only just decipher his mother’s whisper.

‘Of course not. Edgar will bring the child up as his own. Did you know Otto’s wife is also having his child?’ He heard Aunt Elisabeth sigh and the scraping of a chair against the floorboards, as though she was sitting down. He started inching back up the corridor. He didn’t want to hear any more. And he didn’t want to be caught eavesdropping. He wanted to read his book. Suddenly he imagined himself as Robin Hood, mounting his steed, pulling up the reins, galloping and galloping through the green glades of Sherwood Forest. Over the bluebells he went, through the dells with their banks of old man’s beard, ragged robin, cow-parsley, on and on into the woods. Swallows swooped alongside him, magpies scattered from his path, buzzards wheeled overhead. On and on he went through the forest.

‘Monty! Whatever are you doing here?’ Aunt Elisabeth’s voice was like glass.

‘I wanted some water.’ He looked down at his feet, his face burning.

His mother came out and put her arms round him. ‘Oh mein Liebling. Come on, back to bed. It’s very late.’

He clutched at her and breathed in her smell. But she didn’t smell right. There was no scent of lily-of-the-valley or the violet soap she liked to use. And all the arguing with Aunt Elisabeth wasn’t right either. Mutti never raised her voice or argued. Not with anyone. Later, Monty wondered if he’d dreamt it all.


Fifty

Monty





Monty knew it was too early to be awake. The light edging through his curtains was thin and raw. He felt weary in his limbs, and his eyes seemed to dangle in pockets of darkness, as though they had shrunk in their sockets. He went to the window and pulled back the curtains. To his surprise, someone was in the garden. Someone was digging in his father’s vegetable plot. Monty could just make out the grey outline of a man bent over a spade. He wondered if someone was stealing the potatoes, but then he realised the man was digging the bed being saved for tomatoes.

Monty rubbed his eyes and looked up at the sky. The moon still hung there, like a silver cutlass. Swallows were diving and swooping through the grey air. He had to go to school but he had no idea what time it was. If his father was gardening it must be later than he thought. He went to the hall to look at the grandfather clock. No one had wound it up and its hands were stuck at half past two. He couldn’t hear the rattling of crockery and pans that signified Mrs Babbit’s breakfast preparations. He couldn’t hear anything except birdsong and the dull thwacking of spade on soil.

His father hadn’t spoken to him for three days. He’d been working very hard and Mrs Babbit had been leaving trays of food outside the study door. But then Mrs Babbit had brought the trays back to the kitchen, with their plates of cold soup and congealed cutlets and bread that curled at the edges. Eventually he’d asked Mrs Babbit why his father wasn’t hungry and Mrs Babbit had said perhaps he wasn’t feeling quite himself.

On the first day Mrs Babbit had been very nice to him, making all his favourite things: apple pie and custard, lemonade, scones with gooseberry jam and cream. But on the second day, Mrs Babbit had been quite different and Monty wondered if she too wasn’t feeling quite herself. So he’d spent the evening making a list for Mutti of all the things he’d like for his twelfth birthday, which was only four weeks away.

He went downstairs and out into the garden. There was his father, in his striped nightshirt and rubber boots.

‘Papa?’ He wondered if his father was digging for treasure or perhaps for something he’d lost. He wasn’t working the soil properly, not like he normally did, from right to left. He was just turning over the same forkful of earth, again and again.

‘Papa? Ineed to go to school.’ Monty could feel a heaviness in his stomach. His father’s mouth was moving, as though he was talking, remonstrating with himself. But Monty couldn’t hear anything above the sound of the digging. He made his voice louder. ‘Papa? Papa?’

His father stopped digging and looked up, adazed look on his grey face. His eyes were red and beneath them were dark crescents. He stared at Monty as though he didn’t recognise him. And then he said, ‘What? What did you say?’

‘I have to go to school and I don’t know what time it is. No one has wound the clock.’

‘School? Today?’ His father leaned heavily on the spade as a small trickle of sweat slid down the side of his face.

‘Yes. It’s Friday. Shall I wait for Mrs Babbit?’

‘Mrs Babbit isn’t coming today.’ His father lifted the spade and swung it hard into the earth. And as he did so, achoking noise burst from his throat.

‘Oh.’ Monty didn’t want to look at his father any more. So he looked up at the sky. Athin vein of yellow pallor had appeared, pinched by ruts of the palest pink. Ahideous thought was beginning to take shape in his recently woken brain. Agreat flock of starlings flew overhead, rising and plunging like a dark wave, and as they disappeared over the rooftop, Monty knew he had to ask.

‘She’s d-dead, isn’t she?’ Monty felt icy fingers curling round his insides, gripping and squeezing.

‘No, she’s not dead but she says she can’t work for us any more.’ Papa wrenched the spade from the earth, spraying soil all over his bare legs and into his rubber boots. His throat made another strangling, choking sound and Monty saw his eyes were shining with tears.

‘Not Mrs Babbit ... Mutti ... She’s d-dead, isn’t she?’ Monty’s legs crumpled and he sank down onto the dewy grass. He felt as though he couldn’t breathe, as though there was no air left.

‘As good as dead, yes. She must be dead to us now.’ With tears streaming down his face, his father plunged the spade back into the soil.

‘I don’t understand, Papa. What do you mean?’

‘We must live as if she’s dead, Monty.’ He paused and gulped, then added, ‘You are not to say anything. Not to your sisters. Not to anyone.’

‘So she’s still alive? She’s not dead?’ Monty felt a surge of joy and relief. He jumped up from the grass, as light as a bubble now. He wanted to punch the air and shout and dance. His mother was alive!

‘She has gone to be with Mr Lawrence. She has left us.’ Papa gave a great sob and threw the spade to the ground.

‘What?’ Monty gaped at his father. ‘No, Papa. Mutti is at Grossvater’s party in Metz. Have you forgotten?’

‘She wants to marry Mr Lawrence.’ His words came out in a mangled sound, and sank like stones to the bottom of Monty’s stomach. He lunged for the spade but then fell onto the black earth, sobbing and keening like a gull.

‘We must get her back! She’s married to you. She can’t marry Hungry Fox ... She can’t!’ Monty reached for his father’s hand and began pulling him. He was angry now. Filled with rage and fury at his father’s weakness. Why was his father digging the garden in his nightshirt when he should be rescuing Mutti from the clutches of Hungry Fox?

He pulled at his father’s hand, tugging him up from the ground and towards the house. There was no time to lose! He would take his bow and arrow and shoot Horrid Hungry Fox. Why had his father not thought of that? They could take Mrs Babbit’s sharpest bread knife. Or perhaps they could buy a shotgun.

‘Come on, Papa! We can take the train.’ Monty’s fury at his father’s feebleness was swelling inside him. Why couldn’t his father be more manly? Like Robin Hood or King Arthur. Why was he snivelling like a baby?

‘No!’ he sobbed, shaking off Monty’s hand. ‘You do not understand!’

‘She’s not his! She’s ours!’ Monty’s voice erupted, louder and clearer than he’d expected.

His father stopped sobbing. Threads of snot and spittle ran down his chin. Sweat and tears glistened in the creases of his face. He leant against the wall of the house with his eyes closed, as if he was trying to compose himself before going inside.

‘I will not allow her back, Monty. She has disgraced us. She has dishonoured her marriage vows. She has destroyed my family, my career, our reputation. Everything!’ He began pulling off his rubber boots with his thin, trembling fingers.

‘What will happen to us?’

‘We’ll sell the house and you’ll move to London and live with your grandparents and go to a new school, where no one knows us.’

‘I don’t want to live in London. Ihave friends now.’ Monty’s eyes welled with tears.

‘You will do as I say!’ His father raised his clenched fist and hit it hard against the brick wall. Monty recoiled. He didn’t want to be with his crazy father any more. He wanted to go to school and sit in his Latin lesson and listen to the master droning on and on.

His father slumped against the wall and examined his hand. It was grazed all along the side and blood was beginning to leak from the broken skin. And then he started crying again and his chest heaved so that horrible, garrotting sounds came from his throat, slicing open the morning air and scaring all the birds from the sky.

‘Shall I go to school now, Papa?’ Monty whispered. His father was frightening him. And he needed to get to school so he could think clearly and calmly about how to rescue his mother, how to bring her back. And only then would he think about Horrible Hungry Fox. And the punishment he deserved.

•

Cowley

Victoria Crescent

Nottingham

12 May 1912

Dearest Maude, my dearest sister

Brace yourself for terrible news. Frieda has left me and gone to Germany with another man. Iam too cowardly to tell the old folks. Ibeg you to tell them. Iknow this will be ten thousand times worse than death for them.

I am in a terrible state. Icannot see Frieda’s handwriting without trembling like an old cripple. To see her again would be my death. Iwould kill myself and the children too. It is terrible when one so longs for death and still must live for others. Iwill not kill myself but I wish she would leave me in peace.

Today I hoped that the clatter in my head had half disappeared, but then I received a letter from her suggesting a compromise and it robbed me of my little reason – again.

For her and the children’s sake I must keep my local position although the place is more hateful to me than hell. Today I had to lecture for four hours and then take part in a long meeting. Ihad desperately to stretch every nerve in order not to cry out hysterically.

And then I am as weak as a child and can only lie there and think and think – if only I could stop thinking for a quarter of an hour!

I will fight with my despair and find the best way out.

Please break it to the old folks as gently as you can. And please say nothing to the girls. They are not to know. Iwill write again with my instructions for Elsa and Barby.

In great anguish

Ernest

PS I beg you to make the children God-fearing Christians. All traces of HER must be stamped out. There is to be absolutely no bohemianism.

PPS The children are never to speak another word of German. Ever.


Fifty-five

Frieda



‘Just one week without pain and indecision,’ he pleaded. ‘Aweek we can call our honeymoon? And then we’ll sort out the mess, we’ll get your children back.’

She went out to the balcony. Dusk was deepening into night, and on the track below woodcutters and charcoal burners sang as they trudged home. She called over her shoulder, ‘Very well, for one week I promise not to think about Ernest or England or my ...’ She could not say the word. But she would put them all to a distant corner of her mind. Just for a week. ‘The truth, my darling Lorenzo, is that I am very happy with you. So very happy.’

He came and stood beside her and pointed into the darkening Milky Way. ‘Look at Sirius, the dog star. See how he drapes a green tinge over everything, how he looks back at you. Look! He’s staring at us!’

Frieda smiled and wrapped her arms around him. ‘Ithink he’s looking at me!’

‘Bah! He’s looking at me. Icall him the Hound of Heaven.’

‘Oh, Ilove that ... the Hound of Heaven.’ She turned the words over on her tongue. It was the first time anyone had ever pointed out a star to her and she had a sudden desire to stay up all night, to track every star, learn its name, follow its path through the galaxy.

She tugged on Lorenzo’s hand. ‘Come to the beech woods now. Come on!’

He screwed up his eyes. ‘It’s late. And I’m in my slippers.’

‘No, it’s not late. Come barefoot. Like me. We can lie on our backs and watch the stars.’ She pulled him through the sitting room, through the kitchen, out of the front door. The village was silent. The darkness hung like an inky cloak across the roofs, the trees, the bristling fields of rye and corn.

‘Let’s run – all the way through the woods!’ She grabbed the skirts of her scarlet pinafore, lifting them high above her knees, and ran, the pink soles of her feet flashing in the moonlight.

‘You’re such a child,’ he called. ‘It’s impossible to see and my feet will be cut to ribbons!’

‘I am much older than you,’ she yelled back, as she ran, faster and faster, up the pale curving path that wound into the beech woods. An owl streaked past, white and silent, and from far away she heard a long shrill cry as if a small mammal had fallen into a trap.

She turned and called to him, ‘Come on! Iknow a place where we can look through the branches at your Hound of Heaven.’

She ran through the trees, her bare feet sinking in and out of the leaves that spread, damp and pulpy, across the forest floor. For the first time since leaving England she felt the freedom she’d been yearning for. It swept her up in a blast of exhilaration, so that for a few minutes she forgot Lorenzo and felt herself to be absolutely alone. She felt the air gusting in and out of her, with its pungent black odour of fungi and earth. She felt the breeze whipping through her hair, drawing her up and up, as if she was being tossed high into the elements.

‘I can breathe,’ she sang out. ‘Ican breathe!’

Lorenzo was cussing behind her, twigs snapping and leaves rustling as he laboured through the darkness.

‘I can’t see a damn thing,’ he said, appearing with one hand clamped against his chest, his eyelids blinking rapidly.

‘I want to lie in the dark of the moon,’ she said, flinging herself onto the ground, burrowing her spine and bottom deep into the mulchy leaves. ‘This is how I need to live! Tell me about all these stars.’

Slowly, cautiously, he lay down beside her. ‘We are between the mud and the heavens,’ he murmured. Then his arm darted up. ‘There! Follow my finger ... That’s the great plough.’

She stared up into the firmament, at the wheeling stars, at the moon looming large and white like an enormous milky pearl. She turned to Lorenzo and pushed her head into his chest. She could feel the pumping of his heart, like a piston against her cheek. He brought his lips down to hers and kissed her in a way she’d never been kissed before. By turn hectic, then gentle, then with a fierce determination, his tongue thrusting at the roof of her mouth and his hands in her hair, scrabbling at her neck, at the hooks and buttons of her clothes.

Afterwards, she whispered in his ear, ‘Bury me in leaves! Iwant to feel like a plant, like the root of a dandelion.’

He dug out huge handfuls of leaves and mud, spreading them carefully over her body and patting them down, as if she was a child having a sand burial at the seaside. When the damp started to seep into her bones, she burst from the leaves throwing sodden clods high into the air and laughing with delight.

‘Well, now I know how it is to be a flower root. Iprefer to be myself.’

Lorenzo wrapped her in his arms, then lifted her hair and began kissing her neck. ‘Inever loved anyone except my mother. Iwasn’t sure I could. But I love you more and more.’

‘I want you to tell me that every day.’ She lay quiet and sombre for a minute. No one had spoken to her like Lorenzo did, not since Otto. She couldn’t recall if Ernest had ever spoken to her like that. ‘Will you say that to me every day?’

‘No,’ said Lorenzo. ‘Ican’t. It’s the English in me. But I do know that life with you will be all richness, nothing but richness.’ He stroked her hair, picking out dead leaves and small bony twigs and flipping them into the undergrowth. ‘If























Fifty-eight

Barby





Monty arrived first. Then tea chests – hundreds of them – containing all the crockery, cutlery, curtains, cushions, clothes and books from the Nottingham house.

‘Wherever are we to put it all?’ asked Aunt Maude, wringing her red hands, as the chests were unloaded from carts and hauled into the house.

A week later, the furniture arrived – chairs, tables, wardrobes, beds. Every room at 40 Well Walk was stacked with furniture. Tea chests lined every wall so that the eight inhabitants had to flatten themselves and slide rather than walk. Reversing, waiting, manoeuvring, simply to pass each other or to get in and out of the front door. Granny pushed mouse traps into the crevices between the chests but then forgot where she’d put them and so the smell of festering mouse carcass grew and the buzzing of a thousand flies added to the household cacophony.

Tempers frayed in the summer heat and Monty, Elsa and Barby took every opportunity to slip off to church. The cool air with its perfume of lilies and freshly starched cassocks, the silence, the triangles of coloured light that fell through the stained glass, the huge, unfilled space – all this calmed them. Besides which, when their father returned on Friday evenings he smiled when they told him how often they’d been to church. Peculiar smiles that stretched tightly over his teeth. But smiles, all the same.

Elsa and Barby stopped asking when their mother was coming home. Aunt Maude told them she was ill and would return when she was better. Monty had stomach-ache most of the time and said nothing. And when his sisters asked, he just shook his head and said Mutti was still in Germany.

‘But why doesn’t she write?’ asked Barby when Monty had first come to London.

‘She’s too ill, Isuppose,’ Monty said. And then he’d doubled over with tummy pains and had to lie down in the bedroom he shared with their father.

One Friday evening, Ernest arrived back from Nottingham and asked the three children and Aunt Maude to join him among the tea chests in the front parlour. He lowered himself carefully into an armchair and Aunt Maude and the three children squeezed onto the couch. Granny lurked at the door like a fat black spider.

‘I have bought a new home for us all. Much bigger ... With a garden. In Chiswick, near the River Thames.’ He paused and cleared his throat. ‘We’ll start moving next week.’

‘Will Mutti like the house?’ Barby asked.

‘Elsa and Barby will share a room and Monty will have his own room. I’m hiring a cook so there’ll be less work for your grandmother and Aunt Maude.’

‘Aunt Maude and Granny are coming to live in our house?’ Barby asked, surprised. She could feel Elsa stiffen beside her. And on the other side of her, Monty belched softly and put his hands to his stomach. She shifted slightly. She didn’t want Monty to be sick on her. He’d been sick on her shoes the day before and she could still see the splash marks.

‘Yes. And your grandfather of course. Which brings me to my next point.’ Ernest’s gaze rose until he was staring at a point above their heads, like the vicar did when he was sermonising. ‘From now on you are to call Maude “Mama”.’ And he gestured vaguely at Aunt Maude with his bandaged arm.

‘Mama?’ Barby echoed, startled. ‘Why are we to call Aunt Maude “Mama”?’

There was a short silence while Aunt Maude squirmed on the couch. Monty retched and gulped. Elsa stared at her father with wide, suspicious eyes.

‘She is to be called Mama from now on,’ he repeated, his gaze still fixated in space. There was something about the rigid line of his jaw that stopped Barby asking any more questions.

‘When is Mutti back?’ Elsa asked.

Papa gave a terse shake of his head. His eyes looked sore and watery, as though he had something in them. Asmall fly or a grain of sand perhaps. ‘Ihave work to do now. Maude, could you take them to church?’

‘Your mother is ill,’ hissed Aunt Maude. ‘How many times do we have to tell you!’

Granny stood in the doorframe, hands on her hips, nodding with feigned solicitude. ‘Stop bothering your father, children. If we go now we’ll be in time for Evensong.’

The five of them walked to church in silence, Aunt Maude and Granny in front and Monty trailing and belching. But just as they got to the gates of the churchyard, they heard the sound of retching and turned to see Monty bent over the gutter, vomiting.

‘He’s not well!’ Elsa exclaimed. ‘He shouldn’t be here!’

‘That’s enough from you, young lady,’ snapped Granny. ‘Do you know why your mother isn’t here? Do you?’

‘It’s because she’s ill in Germany. She’s probably got what Monty’s got and I bet Grossvater isn’t forcing her to go to church,’ Barby said plaintively.

‘How dare you talk back to me! No wonder she doesn’t like you. That’s why she’s not here. She-that-was-Frieda doesn’t love you. And now we must love you. And if your father wants you to call Maude “Mama”, then you will!’ Granny strode towards the church, her black skirt skating out behind her. ‘It’s up to God now and he smiles only upon the righteous.’

Elsa reached instinctively for Barby’s hand, pulling her into the churchyard. Monty limped behind them, groaning faintly and wiping his mouth. Barby felt Elsa’s fingers gripping and pressing the bones in her hand. What had Granny meant when she said their mother didn’t love them? Why had she called her She-that-was-Frieda?

That night, Barby climbed into Elsa’s bed, and snuggled tight against her.

‘Mutti wouldn’t leave us, would she?’

‘No,’ agreed Elsa. ‘Ithink she’s gone mad and they’ve put her in a lunatic asylum. They’re too ashamed to tell us. And that’s why they’re saying beastly things.’

Barby moved in closer so that they lay like conjoined twins. ‘Ithink she’s lost her memory and doesn’t know where she is. They think she’s run away but really she’s walking round lost in a big German forest. Like a princess under a magic spell.’

She smiled in the darkness. ‘D’you remember when she used to tell us the story of Sleeping Beauty? D’you remember how she would leap up when we kissed her and all the pictures would rattle and shake on the walls?’

Elsa giggled. ‘D’you remember when she did such a huge leap, she broke my bed?’

The sisters squeezed each other, and when they awoke the next morning, they were still pressed tightly together like the two shells of an oyster.


Epilogue

‘It is one’s self that matters,’ she said. ‘Whether one is being one’s own self and serving one’s own God.’

D.H. Lawrence, The Shades of Spring


Author’s note





After writing my first biographical novel, The Joyce Girl, which ends with the protagonist never achieving the freedom she so longed for, I wanted to explore a true story with a very different outcome. Like many, I knew of Frieda as ‘the woman who left her children to run away with Lawrence’. And yet as I became more and more immersed in the early lives of Frieda and Lawrence, this appeared to be fallacious. The myth of Frieda and Lawrence’s elopement is indeed compelling. But the truth (as I interpreted it) was very different. This is my story of Frieda as a mother.

The British child custody laws of the time were draconian. A woman found guilty of adultery and divorced by her husband could be entirely deprived of access to her children. In many cases, women divorced by their husbands and identified as the ‘guilty’ party had the same legal status as children and ‘lunatics’. When Ernest saw how determined Frieda was to see her children, he obtained a court order forbidding her from seeing them. She was not, therefore, a woman ‘leaving her children’. She was a woman who believed in her right to choose her own life and, as a result, was denied access to her children.

How did she end up in this situation? Because her hand had been forced by the letter of confession Lawrence sent to Ernest, without her agreement. It seems Lawrence was fully aware of the effect his letter would have in bringing events to a head. In a letter to Frieda at this time, he wrote, chillingly, ‘I got your letter and Ernest’s this morning. In Ernest’s, as in mine, see the men combining in their freemasonry against you.’

While initially sympathetic, Lawrence became increasingly enraged at Frieda’s devastation over the loss of her children. Meanwhile, Ernest played his part by using the full force of the law to punish his errant wife. 

Throughout my research I was struck by the depth of feeling Frieda inspired in the significant men of her life. Ernest’s refusal to marry again, Gross’s letters to her (which moved me to tears), Lawrence’s poems about her, were all testament to her personality. Her courage, resilience and fearlessness seemed to be quite remarkable, particularly so in the historical context in which they must be seen.

Although Frieda is a novel of the imagination, melding fact and fiction (often inspired by Lawrence’s own writings), I have broadly followed the biographical outline of Frieda’s life during this period. However, I have taken two major liberties, mainly to aid narrative flow. Firstly, her affair with William Dowson took place before she met Otto, but to emphasise the impact of Otto Gross on her life and to better show the arc of her journey of sexual liberation I decided to place it after her undisputedly significant sexual awakening with Gross in Munich in 1907.  

Secondly, Frieda also had a short affair with Swiss anarchist and artist, Ernst Frick, in 1911, eight months before she met Lawrence. There are very few facts known about this affair and while that makes it ripe for a novelist, I wanted to show the way in which Gross’s ideas fed (via Frieda) directly into Lawrence’s work. I felt including the Frick affair would have impeded the pace of the novel and diluted the Gross-Lawrence connection. Frieda is also thought to have had two sexual encounters with other men during the early days of her relationship with Lawrence. While included in earlier drafts of Frieda, I subsequently removed them. Mainly to keep the plot tight. Partly (sadly) for other reasons. While women’s freedom has made huge strides in the last hundred years, the sexual freedom of mothers has advanced less rapidly.

For readers wanting to fully unpick fact from fiction, there exists a huge wealth of Lawrence-Frieda information. Like all writers of biographical fiction I am hugely indebted to the painstaking work undertaken by the writers, scholars and biographers who came before me (of which there are many). I read many, many works but relied most heavily on the following and have no hesitation in recommending any of them:

Not I, But the Wind – Frieda Lawrence

Frieda Lawrence: The Memoirs and Correspondence – ed. E.W. Tedlock

A Genius for Living: A Biography of Frieda Lawrence ­– Janet Byrne

Frieda Lawrence – Robert Lucas

Living at the Edge: A Biography of D.H. Lawrence & Frieda von Richthofen – Michael Squires and Lynn K. Talbot

D.H. Lawrence and Frieda: A Portrait of Love and Loyalty – Michael Squires

The von Richthofen Sisters: The Triumphant and the Tragic Modes of Love – Martin Green

Mountain of Truth – Martin Green

Frieda Lawrence – Rosie Jackon

Lawrence’s Women – Elaine Feinstein

D.H. Lawrence: The Story of a Marriage – Brenda Maddox

D.H. Lawrence: The Life of an Outsider – John Worthen

Triumph to Exile 1912–1922 ­– Mark Kinkead-Weekes

Frieda Lawrence and her Circle: Letters to, from and about Frieda – Harry T. Moore & Dale Montagu

Experiments: Lectures on Lawrence – John Worthen

D.H. Lawrence: A Composite Biography – Edward Nehls

Freud’s ‘Outstanding’ Colleague -Gottfried M. Heuer

Selected Works 1901– 1920 – Otto Gross

The Romance of Words – Ernest Weekley

The Romance of Names – Ernest Weekley

Munich: Its Golden Age of Art and Culture 1890-1920 – Reiner Metzger

The Era of German Expressionism – Paul Raabe

Ernest Weekley, Biography with Intent – Victoria Manthorpe (unpublished MA dissertation, UEA, 2003)

Lawrence’s own work was, of course, critical to my understanding of both him and Frieda. In particular:

Sons and Lovers

The Rainbow

Women in Love

The Lost Girl

Mr Noon

The Fight for Barbara

Lady Chatterley’s Lover

The Virgin and the Gypsy

Twilight in Italy

The Complete Poems of D.H. Lawrence (particularly the volume Look! We have Come Through!)

Collected Letters of D.H. Lawrence

Love Among the Haystacks and Other Pieces

Fantasia of the Unconscious

The Collected Short Stories

Where relevant I have inserted quotes (or entire letters in some cases) from the letters and writings of Gross, Lawrence, Weekley and the von Richthofen sisters into the novel’s text. 
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