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FOREWORD


I’ve been journalling since I was 14.


The questions I’ve explored in my journals aren’t new ones: Who am I? What am I here for? What’s up with love? Why do I — like so many other people — have the feeling I still haven’t found what I’m looking for? What am I looking for? Myself. But who is that?


I describe my search, my journey here — and if something in it rings a bell or strikes a chord with a reader, I’ll have already reached my writer’s goal: evoking an experience of suffering, or joy, or knowledge that we have in common.


The wars that are raging around the world are also raging inside me. For a long time, I was sick of the world, just as the world is sick of us human beings. I want to find peace and healing within myself. I’m getting there, though I stumble and make mistakes along the way. Without the mistakes, though, I wouldn’t have anything left to learn. I’m a collection of quotes. Perhaps one day, someone will have fun quoting me.


The various peoples on our planet have different languages. Why shouldn’t they also have different names for their gods? Why in the world do we fight about such tiny differences even though a common destiny unites us? The Earth is in a deplorably wretched state — and so are all the living beings that humans haven’t already wiped out. I want to do something helpful that goes beyond picking up other people’s cigarette butts and other litter.


Something that helps switch on a light in people’s heads —and first and foremost in my own!


And I want to love! Within these pages, I want to show how the road to love can be rocky, but also beautiful.









INTRO


I want to get to know myself. I want to understand myself. I want to love myself.


What have I retained, what have I forgotten, or even repressed? Where have I been warped, surrounded, or entangled — and how am I developing now? Who is ME? People started calling me Billy when I was 18, and that’s the name I’ve answered to ever since. It was time, I guess, to pick a name and stick with it before I drifted away in the flood of nicknames people called me: Duckerchen (little ducker), Bienchen (wee bee), Spinette (little loon), Homi (homie) Omi (granny), Nettchen (sweetie), Annettchen, (little Annette), and Nettilein (sweetie pie).


Different people think I’m a different person. Is my face so commonplace? Or: why do people often confuse me with somebody else?
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Like Albert Einstein, I believe that nothing is lost in this world, that energies are transformed, that time is an illusion. C. G. Jung and his idea of the universal subconscious seems more plausible to me than anything I’ve ever heard about different gods.
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Who is ME?


A nothing, a SOLITARY being, a teensy drop in the sea, a grain of dust from some ethereal space cloud, a fart let out by the world spirit or even a breath?


I feel like an old-timey radio with an antenna receiving different signals, sometimes this one, sometimes that one. So, I turn the dial and what I hear is a chorus of all the spirits I’ve summoned. As if everything that has been thought, is being thought, will be thought, is present in the ether and enters my mind at the right moment as inspiration, becomes a catchy tune, a song, a poem or even a picture.


Who is speaking through my mouth?









GOAL


In this book, I attempt to understand myself as being part of the whole but at the same time realizing and defining myself as a separate individual. I want to understand, to find the truth, the quintessence.


I’m quite aware that every human being experiences their very own reality and for each of us, truths emerge from how we perceive and subjectively interpret our sensory experiences. But hey, these are all just my opinions.


Or are they? I guess not since I know that sentences from other spirits bubble out of me that I’ve somehow internalized as fitting and true for me.
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WHERE DO I COME FROM?


My parents met at the German University of Physical Education in Leipzig. They became teachers, moved in together, and got married.


Peter was born on January 7, 1964. I came along on January 4, 1967. My father, mother, brother, and I lived with my paternal grandmother in the same house.


My parents were both born in 1940, during WWII. My father’s father was in combat, captured as a POW, seriously ill upon his release and return home, and died when my father was 17. Grandma tried to take her own life three times. My father saved her each time. I’m sharing this story first so you can understand why he became such a “tough guy,” such a strict coach. I was given a special lesson very early on to awaken my self-preservation instinct. I must have been just over a year old at the time. My father took my little feet in his hand and pulled me backwards across the Baltic Sea on my stomach. At my mother’s indignation, he reportedly said, “The little one will learn to keep her head above water.” He must have scared me to death.


When I think of myself as a small child, I see myself, well, alone with my brother. He was the most important, the dearest to me, my friend, my protector. I wanted to marry him when I grew up. I always had to wait three days for my birthday until it was Peter’s birthday too. Then we celebrated at the same time. One year, we received bathroom scales as a present and jumped around on them until they broke. The interesting thing is that he preferred my doll, and I got his toy cars. He was cautious, I was the wild one. I can see us playing in the attic outside father’s study or in the garden, or in the living room melting plastic straws on the hot door of the wood burning stove. I burned my fingers once doing the latter. Peter must have been six years old and was clever enough to cut open a potato and press it on the painful spot. It helped. Partly because I believed him.


Then Peter got leukemia and was taken to the Charité hospital in Berlin. When he could come home for a visit, he was all bloated from cortisone, weak, and sad. He died in hospital in 1971. I was four years old.


His death heralded the beginning of the end of our family history. My mother plunged into deep mourning, while my father became more active than ever. They couldn’t comfort each other. I only found out what had happened from my grandma. My parents went their separate ways. I was the child left over, and not the child that everyone was missing so much. I began to wish that I would die of cancer too. Then when they visited my grave, my parents would be sorry they hadn’t paid attention to me.


I later learned that there was already a way to cure this type of cancer in the West. That’s when I started to curse borders. Everything should be for everyone. I was alone, disappointed with the world and with people. This isn’t supposed to be a book of whining — oh, poor me. No! Every crisis offers opportunities, and everyone has a cross to bear. I found solutions, created my own world, continued to talk to my brother in spirit, found friends in stones, plants, and animals. Nevertheless, I still took almost everything people tried to sell me as gospel truth. Almost! You say this is red and that’s blue. How can I know whether the red I see isn’t your blue?


When I was five, one of the oldest swimmers in our town promised me that I could have a donkey if I gave it a place to stay in our shed and agreed to take good care of the creature. Of course, I promised, and I did everything I could to make it happen. When I later announced that I was ready for the donkey to come, I was laughed at for being so stupid as to believe the grown-ups. Shocked with disappointment, I said: “You’re all hollow birds.” Adults are people you can’t trust. They do other things than what they say — and don’t say what they think. Who knows what they really think. In any case, they say a lot of irrelevant stuff that has nothing to do with them or me.


In my world, blue isn’t just blue, it’s number five, and the color of the sky and the sea — it brings me a kind of bliss. I can think for myself what I want to. I’m just different. Death is relative. Truth is what I perceive it to be.


At night, I’d meet my brother. Like this: I fall asleep, dream that I get up, and go to the window of the room we shared as kids. I can already see him coming along the garden path, he steps beneath the window so that we can see each other clearly. Eye to eye and not a word is spoken. We just look at each other and everything is clear, was clear, and will be clear.
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MAKE YOUR OWN LUCK


When it comes to making your own luck (and happiness), I didn’t exactly have the easiest path for learning how to do it. I was five or six years old when one of my mother’s singing partners, who was also a gifted pianist, ended up drunk in my bed. He did things to me there. The poet’s politeness is almost silent. A big hand over my mouth and nose, shortness of breath, trapped under the covers, claustrophobia, and a huge cock in my hand. Shock, shame, disgust, revulsion! And of all people, I liked him so much because he seemed to understand how I was feeling with his sad Russian melodies. Or was just as sad as I was. How do you reconcile that? As a child, not at all, and I’m still working on it.


My brother and protector was dead, but not dead to me. I kept on talking with him about “life events,” but likely was also repressing them and acted as if nothing had happened. To get ahead of myself here: In the rest of my life, I ‘ve repeatedly found myself in similar situations. Favorite people turned out to be the worst.


Back then, I wanted to be nice, so I didn’t let on. My father taught me: “No pain, no gain.” In the morning, before he taught school, he would drive me to the swimming center. He’d make me swim the 50-meter course while he sat at the finish line holding a stopwatch. I was never fast enough for him, even though I got better and better. A coach, an alarm clock to awaken ambition. At that time, he called me “wee bee”. Maybe because I was so busy and always humming to myself.


Soon, I got another coach and swam in the training pool at the elementary school that I was enrolled in starting at age six. Lessons, training, new people. There were also flute lessons. I was kept busy.


“You were always the good child,” my mother still says today. Unobtrusive, not a burden.


I talked with EVERYTHING, with rocks, little animals. When somebody misplaced or lost something, I just called to it by its name. Quite often, I found baby birds that had fallen out of their nests, or other creatures that needed help. I took them home to care for or nurture back to health and then set them free again. I know how to get birds to fly.


Sometimes my love of animals did not go as planned. For example, I once put some frog eggs into a jar, brought them to my room, and excitedly watched them develop. When they had passed the tadpole stage and turned into little frogs, I made a “natural” habitat — a baby bath with water and enough soil to create land. One day after my morning at school was done, I brought a friend home with me to show him the splendid wonder on my windowsill. We walked across the black and white carpet towards it, only to find when we got there, that most of the tiny frogs had escaped. Even worse, we had trampled some of them to death while crossing the room. Oh no! We collected the survivors and took them to a real natural habitat.


A born helper who only occasionally overdid it.


Love can be life-threatening.


I was given a parakeet and named him Bubi. Right from the get-go, Bubi was allowed to fly around the house as he pleased, had a large branch in my room, and a cage for his dining room and bedroom.


When water was running in the kitchen, he would come flying in. And if you cupped your hands together and filled them with water, Bubi liked to bathe in this “mini-tub.”


By the way, my father, the bird and I whistled the same way. When you heard a whistle, you never knew who was making it.


After one of these bird baths, I noticed that Bubi didn’t fly when he was wet. He’d just sit calmly on my shoulder. I wanted to show this feat to the world, so I went out to the street and demonstrated to anyone who cared to see how loyal Bubi was to me. What I hadn’t thought about, though, was that the little fellow would dry out. When he did, he simply flew off onto my neighbor’s large lime tree. Dad got a ladder, and we used it to climb into the tree branches, whistling and coaxing. The higher we climbed, the further up the tree the precious parakeet went too, until we could no longer follow him. Three days later, we learned that Bubi had landed on a parrot cage that was on someone’s windowsill. We were allowed to pick him up. Another lucky escape.


Whenever there was the sound of something splashing, Bubi came flying to check it out. This occurred during a musical soirée my mother was holding with some friends in our living room. The bird started drinking vodka, flitting from glass to glass, sipping here and there until it lost all inhibitions. Bubi sang his heart out and shared his entire repertoire.


His end was tragic. I was sitting at my desk, facing the wall, with the large branch behind me that was by then serving as Bubi’s take-off ramp. From there, he flew straight into the wall and fell right down onto my homework. How come?


He was still alive, but the lower part of his beak had broken off and was hanging loose. The vet didn’t give me any hope, still, he did give Bubi some vitamin drops just to do something at all. Death came promptly and relieved his suffering.
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My school days ... I was seven when my parents divorced. For me, it was mainly a relief. I didn’t have to listen to any more arguments. My father moved out and my mother stayed in the house with me and my grandma.


I soon acquired a puppy — a white Spitz. I’d lied to the previous owner and said my parents wouldn’t mind. Basically, I presented my mother with a fait accompli.


“No way, what are you thinking! Take that dog back to where you got it from!”


And then in the next sentence:


“Oh, give it to me, it’s so adorable.” Since my mother was a Gemini, she could change her mind in no time flat. Wonderful! Now I had a creature that was important to me that I could look after. Unfortunately, just not for long.


I don’t remember how old I was when I came home from summer camp and my mother told me: “Your dog has been run over, but she’s still alive.”


I found out what that meant a bit later. The vet’s diagnosis was: Trolli had a concussion. I dared to hope that everything would be okay. I’d just completed a first aid course and decided I’d stay home with Trolli while my mother was at school teaching. A terrible drama. I watched this miserable suffering for hours and couldn’t do anything to make it better. Sometimes the end was near, silence in the room, then I gave Trolli artificial respiration, and she lived on a little longer, howling, screaming, and agonizing. Blood ran out of her poor ears. If I had been smarter, I’d have realized her skull was fractured and not prolonged her suffering.


Brother dead, bird dead, dog dead, and not to forget, the baby frogs!


Was it my fault that the ones I loved so much all left me?


Then I got a new dog: Mr. Lehmann, also known as Trolli.


At night I kept communicating with my brother, during the day I was in this world with school friends, in the afternoon three times a week in the swim training group. There were competitions at the weekend. This went on until I was 12.


My father sometimes spent parts of the school vacations with me. Once we cycled to the High Tatras, a hundred kilometers a day. When I was 12, I confided in my mother about the assault in my early childhood. Her only response: “You’re crazy!”


From that moment on, I stopped being the good child. From then on, I stopped being the good kid. My self-imposed guilt gave way to anger. I quit listening to love songs on AFN — the American Forces Network — and switched to AC/DC. At age 13, I lied about going to the movies with a friend and then sleeping over. In reality, I stole alcoholic drinks from my mother and grandmother, mixed them in a jar and drank them with my girlfriends. Then we’d go out to the disco together.


Life is change. This was the start of a revolt, also known as puberty.









WHAT I’VE LEARNED SO FAR


Life is cruel. The first event in this “movie” of my life was my birth. I can’t remember it. But since it happened to me, I’ve given birth to two children myself. So, I think my own birth must have been a trauma. Out of the safe space, out of the warm womb. The being who had been giving me this nice home, is now screaming in pain. And later, you look around and try to feel safe in this family and build trust.


Yet, trust can be life-threatening. My father taught me that when he pulled me backwards through the waves as a baby. Violence from a loved one seemed okay. Why did my father call me “Duckerchen” (little ducker)? Maybe because I made myself extra small, kept myself subdued and inconspicuous so I wouldn’t be noticed, and not be in danger.


Loved ones leave you, even if you think you need them.


In the meantime, my father had apparently found a new wife and another child.


Families aren’t indestructible, members are replaceable. Death isn’t the end. Eight years after my brother died, I was still talking with him.


Those who please others and ignore their own needs are nice. Here’s the story. I must have been about seven. Mother had a visitor in the living room next door. I had already been ordered to go to sleep but couldn’t because I was being plagued by a hellish earache. It was a middle ear infection, as it turned out later. I didn’t dare ask for help for two reasons: “No pain, no gain.” And: “Children are to be seen and not heard.” By then I had learned enough to live up to my name Annette. (In German, “nett” means nice and kind.)
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MORE STORIES


The timeline here leaves a lot to be desired, forgive me. I’m always going back to a particular time because other memories from it keep occurring to me.


After my father moved out and I became the man of the house, I shoveled tons of coal into the cellar, swept the yard, the stairwell and the 64 steps as a matter of course.


I was a good child and hard-working. Of course, I wanted to please everyone so that I’d be valued.


I’d learned that you can win recognition through athletic performance, hard work and cautious behavior.


Shortly after I turned 13, I stopped “chatting” with my brother. Crisis!
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I didn’t like being so alone at all. So, I put out feelers to see if there might possibly be a boyfriend for me here on earth.


For one whole summer — at a vacation camp — I had a crush and was his “squaw.” At that time, attraction meant constantly thinking about each other but doing nothing beyond the innocent batting of eyelashes.


At age 14, I landed my first boyfriend via glances exchanged in the school stairwell and a note with a tender message that I gave to a friend of his: “Shall we go to the movies together?” I was lucky. The person I was interested in was also interested in me. We went for rides on his Simson S 50 motorbike and danced closely entwined to John Lennon’s “Woman.” Maybe I was trying more to find my brother in him. But with his awakening instincts, he was on the lookout for a female to get physical with. Poor guy! It didn’t go well, and I broke up with him. I particularly remember the following passage from his farewell letter: “And every time I wanted to kiss you, mosquitoes were biting you or something else got in the way.


Just, everything wasn’t like in the fairytales (“... and then they recognized each other and lived happily ever after”) of my dreams. I held back for a long time. I liked being a good friend and only wanted to give my virginity to the one person I would stay with forever.


I also had my mother’s advice in my head: “Men only want one thing. You can get pregnant the first time. Abstinence is the best birth control.”


I split up, found the next guy who wanted sex and split up again.


I got my first period when I was 14.









LEAVE THE GDR?


My mother applied to leave East Germany, and I had to “bleed” for that decision at other levels. I’ll never forget what it was like when our principal came to our class. “As you may already know, Annette’s mother has applied to leave the country. It goes without saying that the state no longer supports people like that.”


I became a hot potato. Anyone who wanted to get a place at a university or move up in the world at all figured it would be better to avoid being around me. Once again, I was treated as if I had done something wrong or shameful. But what had I done? I was the child of a mother who while hitchhiking, had fallen in love with a man who worked at the UN in the water and energy sector. He was a diplomat and that’s why my mother was accused of espionage. What a misjudgment of the situation! These two people simply loved each other. As a result, the State Security Service picked me up for interrogation. They shined a glaring, blinding light into my eyes. My mother had already prepared me: “Just play dumb.” I could manage that.


Many people shunned me, and I had to be vigilant about not saying anything hostile about the State in public. I continued living my life, though. I dutifully went to school. I trained, frolicked with friends at the gravel pit, and spent my summer vacation at the Baltic Sea like every year. I also fell in love again — and again. But I always took off as soon as anyone tried to get into my pants. Either I broke up or got dumped. Fortunately, we don’t have to examine all that in detail.









LIFE BACK THEN


What I was thinking was: There must be more to life than this. Birth, nursery school, kindergarten, school, training, work at the same job for the rest of your life, get married, have kids, and after you retire, look after your grandkids — or head straight for a retirement or care home. Not an enticing prospect. It’s all so strictly structured to keep you on the straight and narrow. However, being a child of divorce had convinced me early on that I was never going to marry anybody. Even back then, though, the scenes in movies where soulmates finally found each other made me cry. They still do.


I also really hated hearing about the vast, wide world out there in geography class since I knew we were locked up in this little country. And not just that! It was obvious that we were being watched and spied on. And you knew practically anybody would rat you out to the Stasi just for making a political joke — in return for a spot at a university or some other benefit. It wasn’t just our freedom of movement that was restricted. It was also forbidden to think or speak freely.


This meant people had to adopt two mindsets, the state-sanctioned one and their own. You can imagine how this affected the way people treated each other. You had to choose your friends very carefully. (Careful! Big Brother is watching you!)


On the other hand, there were also many good things in the GDR. We always had enough to eat. When people lacked this or that, they bartered. “Hey, have you got a used car tire? I’ll give you a pound of western coffee for it and regardless, you have my help anytime.” It was a bit like the idea of communism: everyone according to their abilities, everyone according to their needs. I need something you have. In return I’ll help you with what you need. The question remains, if everyone had everything and needed nothing and nobody, where would we end up? Maybe it would be wonderful. We could treat each other well out of pure affection. We’d be done with envy, no more dependencies, no fear of loss, no jealousy, no violence, and no war.


But that immediately gives rise to the next question: What do we humans actually need? The answer: no more than any other animal species does. We are all animals, just humans are supposedly gifted with reason! Humans need a safe home, food, water, and a companion. One who values and respects them, and also has the desire to let down their guard in the name of love and “make contact.” That might lead to a love between two people that turns a YOU and ME into a WE where potentially, a child would be able to nest and flourish.


Am I getting sidetracked?









WHAT DO PEOPLE NEED?


And what can I do for the world? Right now, not a thing except look at my own self and try to understand where my weaknesses and strengths are.
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One thing you can say about East Germany is: the State definitely took care of children. Talents were recognized and encouraged, whether in languages, music, sports or whatever. I was taught the flute, had piano lessons, learned Russian in the third grade, and sang in the school choir. I also learned to play table tennis and was briefly active in a handball club. Dryland swim training at the club included playing soccer. Today, I still prefer all kinds of activities that make you physically exert yourself. I don’t like games that require sitting at a table. Nor do I enjoy watching other people play games or do sports while, for example, hanging out in front of a screen with a crate of beer for company and wearing a tracksuit for a sporty touch.


The state also made arrangements for vacations. If a child’s parents didn’t have time for a family vacation, the children were sent to training or vacation camps.


When I was 16, I joined the Society for Sport and Technology and got a motorcycle license that cost 3.50 East German marks a year. I also joined a carnival dance troupe — a so-called “Funkengarde.” This gave me a legitimate excuse for my nighttime excursions. Imagine, at that age I was required to be home at 10:00 p.m., while my girlfriend, who was two years younger, was allowed to stay out until midnight. There had been trouble about this “must be home by time” ever since I’d turned 13. I was already in the habit of going to discos. There were plenty in our area back then. It was a time when someone who wanted to dance, could still choose someone and politely ask them: “May I please… or shall we dance first?”


People, I even went to dancing school. That was considered “good form.” I learned the waltz, Charleston, foxtrot, cha-cha-cha, and more. At prom, I saw my father tipsy for the first time. It was funny to see the boss out of control for a change.


When I look back on it today, I think, wow, what an active life it was. I took final exams when I was 16 and did quite well. My strategy was the day before an exam, I’d buckle down and write out the quintessence of the material being tested. I learn best when I’m writing. It slows down my thinking and the message has time to worm its way into my brain.









FUTURE?
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Since I was very interested in rocks, I wanted to become a geologist. I aimed for admission to the college prep path in Germany’s school system so I could do the so-called “Abitur.” Abitur scores determine whether you can study at university or not. However, I wasn’t allowed to do it. All my applications ended in one rejection after another. It was clear that the reason was because of the request to leave the country. I was lucky that a company took pity on me and let me start an apprenticeship as a textile worker.


Up to then, I’d been a committed swimmer. My West German connections became a career obstacle for me, though, and I was denied admission to a sports school.


My father comes to mind. He would have loved to have been world champion in something or seen his children fulfill this dream for him vicariously. He conquered his world with flying colors on many levels, only in the end he never felt that he’d got the recognition he thought he deserved. I can still see him in my mind’s eye in front of the TV in the care home he was in, surfing through the channels trying to find one showing a tribute to him. What a shame. Alzheimer’s had already messed with his head. By age 17, I’d mastered my apprenticeship curriculum so well that I was offered the chance to take the exam earlier. But the ever so well-informed Father State once again threw obstacles in my path. Then suddenly, after my mother had been pulling out all the stops for two years, we were finally allowed to leave the country. She had contacted Amnesty International, and an attorney called Mr. Vogel. Their efforts (including perhaps a bribe or two) likely led to our release.









EXPULSION


I was at work in the textile factory at the time, supervising three looms, knotting torn threads, and making other repairs. I had to be careful, jumping back and forth between the looms and ideally anticipating problems before they happened. It was loud at work, but I had found a way to deal with the noise. I danced to the rhythm of the machines. The boss caught me red-handed and chewed me out. “What do you think you’re doing? How dare you just dance around here like that? What kind of work ethic is that?”


To the point! On August 20, 1984, two guys from the Stasi showed up at the textile factory. They flanked me left and right and led me out of the company, taking great care to ensure that I had no contact with any of my colleagues. They took me all the way home. There they instructed us to leave the country the next day and forbade us to tell anyone anything. We were summoned again that afternoon so that we could be ceremoniously released from our GDR citizenship.


I had no choice. Apart from the repressive aspects of the East German system, I’d been living a good life in my home. I thought I’d found the love of my life, had great friends, and could go dancing for as long as I wanted. I had given up swim training. I was gladly going skinny-dipping in the quarry pond.


I would lose everything, my father, my grandmother, my dog, friends, my home. And it looked like I was saying goodbye forever.


August 21, 1984: At 3:24 p.m., my mother, my 15-years younger half brother, and I left the East German town of Finsterwalde and everything that had stood for home until then.


Before we left, I visited my best friend. We found “Fame — The Road to Fame” on TV, dreamed of never-ending times, laughed, cried, and got wasted.


On the way to the reception camp in Giessen, we had to change trains at the Frankfurt/Main central station. We passed by a fruit stand and my mother and I just freaked out. All these colors, fruits, and vegetables that we’d never seen before.









UPROOTED AND TRANSPLANTED


The sudden switch from East to West was bizarre. In the East, red slogans on giant banners were still adorning the land and cityscapes. “Together for our socialist fatherland and against imperialism.” In contrast, Western ideology expressed itself with: “Marlboro. The great freedom.” Hunky guy sits a horse, a desert in the background, smokes a cigarette, and is instantly free from all worries.
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