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A Note on the Text


This is a work of historical fiction. Although it portrays true incidents in Karl Marx’s life and includes original correspondence, the story often departs from the facts. Furthermore, in Part III especially, the timeline has been greatly abbreviated.


Some of the made-up incidents are more plausible than others. For example, the meeting between Marx and Mikhail Bakunin in Part I, Chapter 3 could not have taken place, since in November 1849 the latter was in prison in Königstein. However, this is not to say that the two men would not have met had Bakunin managed to escape to London: they almost certainly would have done. As for the implausible incidents, readers are free to judge them in the context of the story. It was never my intention to write a Marx biography and I make no apologies for not having written one.


The novel draws on Marx’s unpublished and published writings of the period. All translations from the Marx Engels Werke are my own unless otherwise stated. I am grateful to G. M. Goshgarian for his German translations.


Minor references to Marx and Engels’s works are to English editions. Mindful of the fact that too many notes can be distracting, especially in a work of fiction, I have tried to keep them to a bare minimum. Mostly they contain contextual and historical information, references to real persons and primary and secondary literature. For quotations from Shakespeare’s plays I have chosen not to cite publishers or editions. There are several unacknowledged quotations from other works, notably Dante’s Divine Comedy (all such works are in the public domain). There are also anachronisms, particularly in relation to chess.


Marx’s interest in differential calculus dates from the final years of his life, whereas in the novel I have him grappling with mathematical formulas from the beginning. I am grateful to Anindya Bhattacharyya for his help and corrections of my use of mathematics. I am also grateful to Igor Koršič for his many comments and suggestions on the manuscript, and for the engaging conversations on Marx, Marxism and revolution.


Jason Barker, Seoul, 12 June 2017
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Chapter 1


News from Paris1


Neue Rheinische Zeitung, No. 27


June 27, 1848


Cologne, 26 June. The latest news from Paris takes up so much space that we have no choice but to omit all analytical articles.


We accordingly offer our readers only a few briefs. Ledru-Rollin, Lamartine and their Ministers Resign; Cavaignac’s Military Dictatorship Transplanted from Algiers to Paris; Marrast, A Dictator in Civilian Clothing; Paris Awash in Blood; Uprising Developing into the Greatest Revolution of All Time, the Proletariat’s Revolution against the Bourgeoisie. There is the latest news we have received from Paris. The three days that sufficed for both the July Revolution and the February Revolution will not be enough for this gigantic June Revolution, but the victory of the people is ever more certain. The French bourgeoisie has dared to do what the French Kings never did: it has itself cast the die. With this, the French Revolution’s second act, the European tragedy is just beginning.





Chapter 2


London, 4 November 1849


On the Upper Lambeth Marsh the air was threatening to induce dizziness in any wayward soul. Not that any soul would ever be so possessed as to visit what Dietz had described as Hell’s waiting room. From sulphurous clouds the smouldering armour of the Whig parliament emerged in homage to the Great Fossil Lizard that once roamed the Thames Basin. On the South Bank, chimney stacks blasted out their molten debris in a barrage of volcanic eruptions. In Lambeth, the munitions factories sent projectiles skywards with such ferocity that the clouds seemed to ignite before returning the glowing debris back to earth.


In a democratic understanding of sorts, perhaps the signal achievement of the times, the fiery rain fell on top hats and flat caps in equal measure. For anyone crossing the damp element by Westminster Bridge, the threat of tumbling masonry compounded that of falling debris; which, on occasion, would seal the thanks-offering fate of drunks, college-goers2 and lunatics. On the narrow stretch offshore, in easy range of the cannonade, steamboats and Thames barges jostled for control of the quays and wharfs. Lighters ferried cargo from the bulkier craft and, as if to complete the aquatic food chain, workers in rowboats hawked beer to the lightermen.


Whether or not the seismic activity of bourgeois industry would one day come to rival the Triassic extinction event in its environmental impact was unclear. For the moment, however, what struck the spectator—the one inclined to doubt the evidence of their own eyes—was not remotely how things had evolved thus, or where they might in future, but whether or not any of ‘it’ could really be described, at all. What exactly was one looking at?


‘Sir! Pay me a penny for my cat, say.’


Marx glanced up from his notebook. A gang of street urchins approached, rehearsed in their own variety of extinction event. The ringleader, genderless and caked in mud, dangled an animal from a cord, more rodent than feline, though not long for this world. He thrust the petrified creature at Marx in plain ignorance of the fact that both animal and tormentor shared a common ancestor.


‘I-I-I…’ Marx faltered and the creature responded in kind.


‘You-you-you,’ replied the tormentor and the apprentice demons cackled.


‘Raus mit euch, Ihr Tierquäler!’3 Marx would have declared next, had his English been up to the mark.


The creature was almost human. Its bloodshot eyes and pulsating nostrils might have been those of Marx’s landlord on rent day. Indeed, but for the unfortunate mystery of the animal’s capture, the break in the organic chain might have been minutely deferred. Of such unpredictable encounters was history woven. (The class struggle could surely be traced back to the dark wood of savagery—if not before—when man was a mere tree-dweller among beasts.)


The animal was more attuned to survival than its tormentor and in a gymnastic effort, it wriggled from the latter’s hand and catapulted itself forward in a spasm. Landing in a heap, it righted itself then zigzagged through the melee of baying urchins, finding time to bite the ringleader on the ankle before hurtling through the wrought-iron gates of the factory opposite.


Could this be the place? Marx squinted through his tar-stained handkerchief at the smudged outline of a building—an impression, Engels had called it, ‘But you’ll recognize the thing once you’re there.’ Genau. “There” was precisely where Marx was trying to be. But the sketch bore little resemblance to the thing itself, to any discernible landmark, moreover. A map would have served his purposes; though, again, the difficulty lay in locating where he was in the first place.


Marx paced along the mud track that separated the factory wall from the wood panel frontage of Field’s Candle Works. At the entrance he paused and peered inside the container of darkness. He tried to imagine the synchronized horrors that lay in store for the proletarians as the day shift filed in and the night shift shuffled out, dazed and dishevelled like a community displaced by war.


He brushed a fresh deposit of volcanic debris from the page on which he had jotted down, at some ungodly hour, his latest attempt to master the differential calculus. On reflection, Engels’s sketch had its merits. Was that the solution? The whole difficulty in understanding the differential operation—which repeats the negation of the negation—lays precisely in seeing its results.4 Charles Bloodworth, 11 Vauxhall Walk, Maudslay’s Ironworks. At which point the address collapsed into the derived function and careered off the page. If we divide both a(x1 – x) and the left side of the corresponding equation by the factor x1 – x, we then obtain:
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Since y is the dependent variable, it cannot carry through any independent motion at all; y1 therefore cannot equal y and y1 – y = 0 without x1 first having become equal to x. Shouldn’t one be able to infer the economic crisis from the incremental changes expressed by the derived function in a manner wholly in keeping with the qualitative law of the dialectic?


Mathematics was no mere measure of matter in motion any more than wages were a measure of factory labour. Equally, the patch of inflamed skin threatening to expand into a pus-filled furuncle at the entrance to Marx’s anal passage was no mere indicator of pain: it actually hurt. Mathematics was something and as adept in accounting for it as philosophy was. That was the general gist of it, but he would need to go back and derive the theorems later that day in the pub.


Suddenly a proletarian convoy exited a slow-moving mist, their faces shrouded in shawls like a Bedouin tribe and heading toward the river. Or so it seemed. Marx stumbled, almost falling head first down an escarpment that jutted out of nowhere. Wasn’t this supposed to be reclaimed marshland? That’s what Dietz had said: eben. Dietz! The man could no more give directions than prepare soothing balms for the treatment of haemorrhoids. The reform of consciousness depends on rudely awakening men from their bedridden slumbers. But how would that be possible if men were not in fact asleep, or even capable of sleep, or even bedridden, owing to their incapacity to lie down?


No sooner had they appeared than the proletarians disappeared back into the mist. As the molten dust reignited the coal-black heavens, Marx understood everything in an instant. Come with your gods into a country where other gods are worshipped and you will be shown to suffer from fantasies and abstractions. And justly so.5


Marx tiptoed along the escarpment and by the grace of forces unknown descended it in one continuous motion. The ground was sodden underfoot; despite the poisonous stench weeds sprouted obstinately in the bog terrain, their wire-drawn growth a cry to escape the earth. No doubt a botanist from the Royal Society would soon announce the discovery of a new local species.


Across the street a mound of fish garbage had been left to fester, neatly at first, then scattered in piles, as if their owner had suddenly lost interest and decided that preserving the tidiness of the neighbourhood was a lost cause. Nearby, a pig’s carcass retained the aspect of wonder at the spectacle of its own demise. What other accursed creatures were lurking in this primeval soup, threatening to rise up and take revenge on the living?


Marx began to retch convulsively. Aware that a minor miscalculation would be enough to land him in a rival state of wonder, he inhaled sharply. Such exertion, however, was too much for his lungs to take in and this provoked a fall the major indignity of which even his gods, unencumbered by the majesty of Reason, did not see fit to avert. The problem, dear fellow, is not that Spirit is a bone, but that your bones are bones.


It was approaching eight on the Upper Lambeth Marsh and Marx’s carbuncle lay submerged in a carbuncular-shaped crater in the carbuncular outcrop of this godforsaken carbuncle of a city. Every portion of matter can be thought of as a garden full of plants, or as a pond full of fish. But every branch of the plant, every part of the animal, and every drop of its vital fluids, is another such garden, or another such pool.6 But such recursion was useless if it only led back to God. Marx rose trembling and braced himself for the pain. Nothing. Had he severed a vital nerve? He shuffled forward shin deep in mud, then paused. Still nothing. Might this be the cure? The New Cut reinvented as a spa town. Pottery had been produced in the region since Roman times and there was a plentiful supply of clay. With its low-lying aspect and mild climate, wasn’t this the prime location for the ablutionary treatment of chronic ailments?


It was then Marx realized that it wasn’t an escarpment he had just descended, but a dung heap piled six-feet high with human excrement, entrails and coagulating industrial fluids. Some malefactor had disguised the cesspool by raking it over with coal ash.


A clump of green-red ivy clinging to a farmer’s cottage beckoned his eye. From the door frame its trail extended along the length of the building, then dropped at a right angle into the gutter. He followed the glistening trail to the source of the strange foliage. It wasn’t exactly ornate. But on the other hand, neither was its meandering progress entirely at odds with its surroundings. He reached out to touch the plant, which seemed to recoil from his hand. Odd. Sensing a faint noise, Marx edged closer to the rubbery petals; it was as if they were conversing in a thousand tiny voices. Like the evanescent proletarians, Lambeth was producing species all unto itself that confounded the most up-to-date thinking of the life scientists.


The path began to taper into a dark alleyway between two private dwellings. One of them was so badly subsided that its windows were in danger of being swallowed by the black earth. Through the open window of the adjacent cottage Marx could see a man and his daughter limewashing the walls. The man started and bellowed, either in salutation or rebuke, it was impossible to tell. Marx hurriedly squeezed his way through the alleyway and out into a vacant courtyard, where there, before him, lay the source of the alien plant life.


It was high tide. The green-red ivy fanned out in one continuous expanse from the waterfront all the way to the archway of Millbank Prison on the North Bank. But this wasn’t ivy; it was a thick crustaceous blanket of algae, thriving on human waste and factory chemicals. Once enriched by this diabolical concoction, the algae would migrate ashore with the malicious intent of Frankenstein’s monster, infecting everything in its path.


As if to confirm Marx’s thesis, the daughter emerged moments later from the alleyway carrying a bucket of limewash. The slime on this section of river being at least six-inches thick, she made her way along the shoreline to where the Lambeth ferry was disembarking its passengers and began washing out her bucket there; a mere stone’s throw upstream from a woman filling hers.


Earlier that morning the stench of effluvium from the bone-crushing factories had stymied Marx’s senses. Looking south from Westminster Bridge had convinced him that Lambeth Marsh, instead of buttressing an eastward bend in the river, was in fact a peninsular jutting out into the Thames and that the carpet of algae was pastureland. In fact, it was the opposite: no outcrop of molten industry, Lambeth was a vast floating sewer at constant risk of being swept away by the tide. Indeed, wasn’t the close proximity—nay, osmosis—of land to water the aggravating cause of the recent cholera epidemic, from which hundreds of local residents had perished? Feeling the urge to vomit, he reached for his handkerchief and pulled out the sodden remains of his notebook. Scheisse. A month’s worth of research reduced to mush. Perhaps he could dry out the pages once back at the hotel; assuming Jenny hadn’t squandered the coal.


A chimney stack started to move. He felt the ground shake and the rumbling steam engine hissed and clattered past. And then it came to him: All that is solid melts into air.


Marx presently came to his senses, conscious that the sulphur was starting to play tricks on his mind. He buttoned his overcoat against the stiffening breeze. Time to disembark the shores of happenstance for firmer ground.





Chapter 3


From the steaming engines of the Waterloo Bridge, to the coffee houses of Covent Garden, to the monstrous facades rising from the Piccadilly slime pools, Marx’s theory was everywhere. But as he made his way to the pub his only positive thought was Wang’s vapour bath. For a shilling the Chinaman could probably be cajoled into washing his clothes and lending him something suitable in the meantime, given the unlikelihood of there being anything clean to wear back at the hotel. Once refreshed he could finally put his treatise to bed and have the manuscript in the post on the morrow, midweek at the latest. Who knows? Perhaps Duncker would even see fit to advance the 1500 talers before the end of the month, thus enabling him to settle up and relocate the family into more suitable lodgings. A study and separate bedroom for Helene and the children would be ideal, thus affording him and his wife some privacy at long last.


The Red Lion stood at the north end of Great Windmill Street opposite some of the most notorious landlords in London. Diagonally it faced a knacker’s yard. A construction boom had been threatening the neighbourhood with demolition for donkey’s years, but the unwillingness of landlords to sell up, coupled with the latest economic shock, had conspired in its social neglect. It wasn’t the most salubrious part of town, which suited the pub’s outsider reputation. Its elevated street view appealed to men on the run. In its 70-odd-year history just about every revolutionary worthy of the name—or pretender riding on the coat-tails of someone else’s—had passed through its doors and in many cases been thrown back out again. Marx belonged to the first category and in all likelihood the second.


Once inside an arm seized his and veered him through the fug of the saloon bar.


‘You’ll never guess what Bonaparte’s gone and done now,’ said the voice in his ear. ‘Only gone and locked up his own judges!’


Marx took a moment to acclimatize and put a face to his old comrade. One could never be too careful in the Red Lion; it was a breeding ground for spies. The news from Paris was predictably dire. Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte,7 France’s first elected president, was cracking down on his allies this time, most of whom appeared to have fled to this pub.


‘How was your field trip?’ said Engels, looking his comrade up and down.


‘Are you taking the piss?’ said Marx. He raised his voice: ‘You never told me the city was sinking!’


‘What?’ screeched Engels, straining to hear above the drunken din of the Marseillaise.


‘That district you sent me to. It’s a swamp! It’s like a proletarian Venice!’


‘Menace?’


‘Not menace! Venice! A proletarian Venice!’


‘Pah!’ Engels waved his hand in the manner of someone mildly inebriated. ‘It’ll burn before it drowns!’


‘Are you growing a moustache?’ enquired Marx, noticing something altered in the other’s regard.


‘I’m a moustache, you’re a moustache, we are all moustaches!’ retorted Engels, spinning round and swinging his arms gaily.


‘What?’


‘Hang on.’ Engels broke off to light his cigar. The Marseillaise sounded as if it were being sung in a dozen languages and the singers all competing against rival renditions. ‘What did you say?’ he resumed, struggling to stay afloat on the riptide of bodies.


‘All that is solid melts into air!’ screamed Marx. ‘That book on the Macellum of Pozzuoli by the Scotsman, Lyell. Remember it?’ Engels was flagging. Marx persevered: ‘Darwin cites him. In fact, it’s the bedrock of the evolutionary theory. It forces the geologists to give up theology. It’s indispensable for anyone seeking to revive the natural philosophy. You need Lyell. He’s a dialectician. He envisages incremental changes that encompass the more convulsive tectonic activity—volcanoes, earthquakes and the like—along with large meteor strikes and other gravitational phenomena. I thought I might include something about it in the appendix. C’est une piste! What do you say?’


Engels was far worse for wear than he had first appeared. ‘Not later, now,’ he mouthed, jumping up and down dementedly in his own world.


Marx could make out a feminine profile through the smoke. Engels was chatting up the barmaid.


Marx’s compatriot was exceptionally handsome for a revolutionary. His blond mane defied gravity, his blue-eyed stare melted hearts and his tall, athletic build owned its own wardrobe. Both he and Marx shared a great deal of history, but when it came to natural charm they were separated by an era. Engels could stand out in a crowd. Marx, on the other hand, blended in perfectly well, with a physique somewhat adapted to serving the revolutionary cause on his rear end. It was all just as well. Better off taking the five pounds Engels had promised him and wrapping the manuscript alone, with minimal fuss, then seeking his friend’s sober criticisms once he was in a fit state to offer them.


‘I say, Marx! Come and join us in a bacon sandwich,’ said Liebknecht, who had managed the impossible feat of ordering food in a Soho pub at lunchtime. ‘They’re awfully good, you know.’


Perhaps he would splash out and treat himself. Then again, no need. He would eat at Wang’s. On his previous visit there he had eaten a plate of dumplings in his bath. Barring some minor anomaly in the Asiatic mode of production (which he would need to address in a sequel to his book), Chinese dumplings, which Wang always served with a steaming hot bowl of vegetable and ginger soup, bore out Marx’s theory of history.


Engels went on swaying from side to side, rambling and bemoaning the German donkeys and the French parvenus and the appalling state of European democracy in general. The bulletins from Paris fell into two categories. The first: disasters. The second: harbingers of disasters.


‘Moor,’ said Engels, ‘it’s bad news, I’m afraid. I couldn’t get the cash I promised you.’


Marx felt a sharp pain in his nether regions as if penetrated by a red-hot poker.


‘You’re not desperate, are you?’


‘Well! I am rather,’ Marx meant to say; although what actually came out of his mouth was more like the noise a Devonian tetrapod would have made.


‘It’s not a problem,’ continued Engels, mistaking the noise for affirmation, ‘I’ll sweet-talk my old man. I’ll have him eating out of my hand before the month’s out. See if I don’t.’


A commotion swept through the pub. The anarchist contingent was hailing the arrival of the Russian revolutionary Mikhail Bakunin.8 The Marseillaise struck up again, this time with a superhuman gusto that made the walls tremble.


‘Oh, shit,’ said Engels.


‘What?’ Marx sensed catastrophe on a different scale.


‘Bakunin. He and I have had a falling-out.’ Engels rifled through his pockets as if divesting himself of incriminating evidence. He puffed out his cheeks and set off. ‘Most humbly do I take my leave, sir.’


‘Wait,’ said Marx.


‘N-O-W,’ mimed Engels, waving his arms at the barmaid. ‘Listen, Moor, before I go…’


‘Yes?’


Engels leaned into Marx like a falling spruce, almost toppling both of them. He steadied himself on the smaller man’s shoulders.


‘You look like shit. Ask Liebknecht to give you some second-hand clothes. He’s been taken in by the Methodists.’


Then, stuffing his copy of The London Illustrated News into Marx’s pocket, he shepherded the barmaid out into the dank November afternoon.


‘Frère Marx,’ announced Bakunin, pacing forward in long strikes and parting the crowd like the Red Sea.


The Russian was dressed in the cassock of a Lutheran priest. He appeared taller than Marx remembered him. Perhaps his Saxon gaolers had stretched him on the rack. He made the sign of the cross and began reading from a volume of poetry. At the end of each line he paused. Failing to rouse the other’s interest he eventually gave up.


‘Charles Baudelaire,’ said the giant, peering down his beard. ‘Ever heard of him?’


‘No,’ said Marx.


‘No? Oh. Well… poets! Who needs them? Bunch of filthy layabouts.’ He threw off his wide-brimmed hat. ‘Deus did weep; I’m as dry as a Spanish goat herder’s cock. Landlord!’ He signalled to the bar and tipped out coins of various currencies from a leather pouch. ‘You look… well,’ he offered, registering Marx’s mud-caked appearance. Then, grabbing him in a bear hug, ‘Come! We shall drink till we vomit.’





Chapter 4


Cd4.


‘You took my castle,’ squealed Jenny in a passable imitation of her adolescent self.


‘And?’ said Helene.


Jenny was hyperventilating. ‘And… and… and…’


Jenny Marx, née Johanna Bertha Julie Jenny von Westphalen, the daughter of Baron von Westphalen of Trier, County Sheriff of the Landrat and Regional Advisor to the Prussian government, had long since parted company with her adolescent self. On such occasions, however, her impetuousness got the better of her, and she would channel the energies of bygone days when she and Sophie would fight over boys and ball gowns, and perform tricks on her incontinent cocker spaniel Voltaire. They had been born within days of each other and when he died she regretted having teased him so. Like the time she put him inside one of her stockings and hung him from the bedroom window.


‘What’s wrong with you?’ exclaimed Helene, ducking the shoe that narrowly missed her head and slammed into the window.


Jenny removed the clay pipe from Helene’s mouth and took a puff. ‘You’re winning,’ she said.


‘And you’re losing,’ replied Helene, snatching back the pipe and jutting out her chin.


Helene Demuth, née Helene Demuth, the daughter of south German peasants, was rarely impetuous; although her temper was a force to be reckoned with. In her teenage years she never attended balls and felt equally at home among livestock as she did people. Dogs, which in the Rhineland were simply part of the landscape, never stood still long enough in her home town of Sankt Wendel to be placed inside stockings and hung from bedroom windows.


Since joining the von Westphalens as a maid 15 years ago, she and Jenny had become close friends and confidantes. And, ever since the Baron had introduced her to chess, rarely did a day pass when she and Jenny wouldn’t play. Perhaps this was the reason why Jenny’s hissy fits were wasted on Helene; although, of course, the hissy fits were, as both players knew, an integral part of Jenny’s strategy.


‘Now I’m a queen without a castle,’ said Jenny, reclining on the bed. ‘Could there be anything worse? What do you think is worse: a queen without a castle or a queen without a king?’ She considered her next move.


‘Citizen,’ announced Jennychen, the eldest daughter, ‘I arrest you in the name of the Revolution.’


‘On what charge?’ demanded Laura, the younger one, waving defiantly the tricolour she and her sister had made by sewing together their father’s handkerchiefs and nailing them to his cane.


‘Sedition.’


Helene tapped the hourglass. ‘Time.’


‘Wait!’


‘Time!’ Helene repeated.


‘Edgar!’ Jenny snapped at her hyperactive two-year-old. ‘Mummy’s trying to concentrate!’


On reaching the mound of clothes at the foot of the bed, Edgar reversed his toy locomotive, then charged into them at full pelt, catapulting himself into his father’s writing desk. The paperwork, which resembled a papier-mâché pyramid—a fascinating accomplishment that a colony of ants would have been proud of—scattered everywhere. The child thought about this for a moment, then burst into tears.


‘Come here,’ said Helene, hauling him up onto her knee. ‘That was a silly thing to do, wasn’t it?’ She swept the matte of black curls from his face. ‘Is that why we call you Musch?’ she whispered. ‘Is it? Because you’re always flying around? You know what happens to flies, don’t you? They better mind they’re not careless. Otherwise…’ She slapped her thigh and Edgar sat bolt upright, newly primed for mischief, one misdemeanour having merely paved the way for another.


‘Edg-arrr,’ said Jenny solemnly, her eyes fixed on the chessboard, ‘do you want me to tell the landlord’s dog you’ve been naughty?’


The boy buried his face in Helene’s apron and wriggled, blowing hard through his nose in a concerted effort not to cry.


Re7.


Helene set down the child instinctively and reached for the hourglass, already anticipating her next move.


‘Citizen,’ declared Jennychen, ‘either you come of your own accord or we shall be forced to take extreme measures.’


Jenny got up from the bed and leaned against the window. Dusk was falling and the orange debris was drifting in on a southerly breeze. On the corner of Leicester Square, off-duty Redcoats were being goaded by Soho tearaways. The Redcoats congregated there in the evenings, since the beer was cheap and the view was free. Standing in a line they joked with their tunics unbuttoned, wagering on who could steal a glance from the passing ladies, whose husbands took umbrage at the objectification of their wives; although, of course, they were powerless to do anything about it.


Leicester Square was located at the fringes of social respectability. The square itself was an overgrown thicket and dumping ground for drunks and unidentified creatures. Anyone passing that way after dark was sure to encounter mischief.


‘That dog was growling again last night,’ said Helene, picking up her king and suddenly unsure what to do with it. ‘It must have been three. I swear this place is haunted.’


‘Do you think?’ mused Jenny, gazing distractedly at the Redcoats in their devilishly handsome uniforms.


‘Course!’ said Helene, spotting an opening. ‘How else do you explain all that moaning?’


‘Somebody getting laid, I imagine,’ muttered Jenny to herself. ‘Don’t blame them.’


Kb6.


Helene turned over the hourglass. ‘Your move.’


‘You’re right,’ replied her opponent, resuming the formalities of the game, ‘a queen without a castle would be quite undignified.’ She stood over the board and raised her nightgown up above her waist, exposing her pregnant belly and gyrating the fleshy bulge from side to side.


‘Do you mind!’ said Helene, dodging a second projectile.


‘I always had a thing for soldiers. So… sacrificial.’ Jenny toyed with her queen. She always played White. Helene said it was her prerogative.


Qd4.


‘You lucky…’


‘You were saying? That’ll teach you for taking my castle. Who’s the mummy now, eh?’ Jenny clapped her hands in a flutter of excitement.


‘It isn’t over, my lady, until the fat tenor sings,’ replied Helene, who always played Black. Jenny said it was her colour.


Helene spied a weakness on her opponent’s left flank. Jenny had played a King’s Pawn Opening, to which Helene responded with a Caro-Kann Defence; although it hadn’t prevented Jenny from developing the diagonals. Helene’s reading of her opponent’s strategy confirmed what she always suspected: namely, that Jenny’s moves were simply facsimiles of countless other moves, unconsciously absorbed over time and redeployed more or less at random. Then again, perhaps Jenny was bluffing. Perhaps she did have a strategy after all; a hidden variation nesting inside this one. As things stood, Black looked invincible. But White always had the opening move.


‘I thought we might go to a concert,’ said Jenny, perching herself on the windowsill.


‘Really?’


‘Yes, really.’


Jenny pulled down her chemisette and inspected her bosom in the pane. Despite being naturally dark, her skin glowed pink at the temples owing to her condition très intéressante. The evening luminescence painted her in a fiery light that seemed to transport her entire being and she imagined for a moment hovering above the street outside, floating among the orange debris, not as herself but in a different form, like an angel or a snowflake. Nihil movetur nisi corpus, ut probatur.9


‘And what do you suggest we do for money?’


‘I have my ways,’ said Jenny, tracing the outline of her reflection with her index finger.


There was a long pause, then Helene said, ‘You can count me out, anyway.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘What do I mean? Huh. After the rubbish you made me sit through last time? Do me a favour. Even his lordship fell asleep; and he started snoring; and you disappeared to God knows where.’


Jenny stifled a giggle, still seething at the capture of her castle and loathe to concede any moral advantage to her opponent.


‘All them hysterical madams carping on about this, that and what have you; how they’ve been wronged by some selfish brute and just want to throw themselves in front of a locomotive. “I burn, I burn! I rage, I rage!”’


Jenny, unable to contain herself, burst out laughing. ‘I’m not sure Handel had locomotives in mind when he wrote that.’


Outside the early evening preludes had segued into a boisterous symphony of night hawkers, theatregoers and the Soho tearaways, whose hellraising antics were amplified by the maze of alleyways that led off Leicester Square. It all sounded quite deranged, as if one were trapped inside a huge concrete wind instrument.


‘Your justice is a sham! Unhand me at once!’ demanded Laura, whose playful reprimand was threatening to turn violent.


Ka5.


‘You were saying?’ said Helene, raising the hourglass above her head as if claiming a trophy.


‘A knight for a king,’ said Jenny. ‘Wunderbar. And for a baroness?’


Between the bustle of the streets and the focal point of the game there wasn’t much in it; not much, that is, if one read the minute chasm separating Black from White as a meeting between strangers. Would it help if the board were bigger? Might it then offer spaces to hide in the monstrous proportions of a city under siege, provide multiple lines of retreat and counterattack, safe houses and cracks to crawl into without ever being found? Or was she, she wondered, a pawn in someone else’s game? Feeling tired, irritated and inclined to kick the board up in the air, Jenny picked up Helene’s king and stuck it between her breasts.


‘Hey! What do you think you’re doing?’ demanded Helene.


Jenny poked out her tongue. ‘Changing the rules.’





Chapter 5


In the space of 50 minutes Bakunin’s disquisition had managed to establish the following, no less: operas in German were superior to those in Italian; the word “art” could be applied to things that had nothing to do with art, such as mass uprisings; life was not a book; all literature should be banned; all laws should be banned; Saxon women were whores; cabbage was an aphrodisiac; philosophy was a form of buggery; the German philosopher Fichte had been a Russian spy in the pay of the Romanovs; for all Bakunin knew, so was Marx; and for all Marx knew, so was Bakunin.


The differential formula that Marx had scribbled in the margin of The Illustrated London News was more diverting than anything printed in that portentous bourgeois gossip sheet. A valid addendum; an improvement. Albeit a deeply troublesome creature:


[image: ]


Even a glance at the thing was to experience being flung off a cliff while still refuting the laws of gravity, convinced that the Almighty would reach out His hand just in time. The formula that confirmed that Hell had no bottom. Although x and x1 were meant to account for quantitatively different states of a moving body in time, wasn’t change thus conceived a complete illusion? Wasn’t it a contradiction in terms?


‘Marx.’


After all, a variable could “vary” as much as it liked, passing from one state to the next by infinitely small degrees. But if that were the case then there was no sense in saying that x could approximate to zero, since in so doing one would—


‘Marx!’


‘Mmm?’


‘When did you arrive?’ Bakunin was reclined imperiously on a dilapidated chaise longue and resembled a giant sloth. ‘From Paris?’


‘Last month. Six weeks ago,’ Marx corrected himself. ‘My head’s crammed so full of ideas I don’t know where the time goes.’


‘I know the feeling,’ said the sloth, dangling a leg the size of an anchor. ‘What are you working on?’


‘Nothing.’ Marx stuffed the paper inside his coat. ‘It’s finished.’


‘Finished? Why, congratulations! This calls for a toast. Landlord!’ Bakunin raised his arm as if hailing a cab. ‘Who’s your publisher?’


‘Duncker of Berlin.’


Bakunin rolled his eyes in dismay. ‘Duncker? Should I tell you the man’s a swindler? Mind you, all publishers are. I never sign their sordid contracts. What’s the book about, anyway?’


‘Capital.’


‘Capital?’ Bakunin eyed Marx suspiciously. ‘How… interesting. I must admit, I don’t profess to know much about these… theories of yours. Your book’s about capital, you say?’


‘Yes—’


‘Good!’ Bakunin lurched forward and set down his tankard on the table. ‘So. Explain to me your thesis.’


‘My thesis?’ Marx sounded baffled.


‘Yes. The general gist; the kernel of it.’


‘Well,’ said Marx, retrieving the newspaper from inside his coat, ‘things don’t simply vanish.’


Bakunin banged the table. ‘Damned right! That reminds me: add conjurers to the list of undesirables.’


‘Quite,’ said Marx, ‘but listen: take the accumulation of capital.’


‘The accumulation of capital…’ Bakunin shifted uncomfortably in his seat, reluctant to do any such thing.


‘It’s just an example, mind.’ Marx pointed at his scribble. ‘One can’t accumulate surplus value indefinitely.’


‘One can’t?’ said Bakunin, sounding dismayed.


‘No,’ affirmed the theorist. ‘There must be a limit to it.’


Bakunin scratched his beard. ‘A limit, you say…’


Marx shook his head. ‘But.’


‘But?’


‘The concept of limit in Leibniz and Newton10 is incompatible with that of qualitative change!’ Marx nervously gulped down his ale.


Bakunin looked perplexed and somewhat disturbed. ‘Well, it’s… fascinating. Truly it is. But in all honesty, Marx, I can’t get as worked up as you about it. I mean: political economy. Well. It’s hardly a page-turner. There was a time when I felt sure you and I might collaborate on a great work together. But in the end you chose a different partner and I set out on a different path. Capital? I mean I can see the overriding point. But when it comes to all these formulas… Granted, the capitalists are degenerates and its bourgeois class pimps. But the way you break things down makes it all seem so…’ Bakunin plucked an imaginary apple hanging from a branch and bit into it. ‘Abstract.’ He spat out the imaginary core.


Bakunin was an inspired performer. One could never simply converse with the man. To be in his company was to join in a secret cabal of rites and rituals and constant allusions to all things past, present and future. Imaginary worlds. His assertions would often cloud serious analysis. Where most people would reason one step at a time, Bakunin would do so all at once, ascending and descending the logic staircase in unpredictable leaps and bounds. It was a wonder the capricious critic didn’t fall and break his neck.


‘I’m losing my faith in books,’ he went on, undeterred by Marx’s failure to conceal a look of utter depression. ‘All these philosophical bibles are just another form of idolatry. Trifles and tricks. Free the shelf space of the mind, that’s what I say. We are all walking books. Our library should be out on the streets, in the alleys of the faubourgs and up and down canals. That’s where you’ll find real volumes of poetry; poetry of the living, breathing kind.’ Bakunin gestured toward the drunken brawl that had broken out in front of the pub, probably over the price of a bacon sandwich or a woman. ‘As for your eminent theory of capital,’ he said, rummaging in his pouch for British currency, ‘man produces, man consumes. What more is there to understand?’ He leered diabolically at the barmaid, newly returned from her afternoon adventure with Engels, as she set down two tankards on the table.


‘Спасибо, дорога′я,’ said the Russian in his native tongue.


‘Пожалуйста,’ replied the girl.11


‘To death on the barricades!’ declared Bakunin, wielding his tankard like a hand grenade, then crashing it into Marx’s and spilling most of the latter’s ale on the floor.


‘And you, Mikhail,’ enquired Marx, wiping his trousers, ‘what are you working on?’


Bakunin placed an envelope on the table and his hand on Marx’s shoulder. ‘In this envelope you will find top-secret plans for the seizure of the British Parliament. I have placed you in charge of procuring weapons. I count on you absolutely in this affair.’


Marx opened the envelope. ‘This is a blank sheet of paper.’


‘Oh!’ exclaimed Bakunin, collapsing on the chaise longue as if struck by a stray shell. ‘You’d prefer if I took out a front-page advertisement in The Times? It’s written in invisible ink.’


‘How… ingenious.’


‘Look,’ said Bakunin, whispering in the sceptic’s ear, ‘this is the last thing those bastard Whigs will expect, see. By seizing their parliament we shall resurrect the Parisian dynamic here in London. Who on Bog’s Earth would ever think of storming Westminster Palace? Eh? Exactly! No one. But how to pull it off? Let the doubters and the cynics wonder. I’ll say no more for now, but prepare yourself for a dastardly hostage-taking. It’s November. Read up on your English history, and you’ll manage to put two and two together. I’ve seen you’re well versed in arithmetic. I’ve said too much already. Mind!’


Marx was intrigued, albeit with the detached fascination of a witness to a train crash. ‘Tell me, who else have you recruited for this mission?’


‘A vow of secrecy prevents me from divulging names and addresses,’ muttered the Russian.


‘Genau. But roughly how many persons?’


‘Roughly? Six.’


‘Six.’


‘A peu près.’


‘More or less.’ Marx nodded. The strategy would need to be more sophisticated than the numbers. ‘Yes. So, to be clear, you intend to seize the British Parliament with all of six men?’


Bakunin smiled. ‘The brilliance of it, no?’


Marx took a sip of his beer and pondered. The man seated next to him was either a raving lunatic or a deluded fantasist. But then a brief survey of the bar told exactly the same story. Every table was a microcosm of world revolution; a fisherman’s tale of the one that got away; a cabal of gunpowder plotters who’d lost the plot, hatching plans in a world entirely of their own making. All the world was a stage. But one without wings. It was a tragicomic end to the Parisian debacle. But what crowned the achievement was Bakunin himself, whose arrogance went beyond mere provocation and who had the temerity to compare his own saloon bar “philosophy” to Marx’s path-breaking research on capital.


‘Mikhail?’ said Marx, turning to face the giant.


‘Yes, Marx,’ said Bakunin, inclining to meet him.


‘You are out of your mind.’ And with that he got up to leave. He hadn’t got very far before the giant made his riposte.


‘I say! Frère Marx? The revolution will make a relic of you!’


Marx turned on his heels and brought his fist down hard on the table, feeling the thud in his nether regions. ‘Listen here! I should be scandalized by your arrogance and insensitivity, but I’ll put that down to the fact that you’re clearly sleep-deprived—not that I should excuse it. I don’t need you or any other crazed fanatic to tell me what revolution entails! I am perfectly acquainted with its triumphs’—Marx paused to register the banks of startled faces—’and its failures.’


Bakunin didn’t flinch, his blank face confirming that Marx probably hadn’t been the first to spurn his suicidal mission. No doubt he wouldn’t be the last.


‘You’re living in a dream world, Marx,’ offered the Russian.


Marx leaned over the table and let drop the blank sheet of paper. ‘Am I?’ he said, then cut a slow and deliberate path to the door.


A French youth burst in reciting from a book of poetry. He slammed into Marx, knocking him sideways. The German barked his disapproval and the youth fled onto the stage of the outside world.





Chapter 6


In the street outside the minor scuffle had become a pitched battle. Self-styled Jacobins in frilly shirts (in reality Parisian students on a pub crawl) were taking on Hungarian anarchists and German social democrats, at least one of whom Marx recognized from the German Workers Educational Society on Drury Lane. Jacobin, anarchist, democrat: x1, x2, x3. Variables to be plotted in Cartesian space. But then on second thoughts, no. There was nothing to postulate here, since it was nothing more than a territorial dispute between rival clans of primates. If only the monkeys had been lions then at least their sense of shame might have been a revolutionary force.


The anarchists had pinned down a Jacobin while another laid into him with a lump of wood. The Germans, to their credit, were trying to diffuse the situation with language, but a Jacobin, who spoke no English and mistaking them for anarchists, responded by taking up a length of rope and beating at them wildly. It was all too much for one of the youngsters—whose parents, no doubt, had already raised the alarm back in Saint-Germain or Versailles—in whose desperation to escape dived head first into a coal chute. A different sin downweighs them to the bottom; if thou so far descendest, thou canst see them.


Locals stood outside their cottages and formed the contours of a boxing ring. Some of them were wagering on the outcome. An old-timer wearing a long white beard sat in a rocking chair appraising the scene with the sobriety of an aboriginal chief.


Marx covered his throat with one hand and his head with the other and dodged the projectiles as far as Coventry Street. He caught his reflection in the window of an upmarket boutique selling French revolutionary habits, “celebrating the 60th anniversary of the French Revolution in tricolours; velvets, silks and shawls; the choicest selection from sashes to furs”.


From there he crisscrossed the Piccadilly slime pools on wooden planks, fantasizing as he bounced over the open drains at how much filthier falling into the shit would make him, and lamenting his botched plans for the vapour bath and Chinese dumplings (that’d teach him for counting his chickens), before continuing along Haymarket and left on Panton Street, thus avoiding the baker’s on Covent Street, whom he owed two pounds and a shilling plus interest (that’d teach him for counting his).


At the entrance to the alleyway next to Lyle’s the greengrocers, which doubled as a public urinal, Marx saw something move under a sack; most likely a rat or—gods forbid—a hybrid creature of the bog returned to wreak vengeance on its human tormentors. Marx bent down—the smarting had lessened now—and flipped over the corner of the hessian, revealing a shoeless foot, chapped and frost-bitten, then a bare leg covered in ulcers, followed by the rest of the rag-clad torso of a young boy, no more than six years of age: emaciated, flea-ridden, barely breathing. The eyes of the miserable wretch registered the daylight before shutting tight, as if unable to be reconciled to whatever images flashed in front of them. As for his body it remained quite calm, as if sunk in a dreadful despair, dead to the world.


Marx held out a hand but the boy shrank away, no doubt in reminiscence of some phantom blight. But something more than fear was mirrored in the boy’s regard, something far more disquieting: a look of pure anxiety or shame turned on the world. Not the anxiety of being seen, the spectacle of his own wretched existence, which was enough to frighten the life out of anyone. But that awful state of being ignored and of the social energy invested in pretending the child wasn’t there, that he didn’t exist, of making him invisible. Dead to the world.


Even Satan had his entourage to pester him with compliments. But this poor devil bore Hell within, the deep-rooted Hell of the dark wood of solitude. Where did this unhappy consciousness fit in to the revolutionary scheme of things? Did he so much as enter the minds of the pissed-up tribes scoring points against each other on Great Windmill Street? Or the purveyors of this season’s French revolutionary chic?


‘Where are you from, son?’ said Marx, wondering where his family were and whether or not the child even knew.


The boy rested mute. Then the tears welled and he started to cry.


‘I am hungry,’ he sobbed. ‘I am hungry, mister.’


Instinctively Marx pulled out a penny from his pocket, the only money he had, placed it in the boy’s lap and walked away.


On Leicester Square he hesitated. He thought about returning to the boy and offering more in the way of solidarity. The penny was charity and the gesture misguided. Perhaps money would complicate things for the child. Nothing at all was better than next to nothing. Then again, what counted as nothing? In London who could really say? In any case the deed was done.


Nearby a jester banging a gong danced round a man dressed as a fir tree. At this point Marx felt one of his migraines coming on. The performance had gathered quite a crowd, mostly of American tourists strayed off the beaten track on their way to Covent Garden. They dispersed when the Soho tearaways began their Beast of Leicester Square impressions. At the north end a tightrope walker balanced, a juggler stood praying for a miracle and a war veteran wearing a sandwich board with “laugh more, worry less” written across it rocked on his heels. The émigrés were still queuing to get into the German Hotel as far back as the Gun and Pistol Repository at Saville House.


Marx considered his strategy du jour: either he could aim to sneak in with one of the new arrivals or else try his luck at the tradesman’s entrance (since it was already evening it was bound to be locked). However, once it became clear that the queue wasn’t moving and that shinning up the drainpipe wasn’t a viable option (the less said about last night’s attempt the better), he settled on the counter-intuitive approach and bowled up to the front door like he owned the place. He pressed his way in and made a beeline straight for the stairs, forgoing his usual good evenings and tips of the hat, which since Friday was in the pawn shop, anyway.


To his surprise, the hotel lobby was brightly lit but completely empty, save for a man in overalls hanging a pendulum clock on the wall. However, no sooner had he reached the foot of stairs than his bête noire, the hotel hound, sounded the alarm. At that moment nothing would have given Marx greater pleasure than to have placed an iconoclastic hand over the snout of its sphinx-like expression and wrung its neck.


‘Good boy, good dog,’ he pleaded, placing a finger to his lips. The dozy-looking mutt clicked its jaws together and huffed. ‘Gooo-oood boy.’ The animal was probably hungry, that’s all. Marx could relate to that.


With the nimbleness of the tightrope walker, he began the perilous climb to the landing.


‘Shhh! Gooo-oood boy,’ he breathed, carefully observing the minute geography of the 18 stairs, every creak and crack and knot in the wood. Nine, eight, seven… ‘Shhh!’ Nearly there. Six, five, four… ‘Gooo-oood boy.’


He was home and dry. The mutt contemplated Marx’s gymnastics with the sobriety of a judge, quite content to respect the rules of the game and permit the tightrope walker his passage, so long as he managed to complete the course in silence. However, on the last stair Marx miscalculated, and the creaky floorboard set the animal off again in a volley of woofs and howls that could have sprung a stiff to life.


‘Monsieur Ramboz!’ said the landlord.


‘Mmm?’ said Marx, feigning surprise.


‘Your bill is two weeks overdue.’


‘Is it?’


‘It is,’ the man affirmed.


‘Well, I was not aware of that.’ Although he was, as was the landlord, as Marx knew well.


‘I spoke to you about it yesterday,’ said the landlord.


‘Did you?’ said Marx, feigning surprise.


‘I did,’ the man affirmed.


‘Well, I do not recall that.’ Although he did, as did the landlord, as Marx knew well.


‘And the day before that. At a quarter past six in the evening.’


‘Ah! so you did,’ conceded Marx, trying to appeal to the man’s innate sense of fair play and good sportsmanship. It was rather a tall order given that the eminent doctor, smeared in mud and raw sewage, looked more like something one should promptly flush away than enter into serious negotiation with. ‘Look,’ Marx began candidly, ‘my good sir, I’ve been so overwhelmed with my writing lately—’


‘Monsieur Ramboz,’ the landlord cut in, ‘I must have payment forthwith or else—’


‘Or else?’


‘Or else,’ the man affirmed, ‘I shall have you and your family removed from the premises.’


The landlord’s ultimatum sounded more decisive than usual; less rhetorical.


‘I see,’ said the debtor. ‘Well, in that case I shall settle the outstanding sum no sooner than I receive your account. Good day.’


Marx knew perfectly well how much the landlord’s “account” amounted to and how little his own contained: nothing. As he traipsed dispiritedly to his room he decided that Plato was wrong about the poets. Their Dionysian frolics were harmless; let them dance their socks off. It was those deranged creatures the mathematicians who posed the true threat to law and order. The Pythagoreans should have been banished from the community for their discovery of irrational numbers. As for the mercantilists, they could all go to Hell in a handcart: zero minus a debt was still zero. Blood couldn’t be got out of a stone.





Chapter 7


‘Give me that!’ demanded Jennychen, snatching away the tricolour from her sister and almost ripping it in half.


‘Give it back to me!’ squealed Laura, this time succeeding in the feat.


Jennychen recoiled from the debris. ‘I don’t want it now. You can keep it.’


‘Nonnn!’ Laura howled. ‘I don’t want it either,’ she said and promptly flung it back at her.


Jennychen picked up the cane and thrashed it against the dressing table. The metal tip came off and ricocheted into the wall.


‘Look!’ she exclaimed, quite startled. ‘You’ve broken it now.’


Marx entered the room to a curtain of silence. ‘What is the meaning of this insufferable din? Well, now! That’s a fine way for young ladies to behave! Isn’t it?’


The girls fled to their mother.


Marx took a moment to survey the scene. It was difficult to know where to start.


‘What’s this?’ he said, holding up the remains of the flag. ‘Jenny? What have the children been up to?’


‘Playing—haven’t you, girls?’ The mother beamed at her offspring.


‘That was a present from your grandfather,’ said Marx in a grave voice. ‘Do you hear me, young ladies?’ He pointed the cane witheringly at each of his daughters in turn. ‘You didn’t know your grandfather. But I can assure you he would have been horrified by this… this… decadence. As am I; and don’t think I’m not!’


‘Are we still playing the game now?’ said Laura through her baby teeth.
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