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Dr Mukti


DR REICH

You don’t know that rumour of schizophrenia? Oh yes. That was spread by Fenichel. Oh yes. Now, today, nobody believes it. It was quite a thing, quite a thing. I doubt that you never heard that I’m paranoiac, schizophrenic.

DR EISSLER

No, I didn’t.

DR REICH

Sure?

DR EISSLER

Sure, I didn’t.

DR REICH

You want to see the documents? Shall I give them to you?

DR EISSLER

Well, I mean, if you would –

DR REICH

All right, yes!



Reich Speaks of Freud


Part One

Dr Shiva Mukti was a psychiatrist of modest achievements but vaulting ambition. Not that he would’ve admitted it. Even if his oldest friend, David Elmley – a man of true mildness – had put it to him thus: Shiva, you’re a psychiatrist of modest achievements but vaulting ambition, an absolute tirade of denials would’ve ensued. What do you mean by that? Modest by whose standards? By what measure? As for vaulting, why’d you say that? Because I dare to think that I should have a better job than this piss-poor consultancy at St Mungo’s? Is that a little too un English for you? Not quite cricket, old boy?

The situation wasn’t hypothetical – even though Elmley wished it so. Wilting under this downpour of self-justification he began to issue qualifications. ‘Oh c’mon, Shiva, you know I didn’t mean it like that. Don’t take it so personally, don’t be so intense, if anything Indians like cricket more than the English.’

But this only changed the direction of Mukti’s monsoon, which under the influence of a gale of resentment now began to drive into Elmley’s lugubrious lantern jaw. ‘Cricket! India!’ he spluttered. ‘You know nothing about either of them. I tell you, David, if you’d had a father like mine you wouldn’t say these things –’

‘What things?’ Elmley was quick to be slow on the uptake.

‘Vaulting ambition, modest achievement. You’ve no bloody idea what my childhood was really like, the pressure I laboured under, the sheer weight of expectation I had to endure. I wasn’t even allowed out by myself at night until I was in medical school, until I was twenty! My dad placed the whole burden of his own frustrated ambition on my shoulders, all my life I’ve been struggling along with that silly old fool’s delusions about reason and progress and science loaded on top of me like a bloody bag of cement! David, all my childhood he was on my case, don’t do this, Shiva, don’t do that, Shiva, shouldn’t you be studying, Shiva? Haven’t you got an exam coming up, Shiva? Now you say my ambition is vaulting, I tell you this is being restrained, this is being modest! If I hadn’t internalised that shit I wouldn’t even get out of bed in the morning, let alone drag myself along to this bloody hive of pestilence!’

Mukti stared wildly around at the long Formica-topped tables of the St Mungo’s staff canteen. It had suffered a forcible conversion five years before, when the hospital was gobbled up by the behemoth of an institution that was Heath Hospital. The conversion took the form of thin sheets of this or that being pinned, bolted or even nailed across the superfluous niches and fake embrasures which had given the neo-Gothic building what little distinction it possessed. Advancing columns had been boxed in, while flying buttresses were brought down in a welter of chipboard. Much paint had been shed, and yet all that had been achieved was to incubate a disorientating fever in this already sick establishment. It was now impossible to tell the floor from the ceiling, or one wall from the others. The gleaming blue table-tops looked like oversized strip lights, while the wan strip lighting appeared to be the tops of upside-down tables fixed to the roof. The food was dished up by a crew of Samoans, their yellow faces looming out of the smelly steam like full moons peeking through scudding clouds.

David Elmley worked near to St Mungo’s in Cleveland Street. He’d occupied his small neat office for twenty years. Together with his partner he designed architectural ironmongery – latches, railings, letterboxes – Elmley himself specialised in hinges, the demand for which had been resolutely consistent since he left college in the early 1980s. Were he to have had even a weak sense of humour, doubtless the kind of thing Elmley would’ve said about his calling was, ‘Opening doors has always been an open door to me.’ But he didn’t say this because he had no sense of humour at all. No perceptible one anyway, but deep inside himself he cherished a black and destructive absurdism.

Strolling towards Charlotte Street during his lunch break, and finding himself temporarily out of pocket, rather than prolonging the walk as far as the cash point on Tottenham Court Road, Elmley would often divert his gangling stream of limbs into the hospital, and take the option of eating cheaply with Mukti.

David Elmley knew all about Shiva Mukti’s childhood. They’d attended the same secondary school. The two families had also lived only a few doors apart in Kenton Park Crescent. Not that the older Muktis and Elmleys had much to do with each other, but David and Shiva had formed one of those friendships which, despite being between temperamental opposites, often drag on into middle age, and eventually endure for a lifetime.

The basis of their friendship was mutual dislike. Had they been capable of acknowledging this it would’ve made them a very truthful duo indeed; and perhaps, instead of terminating their association, the revelation might’ve provoked the kind of honesty and soul-searching that true amity is founded on. But they weren’t that honest, and there was much else about them worth reviling. Elmley had the aching parsimony of an only child mummy’s boy who refused to grow up. Now in his early forties, he still affected a wide-eyed, raring-to-go manner. If anything novel was proposed Elmley would say, Oh I must do that/get one of those/go there. But the truth was he never did anything new at all, and this performance – with its obvious staginess – was the very guarantee of his timorous inflexibility.

Mukti, who was also a prodigious example of arrested development, and also an only child, took exactly the opposite approach. Under the cover of a threadbare cloak, cut from you-take-me-as-you-find-me cloth, and embroidered with I-am-what-I-am, he was both mercurial and a confirmed neophyte. Mukti made up for his strictured childhood when he reached medical school by becoming a serious carouser and a committed womaniser. He had even married out during his second year. Out meaning without the say-so of his parents and the family astrologer. Out of caste, out of race and effectively out of this world.

In one fell stroke he had laid waste to thousands of years’ Brahminical observance. That the new Mrs Mukti was pale and blonde was well known to his fellow students, because she was one of the cleaners in their hall of residence, but less perfectly understood was what then happened to her. One week Mukti was to be seen strutting the hallways and corridors of the college, showing off his new bride, the very next the senior Muktis were in evidence.

He was small yet oddly intimidating in lungi, suede shoes and a quasi-regimental blazer (the crest was in fact that of the Kenton Horticultural Society); while she was bulky and perfectly aggressive despite her diaphanous sari and non-existent English. The Muktis didn’t fit anyone’s image of submissive Hindus, at a time when the popular view of them – under the influence of a recent biopic of Mahatma Gandhi – was as a nation of passively resisting corner-shop proprietors. And one week after that anaemic Sandra was gone, never to be seen again. There were rumours of a child – aborted, adopted, perhaps ascended to heaven – but Shiva himself said nothing about the affair, and since those close to him were so only by virtue of physical proximity, they decided not to raise the matter and risk his notoriously explosive temper.

Yes, Shiva Mukti was a snaky changeling; a bilingual, first-generation immigrant who stuck one of his tongues out at his elders, while employing the other to lick the ice cream the world had given him. He bowed down to novelty, worshipping American movies, Japanese gadgets and Italian cars. He was a small, fastidious man, with lustrous blue-black hair which grew densely on the slopes of his mound of a brow; and his extended lobes – widely believed, in India, to be a mark of divinity – were covered with a filigree of black hairs. When he was a young man, breaking away from his family, charging towards life with his arms wide open so as to grab as much as he could, Shiva Mukti’s countenance had been at once chirpy and engaging, but with time had come overwork and thwarted expectations, which like swing doors slammed back into him, bruising and distorting his face.

As Mukti sat opposite David Elmley in the staff canteen at St Mungo’s, and ranted for the hundredth time that year about how ill-served he was by the local NHS trust, his smile, at one time charmingly lopsided, was now set in a permanent grimace of burnt-out dissatisfaction.

Why did Mukti and Elmley persist in their charade of intimacy? Insecurity. Grey, gritty insecurity which is poured into the foundations of so many relationships. ‘I wouldn’t even get up!’ Shiva reiterated, and sat back heavily in his plastic stacking chair, while spooning an individual plastic pot of chocolate mousse with angry little digs of his plastic spoon.

‘I see your point,’ Elmley replied, ‘but what does Swati have to say about it?’ But truly he didn’t see his friend’s point at all. If David Elmley had woken up next to Swati Mukti he wouldn’t have required any justification to stay in bed for that morning and for all mornings to come, until the Last Trump sounded and the long-dead, fish-belly-white corpses dug themselves up, and like so many grocery souls were weighed in the balance.

David Elmley knew, without needing full visual confirmation, that Swati Mukti’s long, almost tubular breasts were capped by large, smooth, blue-brown aureoles; and that surmounting each circlet was a long, pinky-brown teat, purpose-made to suckle Elmley himself. When Swati had been breast-feeding Mohan, the Muktis’ only child, Elmley felt as if he would liquefy with love for her. The several odours of breast milk, rose water, henna and incense, the tiny coffee-coloured head lost in the loosened folds of her sari, Swati’s expression – at once imperious and touchingly vulnerable – all of it engendered in Elmley the small miracle of tearfulness accompanied by a massive erection.

Henceforth David Elmley had worshipped at the shrine of Swati. He would’ve liked to do a daily puja before her, bringing her whatever she desired in the way of exotic fruits or expensive flowers. He would’ve liked to awaken her by playing haunting airs upon an ancient flute, then bathe her shining limbs, then dress her in the finest and whitest of cloth, then sit all day long in the Muktis’ airless house, fanning her with an ostrich feather dyed black. When evening came Elmley would distribute the remains of the offerings to the Goddess’s other worshippers – Shiva, Mohan, old Mrs Mukti, the aunts and uncles – before mounting his foldaway bicycle and pedalling off in the direction of Tooting, where he lived emphatically alone.

What David Elmley never suspected – mostly because he himself had only been married for six months to a Japanese doctoral student seeking British residency – was that Shiva and Swati’s sexual relationship had long since driven out into the desert, torched its car, put a pistol in its mouth and pulled the trigger. Of course, all intimacies die like this, in remote and lonely places, and by their own hand.

They still felt attracted to each other, because between them there was so much attractiveness. Even if Shiva had looked like Quasimodo, Swati could still have made good the deficiency. In part it was the child, who at seven still slept in their bedroom. They hadn’t even got Mohan out of their bed until he was six, and even now he reclined on an air mattress at their feet, as if he were one of those oddly humanoid dogs who guard the tombs of medieval knights. But the child was also a pretext, the way they are all too often. This alone explains why so many people feel so inauthentic as adults and as parents.

In fairness to the Muktis, there wasn’t really anywhere much for Mohan to go. The house in Kenton Park Crescent had always been a short-term lodging for relatives angling in from the four corners of the earth where the Hindu diaspora had taken them. Old Mr Mukti – although a martinet to his son and his neighbours (for many years he felt that his chairmanship of the local horticultural society gave him a perfect right to tell them what bedding plants to put in) – nonetheless took his role as paterfamilias extremely seriously. Dilip Mukti was the eldest son of a deeply conservative priest at the world-famous Durga Temple in Varanasi. He had shocked the Brahmin community by decamping to North-West London where he became a regional manager for London Transport. Dilip Mukti hadn’t even the paltry justification – in the eyes of his own father – that he was going to study the vastly inferior Western metaphysics at first hand. And as for his fellow immigrants who worked under him on the buses, they had two kinds of hatred for Dilip. The enmity of subordinates, and the much more keenly felt disdain of those who are
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