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Author’s Note


One could not travel far in the landscape of hysteria – the ‘terrain’ of this novel – without meeting the majestic figure of Sigmund Freud. Freud becomes one of the dramatis personae, in fact, as discoverer of the great and beautiful modern myth of psychoanalysis. By myth, I mean a poetic, dramatic expression of a hidden truth; and in placing this emphasis, I do not intend to put into question the scientific validity of psychoanalysis.


The role played by Freud in this narrative is entirely fictional. My imagined Freud does, however, abide by the generally known facts of the real Freud’s life, and I have sometimes quoted from his works and letters, passim. The letters of the Prologue, and all the passages relating to psychoanalysis (including Part III, which takes the literary form of a Freudian case history), have no factual basis. Readers not familiar with the genuine case histories – which are masterly works of literature, apart from everything else – are referred to volumes 3, 8 and 9 of the Pelican Freud Library (Penguin Books, 1974–9).


D.M.T.




Prologue




 


Standish Hotel,


Worcester, Massachusetts, U.S.A.


8 September 1909


Dearest Gisela,


I give you a warm bear-hug from the new world! What with the journey, the hospitality, the lectures, the honours (mostly to Freud naturally and, to a lesser extent, Jung), there has hardly been time to blow one’s nose, and my mind is in a whirl. But it’s already more than clear that America is eager to receive our movement. Brill and Hall are excellent fellows, and everyone at Clark University has overwhelmed us with kindness and compliments. Freud astonished even me with his masterly skill, by delivering five lectures without any notes – composing them during a half-hour’s walk beforehand in my company. I need hardly add that he made a deep impression. Jung also gave two fine lectures, about his own work, without once mentioning Freud’s name! Though on the whole the three of us have got on splendidly together, in rather trying circumstances (including, I may say, attacks of diarrhoea in New York . . .!), there has been a little tension between Jung and Freud. Of that, more in a moment.


But you will want to hear about the voyage. It was fine – but we saw almost nothing! A great midsummer mist descended almost at once. Actually it was not unimpressive. Jung especially was gripped by the conception of this “prehistoric monster” wallowing through the daylight-darkness towards its objective, and felt we were slipping back into the primeval past. Freud teased him for being a Christian, and therefore mystical (a fate he regards the Jews as having escaped!), but confessed to feeling some sympathy for the idea as he gazed at the blank cabin window and listened to what he called “the mating cry of the foghorns”! New York was all the more impressive and unbelievable, rising out of this darkness. Brill met us, and showed us many fine things – but none finer than a moving picture, a ‘movie’! Despite my wretched stomach I found it highly diverting; it consisted mainly of comical policemen pursuing even more comical villains through the streets. Not much of a plot, but the people actually do move in a very convincing and lifelike way. Freud, I think, was not greatly impressed!


Yes, I must tell you of the rather extraordinary occurrence in Bremen, on the eve of our departure. We were heartily thankful to have made a successful rendezvous, and naturally excited by the adventure lying ahead of us. Freud was host at a luncheon in a very luxurious hotel, and we persuaded Jung to abandon his customary abstemiousness and join us in drinking wine. Probably because he was not used to drinking he became unusually talkative and high-spirited. He turned the conversation to some “peat-bog corpses” that apparently have been found in northern Germany. They are said to be the bodies of prehistoric men, mummified by the effect of the humic acid in the bog water. Apparently the men had drowned in the marshes or been buried there. Well, it was mildly interesting; or would have been had not Jung talked on and on about it. Finally Freud burst out several times: “Why are you so concerned with these corpses?” Jung continued to be carried away by his fascination with the story, and Freud slipped off his chair in a faint.


Jung, poor fellow, was most upset by this turn of events – as was I – and couldn’t understand what he’d done wrong. When he came round, Freud accused him of wanting him out of the way. Jung, of course, denied this in the strongest terms. And he is really a kind, lively companion, much more pleasant than those gold-rimmed glasses and that close-cropped head suggests.


Another brief disagreement occurred on the ship. We were entertaining ourselves (in the fog!) by interpreting each other’s dreams. Jung was greatly taken by one of Freud’s, in which his sister-in-law (Minna) was having to toss bundles of corn at harvest time, like a peasant, while his wife looked idly on. Jung, somewhat tactlessly, kept pressing him for further information. He made it clear that he thought the dream had to do with Freud’s warmth of feeling for his wife’s younger sister. I was staggered that he had so much knowledge of Freud’s domestic affairs. Freud was naturally very put out, and refused to “risk his authority”, as he put it, by revealing anything more personal. Jung said to me later that at that moment Freud had lost his authority, as far as he was concerned. However, I think I managed to smooth over the matter, and they are on good terms again. But for a while I felt like a referee in a wrestling contest! All very difficult. Keep this under your hat.


My own dream (the only one I could remember) was about some trivial childhood disappointment. Freud of course had absolutely no trouble in guessing that it related to you, my dear. He saw straight to the point: that I fear your decision not to divorce your husband until your daughters are married is a self-deception on your part, and that you do not wish to consummate our long relationship by such a profound tie as marriage. Well, you know my anxieties, and you have done your best to dissipate them; but I could not avoid dreaming of them, you see, during our parting (and probably affected by the depressing sea mist). Freud helped a good deal, as always. Tell Elma he was touched by her good wishes, and says he is deeply moved that she found her analysis with him so helpful. He also sends you his respects, and said good-humouredly that if the mother equals the daughter in charm and intelligence (I assure him you do!) I am an enviable man . . . I know that! Warmly embrace and kiss Elma from me, and pass on my respects to your husband.


Next week we are to visit Niagara Falls, which Freud regards as the great event of the whole trip; and we sail on the Kaiser Wilhelm less than two weeks from now. So I shall be home in Budapest almost before you receive my letter; and I cannot tell you how I long for your welcoming embrace. Meanwhile I kiss you (and heavens! much worse! much better!) in my dreams.


Forever your


SANDOR FERENCZI


19 Berggasse,


Vienna


9 February 1920


Dear Ferenczi,


Thank you for your letter of condolence. I do not know what more there is to say. For years I was prepared for the loss of my sons; now comes that of my daughter. Since I am profoundly irreligious there is no one I can accuse, and I know there is nowhere to which my complaint could be addressed. “The unvarying circle of a soldier’s duties” and the “sweet habit of existence” will see to it that things go on as before. Blind necessity, mute submission. Quite deep down I can trace the feeling of a deep narcissistic hurt that is not to be healed. My wife and Annerl are terribly shaken in a more human way.


Do not be concerned about me. I am just the same but for a little more tiredness. La séance continue. Today I have had to spend more time than I can spare at the Vienna General Hospital, as part of the Commission investigating the allegations of ill-treatment of war neurotics. It more than ever astonishes me how anyone could think that the administration of electric current to so-called malingerers would turn them into heroes. Inevitably, on returning to the battlefield, they shed their fear of the current in face of the immediate threat: hence, they were subjected to still more severe electric shocks – and so on, pointlessly. I am inclined to give Wagner-Jauregg the benefit of the doubt, but I should not like to vouch for others in his staff. It has never been denied that in German hospitals there were cases of death during the treatment and suicides as the result of it. It is too early to say whether the Vienna Clinics gave way to the characteristically German inclination to achieve their aims quite ruthlessly. I shall have to submit a Memorandum by the end of the month.


I have also found myself drawn back to my essay Beyond the Pleasure Principle, which had been hanging fire, with a strengthened conviction that I am on the right lines in positing a death instinct, as powerful in its own way (though more hidden) than the libido. One of my patients, a young woman suffering from a severe hysteria, has just ‘given birth’ to some writings which seem to lend support to my theory: an extreme of libidinous phantasy combined with an extreme of morbidity. It is as if Venus looked in her mirror and saw the face of Medusa. It may be that we have studied the sexual impulses too exclusively, and that we are in the position of a mariner, whose gaze is so concentrated on the lighthouse that he runs on to the rocks in the engulfing darkness.


Perhaps I may have a paper on some aspect of this theme to present to the Congress in September. I am sure the reunion will hearten us all, after these terrible and dispiriting years. I have heard that Abraham intends to read a paper on the Female Castration Complex. Your suggestions on the development of an Active Therapy in Psychoanalysis seem admirable as a subject for discussion. I remain to be convinced that “one could effect far more with one’s patients if one gave them enough of the love which they had longed for as children”, but I shall attend to your arguments with great interest.


My wife joins me in thanking you for your kind thoughts.


Yours,


FREUD


19 Berggasse,


Vienna


4 March 1920


Dear Sachs,


Greatly though your colleagues will miss you in Switzerland, I think you are absolutely right to go to Berlin. Berlin will become the centre of our movement in a few years, of that I have no doubts. Your intelligence, buoyant optimism, geniality and breadth of culture, make you an ideal person to undertake the training of future analysts, despite your anxiety over your lack of clinical experience. I have the greatest confidence in you.


I take the liberty of sending you, as a ‘parting gift’ – though I trust the parting will not be for long – a somewhat extraordinary ‘journal’ which one of my patients, a young woman of most respectable character, has ‘given birth’ to, after taking the waters at Gastein. She left Vienna thin, and returned plump; and straightway delivered her writings to me. A genuine pseudocyesis! She was in the company of her aunt on holiday; and I need hardly add that she has never met any of my sons, though I may have mentioned to her that Martin was a prisoner of war. I shall not bore you with the details of her case; but if anything strikes the artist in you, I shall be grateful for your observations. The young woman has had a promising musical career interrupted, and actually wrote the ‘verses’ between the staves of a score of Don Giovanni. . . . This is, of course, a copy of the whole manuscript (the rest was originally in a child’s exercise book), which she has been only too pleased to make for me. The copy is, you might say, the afterbirth, and you do not need to send it back.


If you can look beyond the gross expressions which her illness has dredged up from this normally shy and prudish girl, you may find passages to enjoy. I speak as one who knows your Rabelaisian temperament. Don’t worry, my friend; it does not offend me! I shall miss your Jewish jokes – they are a terribly sober crowd here in Vienna, as you know.


I shall hope to see you at The Hague in September, if not before. Abraham promises a paper on the Female Castration Complex. Doubtless he will wield a very blunt knife. Still, he is sound and decent. Ferenczi will be trying to justify his newfound enthusiasm for kissing his patients.


Our house still feels empty without our ‘Sunday child’, even though we had seen little of her since her marriage. But enough of that.


With cordial greetings,


Yours,


FREUD


From the Berlin Polyclinic


14 March 1920


Dear and esteemed Professor,


Forgive the postcard: I thought it appropriate in the light of your young patient’s “white hotel”, for which gift please accept my thanks! It passed the train journey (again most apt!) speedily and interestingly. My thoughts on it are, I fear, elementary; her phantasy strikes me as like Eden before the Fall – not that love and death did not happen there, but there was no time in which they could have a meaning. The new clinic is splendid; not, alas, flowing in milk and honey like the white hotel, but considerably more durable, I hope! Letter follows when I have sorted myself out.


Cordially yours,


SACHS


19 Berggasse,


Vienna


18 May 1931


To the Secretary


Goethe Centenary Committee


The City Council


Frankfurt


Dear Herr Kuhn,


I am sorry to have been so long in replying to your kind letter. I have not, however, been inactive in the meantime, when the state of my health has allowed, and the paper is finished. My former patient has no objection to your publishing her compositions along with it, and so these too are enclosed. I hope you will not be alarmed by the obscene expressions scattered through her poor verses, nor by the somewhat less offensive, but still pornographic, material in the expansion of her phantasy. It should be borne in mind that (a) their author was suffering from a severe sexual hysteria, and (b) the compositions belong to the realm of science, where the principle of nihil humanum is universally accepted and applied; and not least by the poet who advised his readers not to fear or turn away from “what, unknown or neglected by men, walks in the night through the labyrinth of the heart”.


Yours very sincerely,


SIGMUND FREUD
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I dreamt of falling trees in a wild storm


I was between them as a desolate shore


came to meet me and I ran, scared stiff,


there was a trap door but I could not lift


it, I have started an affair


with your son, on a train somewhere


in a dark tunnel, his hand was underneath


my dress between my thighs I could not breathe


he took me to a white lakeside hotel


somewhere high up, the lake was emerald


I could not stop myself I was in flames


from the first spreading of my thighs, no shame


could make me push my dress down, thrust his hand


away, the two, then three, fingers he jammed


into me though the guard brushed the glass,


stopped for a moment, staring in, then passed


down the long train, his thrumming fingers filled


me with a great gape of wanting wanting till


he half supported me up the wide steps


into the vestibule where the concierge slept


so took the keys and ran up, up, my dress


above my hips not stopping to undress,


juices ran down my thighs, the sky was blue


but towards night a white wind blew


off the snowcapped mountain above the trees,


we stayed there, I don’t know, a week at least


and never left the bed, I was split open


by your son, Professor, and now come back, a broken


woman, perhaps more broken, can


you do anything for me can you understand.


I think it was the second night, the wind


came rushing through the larches, hard as flint,


the summer-house pagoda roof came down,


billows were whipped up, and some people drowned,


we heard some waiters running and some guests


but your son kept his hand upon my breast


then plunged his mouth to it, the nipple swelled,


there were shouts and there were crashes in the hotel


we thought we were in a liner out to sea


a white liner, he kept sucking sucking me,


I wanted to cry, my nipples were so drawn


out by his lips, and tender, your son moved on


from one nipple to another, both were swollen,


I think some windowpanes were broken


then he rammed in again you can’t conceive


how pure the stars are, large as maple leaves


up in the mountains, they kept falling falling


into the lake, we heard some people calling,


we think the falling stars were Leonids,


and for a time one of his fingers slid


beside his prick in me there was such room,


set up a crosswise flutter, in the gloom


bodies were being brought to shore, we heard


a sound of weeping, his finger hurt


me jammed right up my arsehole my nail began


caressing where his prick so fat it didn’t


belong to him any more was hidden


away in my cunt, came a lightning flash


a white zig-zag that went so fast


it was gone before the thunder cracked


over the hotel, then it was black


again with just a few lights on the lake,


I think the billiard room was flooded, we ached


he couldn’t bring himself to let it gush


it was so beautiful, it makes me blush


now to be telling you, Professor, I


wasn’t ashamed then, although I cried,


after about an hour he came inside,


we heard doors banging they were bringing in


the bodies from the lake, the wind


was very high still, we kept


our hands still on each other as we slept.


One evening they rescued a cat, its black fur


had been almost lost against the dark-green fir,


we stood naked by the window as a hand


searched among the foliage, it scratched,


it had been up there two days since the flood,


that was the night I felt a trickle of blood,


he was showing me some photographs, I said


Do you mind if the trees are turning red?


I don’t mean that we literally never left


the bed, after the cat was taken down, we dressed


and went downstairs to eat, between the tables


there was a space to dance, I was unstable,


I had the dress I stood up in, no more,


I felt air on my flesh, the dress was short,


weakly I tried to push away his hand,


he said, I can’t stop touching you, I can’t,


please, you must let me, please,


couples were smiling at us indulgently,


he licked his glistening fingers as we sat,


I watched his red hand cut away the fat,


we ran down to the larches, I felt a cool


breeze blow on my skin and it was beautiful,


we couldn’t hear the band in the hotel


though now and then some gypsy music swelled,


that night he almost burst my cunt apart


being tighter from my flow of blood, the stars


were huge over the lake, there was no room


for a moon, but the stars fell in our room,


and lit up the summer-house’s fallen roof


pagoda-like, and sometimes the white cap


of the mountain was lit by a lightning flash.
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One whole day, the servants made our bed.


Rising at dawn, we left the white hotel


to set sail in a yacht on the wide lake.


From dawn until the day began to fade


we sailed in our three-masted white-sailed craft.


Beneath our rug your son’s right hand was jammed


up to the wrist inside me, laced in skin.


The sky was blue without a cloudy hint.


The white hotel merged into trees. The trees


merged into the horizon of green sea.


I said, Please fuck me, please. Am I too blunt?


I’m not ashamed. It was the murderous sun.


But there was nowhere in the ship to lie,


for everywhere there were people drinking wine


and gnawing chicken breasts. They gazed at us


two invalids who never left our rug.


I went into a kind of fever, so


besotted by your son’s unresting stroke,


Professor, driving like a piston in


and out, hour after hour. It wasn’t till


the sun drew in, that their gaze turned away,


not to the crimson sunset but the blaze


coming from our hotel, again in sight


between the tall pines. It outblazed the sky


– one wing was burning, and the people rushed


to the ship’s prow to stare at it in horror.


So, pulling me upon him without warning,


your son impaled me, it was so sweet I screamed


but no one heard me for the other screams


as body after body fell or leapt


from upper storeys of the white hotel.


I jerked and jerked until his prick released


its cool soft flood. Charred bodies hung from trees,


he grew erect again, again I lunged,


oh I can’t tell you how our rapture gushed,


the wing was gutted, you could see the beds,


we don’t know how it started, someone said


it might have been the unaccustomed sun


driving through our opened curtains, kindling


our still-warm sheets, or (smoking was forbidden)


the maids, tired out, lighting up and drowsing,


or the strong burning-glass, the melting mountain.


I couldn’t sleep that night, I was so sore,


I think something inside me had been torn,


your son was tender to me, deep in me


all night, but without moving. Women keened


out on the terrace where the bodies lay,


I don’t know if you know the scarlet pain


of women, but I felt the shivers spread


hour after hour as the calm lake sent


dark ripples to the shores. By dawn, we had


not moved apart or slept. Asleep at last


I was the Magdalen, a figure-head,


plunging in deep seas. I was impaled


upon a swordfish and I drank the gale,


my wooden skin carved up by time, the wind


of icebergs where the northern lights begin.


The ice was soft at first, a whale who moaned


a lullaby to my corset, the thin bones,


I couldn’t tell the wind from the lament


of whales, the hump of white bergs without end.


Then gradually it was the ice itself


cut into me, for we were an ice-breaker,


a breast was sheared away, I felt forsaken,


I gave birth to a wooden embryo


its gaping lips were sucking at the snow


as it was whirled away into the storm,


now turning inside-out the blizzard tore


my womb clean out, I saw it spin into


the whiteness have you seen a flying womb.


You can’t imagine the relief it was


to wake and find the sun, already hot,


stroking the furniture with a serene


light, and your son watching me tenderly.


I was so happy both my breasts were there


I leapt out to the balcony. The air


was balmy with a scent of leaves and pines,


I leaned upon the rail, he came behind


and rammed up into me, he got so far


up into me, my still half-wintry heart


burst into sudden flower, I couldn’t tell


which hole it was, I felt the white hotel


and even the mountains start to shake, black forks


sprang into sight where all was white before.





3




We made dear friends who died while we were there.


One was a woman, a corsetière,


who was as plump and jolly as her trade,


but the deep nights were ours alone. Stars rained


continuously and slowly like huge roses,


and once, a fragrant orange grove came floating


down past our window as we lay in awe,


our hearts were speechless as we saw them fall


extinguished with a hiss in the black lake,


a thousand lanterns hidden under drapes.


Don’t imagine there were never times


of listening gently to the night’s


tremendous silence, side by side, untouching,


or at least only his hand softly brushing


the mount he said reminded him of ferns


he hid and romped in as a boy. I learned


a lot about you from his whispers then,


you and his mother stood beside the bed.


Sunsets — the pink and drifting cloud-flowers, churning


off snowy peaks, the white hotel was turning,


my breasts were spinning into dusk, his tongue


churned every sunset in my barking cunt


and my throat drank his juice, it turned to milk,


or milk came into being for his lips,


for by the second night my breasts were bursting,


love in the afternoon had made us thirsty,


he drained a glass of wine and stretched across,


I opened up my dress, and my ache shot


a gush out even before his mouth had closed


upon my nipple, and I let the old


kind priest who dined with us take out the other,


the guests were gazing with a kind of wonder,


but smilingly, as if to say, you must,


for nothing in the white hotel but love


is offered at a price we can afford,


the chef stood beaming in the open door.


The milk was too much for two men, the chef


came through and held a glass under my breast,


draining it off he said that it was good,


we complimented him, the food was cooked


as tenderly as it had ever been,


more glasses came, the guests demanded cream,


and the hot thirsty band, the falling light


spread butter suddenly on the trees outside


the great french windows, butter on the lake,


the old kind priest kept sucking me, he craved


his mother who was dying in a slum,


my other breast fed other lips, your son’s,


I felt his fingers underneath the table


stroking my thighs, my thighs were open, shaking.


We had to rush upstairs. His prick was up


me and my cunt began to flood


even before we reached the top, the priest


had left to lead the mourners through the trees


to the cold mountainside, we heard the chants


receding down the shore, he took my hand


and slid my fingers up beside him there,


our other friend the plump corsetière


slid hers in too, it was incredible,


so much in me, yet still I was not full,


they bore the bodies from the flood and fire


on carts, we heard them rumbling through the pines


and fade to silence, I pulled up her skirts


for she was so gripped by her belt, it hurt,


and let him finish it in her, it seemed


no different, for love ran without a seam


from lake to sky to mountain to our room,


we saw the line of mourners in the gloom


of the peak’s shadow, standing by the trench,


a breeze brought in a memory of the scent


of orange groves and roses falling through


this universe of secrets, mothers swooned


crumpling into the muddy earth, a bell


tolled from the church behind the white hotel,


above it rather, half-way up the slope


to the observatory, words of hope


came floating from the priest, a lonely man


stood on the lake beside the nets, his hat


held to his breast, we heard a thunderclap,


the peak, held up a moment by their chants,


hung in mid-air, then fell, an avalanche


burying the mourners and the dead.


The echo died away, I shan’t forget


the silence as it fell, a cataract


of darkness, for that night the white lake drank


the sunlight swiftly and there was no moon,


I think he penetrated to her womb


she screamed a joyful scream, and her teeth bit


my breast so hard it flowered beads of milk.
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One evening when the lake was a red sheet,


we dressed, and climbed up to the mountain peak


behind the white hotel, up the rough path


zig-zagging between larches, pines, his hand


helped me in the climb, but also swayed


inside me, seeking me. When we had gained


the yew trees by the church we rested there;


grazing short grass, a tethered donkey stared,


an old nun with a basket of soiled clothes


came, as he glided in, and said, The cold


spring here will take away all sin,


don’t stop. It was the spring that fed the lake


the sun drew up to fall again as rain.


She washed the clothes. We scrambled up the slope


into the region of eternal cold


above the trees. The sun dropped, just in time,


we entered the observatory, blind.


I don’t know if you know how much your son


admires the stars, the stars are in his blood,


but when we gazed up through the glass there were


no stars at all, the stars had gone to earth;


I didn’t know till then the stars, in flakes


of snow, come down to fuck the earth, the lake.


It was too dark to reach the white hotel


that night, and so we fucked again, and slept.


I felt the ghostly images of him


cascading, and I heard the mountains sing,


for mountains when they meet sing songs like whales.


The whole night sky came down that night, in flakes,


we lay in such high silence that we heard


the joyful sighs of when the universe


began to come, so many years ago,


at dawn when we crunched stars to drink the snow


everything was white, the lake as well,


the white hotel was lost, until he turned


the glass down towards the lake and saw the words


I’d written on our window with my breath.


He moved the glass and we saw edelweiss


rippling in a distant mountain’s ice,


he pointed where some parachutists fell


between two peaks, we saw the sunlight flash


in the now heavenly blue, a corset clasp,


it was our friend, there was the lilac bruise


his thumb had printed in her thigh, the sight


excited him I think, my light


head felt him burst up through, the cable car


hung on a strand, swung in the wind, my heart


was fluttering madly and I screamed, the guests


fell through the sky, his tongue drummed at my breast,


I’ve never known my nipples grow so quickly,


the women fell more slowly, almost drifting,


because their petticoats and skirts were galing,


the men fell through them, my heart was breaking,


the women seemed to rise not fall, a dance


in which the men were lifting in light hands


light ballerinas high above their heads,


the men were first to come to ground, and then


the women fell into the lake or trees,


silently followed by a few bright skis.


On our way down we rested by the spring.


Strangely from so high we saw the fish


clearly in the lucid lake, a million


gliding darting fins of gold or silver


reminding me of the sperm seeking my womb.


Some of the fish were nuzzling guests for food.


Am I too sexual? I sometimes think


I am obsessed by it, it’s not as if


God fills the waters with mad spawning shapes


or loads the vine with grapes, the palm with dates,


or makes the bull dilate to take the peach


or the plum tremble at the ox’s reek


or the sun cover the pale moon. Your son


crashed through my modesty, a stag in rut.


The staff were wonderful. I’ve never known


such service as they gave, the telephones


were never still, nor the reception bell,


honeymoon couples, begging for a bed,


had to be turned away, as guests moved out


a dozen more moved in, they found


a corner for a couple we heard weeping


at being turned away, we heard her screaming


somewhere the next night, the birth beginning,


waiters and maids were running with warm linen.


The burnt-out wing was built again in days,


the staff all helped, one morning when my face


lay buried in the pillow, and my rump


taking his thrusts was coming in a flood


we heard a scraping, at the window was


the jolly chef, his face was beaming, hot,


he gave the wood a fresh white coat, and winked,


I didn’t mind which one of them was in,


the steaks he cooked were rare and beautiful,


the juice was natural, and it was good


to feel a part of me was someone else,


no one was selfish in the white hotel


where waters of the lake could lap the screes


of mountains that the wild swans soared between,


their down so snowy-white the peaks seemed grey,


or glided down between them to the lake.










II


The Gastein Journal




 


SHE STUMBLED OVER a root, picked herself up and ran on blindly. There was nowhere to run, but she went on running. The crash of foliage grew louder behind her, for they were men, and could run faster. Even if she reached the end of the wood there would be more soldiers waiting to shoot her, but these few extra moments of life were precious. Only they were not enough. There was no escape except to become one of the trees. She would gladly give up her body, her rich life, to become a tree, frozen in humble existence, the home of spiders and ants. So that the soldiers would rest their rifles against the tree, and feel in their pockets for cigarettes. They would shrug away their mild disappointment, saying, One did not matter, and they would go home; but she, a tree, would be filled with joy, and her leaves would sing her gratitude to God as the sun set through the trees around her.


At last she collapsed in the bitter earth. Her hand touched something hard and cold; when she cleared away the leaves she found the iron ring of a trap door. She pushed herself up on to her knees, and tore at the ring. For some time there had been silence, as though the soldiers had lost her; but now again she heard them crashing through the undergrowth, close behind her. She tugged at the ring with all her strength but it would not give. A shadow fell across the fallen leaves. She closed her eyes, expecting everything to explode inside her head. Then she looked up into the frightened face of a small boy. He was naked like her, and blood poured from a hundred gashes and scratches. “Don’t be frightened, lady,” he said. “I’m alive too.” “Be quiet!” she told him. The iron ring would not budge, and she told the boy to crawl after her through the undergrowth. Perhaps the soldiers would mistake the blood on their backs for the crimson stain of the leaves. But as she crawled she felt bullets pumping into her right shoulder, quite gently.


The ticket collector was shaking her, and, apologizing, she fumbled with the clasp of her handbag. She felt stupid because, like the iron ring, the clasp would not give. Then it opened, she found her ticket, and gave it to him. He punched a hole in it and gave it back. When he had closed the door of the compartment she brushed down her black-and-white striped dress, and moved herself into a more comfortable and seemly position. She glanced at the soldier opposite who had joined her in the compartment while she slept; felt herself blush as she met his stare, and started tidying the contents of her handbag. She noticed that the young man with whom she had slept (in a manner of speaking) had placid green eyes. She took up her book and began reading again. Occasionally she looked out of the window, and smiled.


It was very peaceful: the rattle of the rails, the turn of a leaf, the rustle of her companion’s newspaper.


The young man wondered how anyone could smile while looking out at the monotonous ochre plain. It did not seem a smile of happy memory or expectation, but simply of pleasure at the scene outside the window. The smile transformed her pleasant, dull features. She carried rather too much weight, but her figure was well proportioned.


One of her smiles turned into a yawn, which she stifled quickly. “A nice sleep,” he said to her boldly, folding his paper in his lap and giving her a friendly smile. Her cheeks reddened. She nodded, glancing again out of the window; “Yes,” she said, “or dead, rather than asleep.” He found her reply disconcerting. “It’s the lack of rain,” she went on. “Yes, indeed!” said the young man. Still he could think of nothing more to say, and she returned to her book. She lost herself in her reading, for a few pages; then again her eyes slipped to the dry plain, behind flying telegraph poles, and her smile returned.


“Interesting?” he asked, nodding at her lap. She offered him the open book and stayed leaning forward. He was puzzled for a moment by the black and white dots which jumped about on the page to the train’s rhythm, like the stripes on her dress. Thinking to find a light novel, he found it hard to adjust to the strange language, and at first he thought – for some reason – that the book was in Tamil, or some other outlandish tongue. He was on the point of saying, “So you’re a linguist?” Then he realized it was music. There were words in Italian between the staves, and when he glanced at the book’s stiff cover (the binding crackled in his hands) he saw the name Verdi. He returned the book to her, saying that he could not read music.


“It’s beautiful,” she said, running her fingers over the cover. She explained that she was taking this opportunity to learn a new role. Only it was frustrating not being able to let her voice ring out, since the part was so tuneful. He told her to go right ahead and sing – it would relieve the boredom of this damnable plain! That was not, she said, smiling, what she had meant; her voice was tired and she had to rest it. She had been forced to cut short her tour and go home a month early. The only consolation was that she would see her little boy again. Her mother was looking after him; but although he liked his grandmother it was not much fun for him being cooped up all the time with an elderly woman. He would be overjoyed to see her come back early. She had not wired to let them know she was coming, as she wanted it to be a surprise.


The young man kept nodding sympathetically during her dull explanation. “Where is his father?” he inquired. “Ah! who knows?” She dropped her gaze to the operatic score. “I am widowed.” He murmured a regret, and took out a cigarette case. She declined, but said she enjoyed the smell of smoke, and it would not bother her throat. She would not be singing for some time to come.


Closing her score, she looked out of the window sadly. He thought she was remembering her husband, and tactfully kept silent as he smoked. He saw the attractive bosom of her black-and-white striped dress rising and falling in agitation. Her long straight black hair framed a somewhat heavy face. The pleasantly curved lips did not altogether compensate for the large nose. She had a darkish, greasy complexion, which he enjoyed, because he had spent three years on a very inadequate diet.


The young woman was thinking of the smoke of the train being carried away behind them. Also she saw this friendly young soldier lying frozen in his coffin. She managed at last to bring her breathing under control. To divert her mind from these terrible things, she started questioning her companion, and found he had been a prisoner of war and was returning to his family. Her compassionate expression (he was thin and pale) changed to one of astonished pleasure when she caught the words “Professor Freud of Vienna”. “Of course I’ve heard of him!” she said, smiling, all her sadness forgotten. She was a great admirer of his work. She had even thought, at one stage, of consulting him; but the need had passed. What was it like to be the son of such a famous father? Not unexpectedly, he screwed up his face and gave a wry shrug.


But he was not at all jealous of his father’s fame. He just wanted to find a young wife, and put down roots. She must find her life as a singer, constantly in demand here, there and everywhere, a terrible strain? Not really, she said; not usually. This was the first time she had strained her voice. Foolishly she had taken on a role which was too high for her register, and demanded too much power. She was not by nature a Wagnerian singer.


The train, which had been travelling non-stop for about two hours, flashing through great cities without even slowing, surprised them by coming to a halt at a small, quiet station in the middle of the great plain. It was scarcely a village – just three or four houses and a church spire. No one was waiting to get on, but the corridors of the train filled with struggling movement, confusion, shouts, and they saw a mass of travellers disgorge on to the platform. As the train pulled out again they watched the disgorged host put down their cases uncertainly on the platform. The hamlet was soon out of sight. The plain grew dustier, more desolate.


“Yes, we can certainly do with rain,” said the young man. The woman sighed, saying, “But you have your whole life before you. You shouldn’t have such gloomy thoughts at your age. Now, for me, it’s certainly true. I’m almost thirty, I’m beginning to lose my looks, I’m widowed, in a few years my voice will start to go altogether, there seems little to look forward to.” She bit her lip. He felt mildly irritated that she ignored or misunderstood all his remarks. But the renewed rise and fall of her bosom produced a tightness at his groin which was luckily hidden by his newspaper.


When – still clutching his newspaper – he went up the corridor to wash his hands, he saw how empty the train was. They seemed to be the only two travellers left on it. Returning, he found that his absence, short though it had been, had broken the intimacy. She was reading her score again, and nibbling a cucumber sandwich (he glimpsed her small, pearly, even teeth as she bit). She smiled at him briefly before burying herself in the score. “What a lot of crows there are on the wires,” he found himself saying. It sounded – to him – boyish, uncertain, stupid; his maladroitness disturbed him.


But the young woman smiled a joyful agreement, saying, “It’s a very difficult passage. Vivace.” And she broke into a husky, pleasant hum, running up and down the bristling semi-quavers. She stopped as suddenly as she had started, turning red. “Lovely!” he said. “Don’t stop!” But she shook her head and fanned her face with the open book. He lit another of his cigarettes, and she shut the book and her eyes at the same time, leaning back. “It’s Turkish, isn’t it?” She thought there was opium in the smell, and began to feel drowsy again in the warm, stuffy compartment.


He had changed, during his brief absence, into a smart light-blue civilian suit. The train entered a tunnel, turning their small travelling room into a sleeping compartment. She felt him stretch across and touch her hand. “You’re perspiring,” he said sympathetically. “You should let the air get to your skin.” It did not surprise her when she felt his hand part her legs. “You’re running in sweat,” he said. It was very peaceful and free, letting the young officer stroke her thighs in the dark. She had already, in a sense, slept with him, allowing him the much greater intimacy of watching her while she was asleep. “It’s stuffy,” she said drowsily. “Shall I open a window?” he suggested. “If you like,” she murmured. “Only I can’t afford to become pregnant.”


Finding it almost impossible to breathe, she spread her thighs and made it easier. He was looking into the dark blur of her face where now and then the whites of her eyes glowed. Those plump delicious thighs under the stretched silk were all too tempting, for someone who had been caged up for several years. Over her eyes appeared a small patch of red. It increased in intensity and grew larger. It separated into little spurts of crimson, and he realized her hair was on fire. He whipped off his coat and smothered her head with it. She came up choking for breath, but the flames were out. The train moved into the sunlight.


The fire and the harsh sunlight had broken the mood, and the young man stubbed his cigarette angrily. The woman jumped up and stood before the mirror, rearranging her hair, covering the burnt patch with a glossy black lock. She took down her white bonnet from the rack and put it on. “You can see how easily roused I am.” She chuckled nervously. “That’s why it’s best for me not to start. It doesn’t take much.” He apologized for being so careless, and she perched on the edge of her seat, taking his hands tenderly and anxiously, and asked if she could be pregnant. He shook his head. “Then,” she said with relief, “there’s no harm done.”


He stroked her hands. “Do you want me?” she asked. “Yes. I do. Very much,” he said. She blushed again. “But how would your father feel about your marrying a poor widow, so much older than you? With a four-year-old son? And that’s another thing – my son. How would he take it? You’d have to meet him and we’d have to see how you got on.” The young man did not know what to say to this. He decided to say nothing, but to begin stroking her thighs again. To his relief her thighs parted at once, and she leaned back, her eyes closed. Her bosom heaved and he laid his free hand on it. “We could spend a few days together,” he suggested.


“Yes,” she said, her eyes still closed. She gasped and bit her lip. “Yes, that would be lovely. But let me see him first and prepare him for meeting you.” “I meant you and I,” he said, “on our own. I know a hotel in the mountains, by a lake. It’s beautiful. They’re not expecting you?” She shook her head, with another gasp as his finger slid into the opening. The young man lost interest in the woman, through the mystery of his finger having disappeared inside her. He could feel it gliding through her flesh, yet it had vanished. She grew so wet he was able to cram more into her. She cried out – so many fingers gliding in her, as though she was a fruit he was paring. She imagined both his hands crammed into her, to get at the fruit. Her dress was up around her waist, and the telegraph poles flashed by.


Gradually through her distracted senses she heard torrential rain falling on the corridor window; while on the other side the plain was still barren and dusty and the sky a yellow glare. The rain stopped, and when they glanced aside they saw the ticket collector cleaning the window with a soft brush. His startled face looked in at them but they carried on with what they were doing as though he was not there. The thump of her buttocks against his fingers caused her book to fall to the floor, creasing the second act of The Masked Ball. “Oughtn’t we to stop?” she gasped, but he said he needed his fingers there.


He needed them there, as they ran past streets of neat houses and then high tenement slums with lines of washing stretched from window to window. And besides, they were so jammed he doubted if he could remove them even if he had wanted to. She nodded, convinced it was not possible to stop.


But without difficulty he extricated his fingers when their train pulled into the junction; and in the small train which took them up to the mountains, there was no chance to resume. She sat pressed against him, contenting herself with kissing his fingers, or squeezing his hand against her lap. Their fellow travellers were in high spirits, gasping their wonder as the train pulled them slowly higher and higher into the mountains. “There’s plenty of snow still!” chattered the lady who sat opposite – a baker’s wife, judging by the moist floury smell that came from her body. “I think so.” The young woman smiled back. “I don’t feel sullied in the least.” The baker’s wife smiled vaguely, turning her attention to her young daughter, who was squirming impatiently. The little girl was excited, since this was the first real holiday she had ever been taken on.



OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/msr_cvi_r1.jpg
The

White Hotel

X3

D M THOMAS





OEBPS/001_r1.jpg
‘The White Hotel

D. M. THOMAS

We had fed che heart on fancasies,
The heart’s grown brutal from the fare;
More substance in our enmities
Than in our love
W. B. Yeats, Meditations in Time of Civil War
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