3c

You gave me my freedom

July 1938. Anna MAHLER, the daughter of  Alma and Gustav Mahler, is packing a suitcase. Franz Werfel appears. 

WERFEL
Alma?! Dov’è Alma…?! 

ANNA
Mummy went out for a walk.

WERFEL
Che peccato! Ho scritto una poesia per lei! È assai commovente, molto gracioso. Volevo que lei ci compone la musica sopra. 

ANNA
I’m leaving tonight. 

WERFEL
Ah, si, vero, tu parti per Londra stasera. Vengo! Vengo!

ANNA
Franz, come in. 

Franz enters. 

ANNA
Give me your new poem.

WERFEL
No, non posso. Prima lo devo far vedere ad Alma. 

ANNA
Come on! I’m going abroad. God knows if we're going to see one another ever again. There’s going to be war. 

WERFELq
Si, lo so, ci sarà la Guerra.

ANNA 
I want a souvenir from you. You owe me one.

WERFEL
Ecco qui! 

ANNA
Dedicate it to me.

WERFEL
O dio! Cosa devo scrivere? E’ più facile scrivere un romanzo. 

ANNA
Then write this: »To Anna Mahler, who owes me her freedom, Franz«.

WERFEL
“Per Anna Mahler, qui mi ha regalato la sua libertà”... Que cos’è questo? 

ANNA 
Don’t you remember?

WERFEL
Nessun’ idea. 

ANNA 
Semmering... Early morning... Breakfast room... 

WERFEL
Per amor’ di Dio! 

ANNA
Yes, it happened that night. No, I’d better leave it.

WERFEL
No, no. Adesso sí me lo devi dire. 

ANNA
It happened twenty years ago. In the summer of 1918. We'd been staying at our country house in Semmering. Mummy, little Manon and I. Mummy was highly pregnant, in her seventh month, I think. Walter, who was her duty husband at that time, was away from home. He was an officer in the army. It was the end of the war. There was hardly anything to eat. There was no meat, no bread, hardly any vegetables. I used to go every day to the forest, to pick mushrooms. It used to be our main dish, and I was the principal supplier of food for the family. And one day you came to visit us. It was a weekend. I liked it when you came. Mummy would entrust me with little Manon and leave me in peace. In the evening I read a story to Manon, and we went to sleep. 


Then I woke up in the middle of the night. I heard weird noises and voices coming from mummy’s bedroom, right above my head. At first I was terribly frightened. I didn’t recognize her voice. It was coarse and guttural and wild. I thought she was crying for help, but something in her voice conveyed to me another message. It was something other, alien, and I did not know what it was.  And then I recognized your voice. Your warm velvety tenor. I had a very discerning musical ear. I recognized it at once. And suddenly – like a confirmation – I heard her calling you by name amid all the groaning and shrieking, and she kept repeating your name. »Franzl, oh Franzl, its criminal, we mustn’t do that! Franzl! You’re a murderer, you’re killing me! Oh my God, Franzl, you’re killing me!«, this kind of poetry, you know. It used to go on over and over again, with ups and downs, and every time I thought it was over, it would soon restart with renewed energy, with the gasping and screaming and shrieking reaching ever higher pitches… But then, towards dawn, the storm calmed down, and little Manon, who was clinging to me all the time with great fear, fell asleep in my arms, completely exhausted. And so did I. 


In the morning our maid came running all in panic: »Anna! Quick! Quick! Your mother! I think she’s dying!« I raced up. As I entered mummy’s bedroom there was blood everywhere. Everywhere. Carpet, bed linen, clothes. Everywhere. And mummy was lying in the midst of it all. She was bleeding like a slaughtered pig. It was unimaginable. I ran down the stairs - and you came out of the breakfast room. You had a funny look. You looked very proud and satisfied. You saw my expression, and you said... 

WERFEL
»Gucki??«

ANNA
Yes, » Gucki, what’s wrong?« - And I said: »Go call a doctor, mummy is dying.« And there your expression changed in a second. You clasped your head, as if you'd been hit by a bullet. You murmured all kinds of nonsense, and you started to run about the house, all hysterical. “Oh my God, what have I done? What have I done?!” I saw that you were not of much use, so I ran to the village, to the public telephone at the post office, and I called a doctor. I met you on my way back home, but not on the way from the house.

WERFEL
Not on the way to the house?

ANNA
No, you came out of the woods. You presented quite a spectacle, I'll  never forget. You came crawling out of the marshy thicket, your clothes and your skin were torn, and you were covered with slime. You were trembling like a wet kitten, and you kept muttering your nonsense: »Oh Anna, what have I done, oh Anna! Oh Anna!« You looked like a lost child. I calmed you down. I brought you home, and I took care of you, while the doctor was trying to stop mother’s haemorrhage. But he couldn’t do much. They took her to the hospital in Vienna, to Doctor Halban, and the next day Martin was born prematurely. Poor little Martin! He didn’t have much chance, did he, the way he was banged out into this world. He was such a poor baby! Always whining in his tiny feeble voice, whimpering and crying. When he died ten months later, mummy even didn’t come back from Berlin to his funeral. Deep in her soul, Alma is a miserable coward. Yes. 


Yes, Franzl, you really gave me my freedom when I was only fourteen years old. (Her suitcase is now packed and she is ready to leave.) Good luck, Franz! Take care!

