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For my children and my granddaughter.

	For Gerhard and Karl. 

	For all who doubt or are discouraged. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	There are no coincidences. 
All is well as it is,
though often we don't see so clearly.

Open your arms wide. 
Don't drop your gaze.
Don't just look at your own feet.

Only then will life embrace you, kiss you.

	 

	 

	



	




	 

	Mirror of my Soul

	 

	I was told I wouldn‘t matter

	Never couldn‘t become better

	I was just a stupid child

	Blind and stubborn, kind of wild

	 

	Long time I believed that shit

	I felt sleepless, really hit

	I’m often sleepless still today

	For Life’s surprising all the way

	 

	I’m refusing to allow

	strangers break my living flow

	I will stay like I’m created

	Whether am I loved or hated

	 

	Am I on earth to serve in patience?

	To just live up to expectations?

	No – my soul it should be risen

	Breaking out of every prison

	 

	Now tell me what’s the sense of life

	To be conformed or breathe and thrive

	It seems when I’m purely me

	The whole world is to disagree

	 

	I’m trying hard, giving my best

	Don’t want to fight against the rest

	Sometimes I doubt I will succeed

	And often feel my thinking bleed

	Why should not humans be allowed

	To be unique within the crowd

	Without forgetting our first duty

	To save the world in all its beauty

	 

	Fully immersing myself into life

	Carrying in no pocket no knife

	Finding my centre, resting in me

	That‘s how I think my life should be

	 

	There’s always something to complain

	If you are bored and search for pain

	But you don’t have to look for trouble

	Find joy and share and make it double

	 

	Please let me live my life my way

	Live yours as well, in love let’s stay

	Let’s listen to the endless story

	Together let us sing God’s glory

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


1. Troublemaker

	 

	March 1964, in a small village in the Spessart region, late on a Sunday morning. The sun is shining. It’s my birthday. I am a Sunday child, a sun child. Later, Mother will tell again and again how she was already in labour during the night but fought against it so as not to have to bother the midwife in the middle of the night.

	 

	I have given birth to two children myself and cannot imagine that this story really is in accordance with the facts. But if it is, my Mother surely was rather considerate. She is always rather considerate towards strangers.

	 

	So, three people are waiting for me there: my Father, my Mother and my twelve-year-old sister.

	Father, who never really wanted children, and if he had to have any, then at least a son, please. A hard, domineering man. Self-absorbed and ruthless.

	Mother. Always busy with herself, always trying to present herself in the right light. All her care, all her diligence and efficiency serve only one goal: to reap praise, recognition and admiration.

	I wasn't scheduled, I was a road accident, so to speak, but at that time it's not common to terminate an unwanted pregnancy. My good fortune. Just as it isn't common to separate when a marriage is no longer harmonious.

	 

	Whether this also counts as good fortune in my parents' case is hard to say. I doubt it.

	They come to terms with the thought of receiving another family member soon. Mother feeds herself healthily and starts looking forward to having me. My sister is also happy that she will soon have a little brother or sister to play with and to mother. Father has new hope that there will be a son and heir after all.

	When I arrive, everyone is disappointed. Father immediately, because I'm just a girl. Another bitter disappointment. My sister after a few weeks, when it turns out that you can't play with new-borns, but you have to look after them all the time, feed them and wash and iron their nappies, at least when you have a Mother who is constantly overwhelmed with the whole situation. I think the joy lasts longest with Mother. She has a certain idea in her head of what I should be like: Droll, intelligent, funny, obedient, hardworking, well-adjusted. I can actually serve her with the first three qualities, the last one I still have not acquired. The others, well ... 

	In the beginning, everything goes pretty well. I am fed well, always dressed in dainty and cute outfits, and shown off to visitors. Mother is very proud of me. I am 'house-trained' quite soon, very tall for my age, my motor skills develop quickly, and it doesn't take long before I start to parrot everything. She really has every reason to show me off. After all, it's her genes that are making themselves so positively felt. At every opportunity I am encouraged to show off my progress:

	"How big are you already?"

	"Soooo big!" (Arms up in the air.)

	"How good is that?"

	"Mmm, soooo good!" (Run your hands over your belly.)

	"Where is the blankie?"

	"There!" (Quickly crawl across the room, the cloth is hidden behind the curtain.)

	 

	At first, I enjoy the attention, but soon I feel like I'm being paraded around like a trained monkey. 

	 

	It is no longer fun. I refuse to perform. Mother is disappointed. It is decided that I absolutely must have a longer nap at lunchtime in order to continue to develop optimally. That would surely guarantee that I'll be more motivated again to show off my tricks.

	But I don't want to sleep for three hours at noon.

	I want to play.

	I want to shout and scream.

	I want to get out.

	Nothing I can do about it.

	No mercy.

	"That's good for you. You'll be grateful for it later." Later. Yes, maybe. But not now! I'm quite sure they just want a couple of hours of peace and quiet. They think I am exhausting and that they are unable to cope with me, I can feel it. I could just play quietly during this time. I'm sure no one would mind. But no, every noon I am put into my pyjamas and off to bed I'm sent. It's so pointless.

	I beg to be allowed to stay up.

	No!

	I cry softly.

	No!

	I sob aloud.

	No!

	I get hysterical.

	No!!!

	"Either you shut up right now and go to sleep, or you're getting a slap across your backside." So, it doesn't work like that. But there must be a solution. And there is. I quietly start scraping off the colourful nursery wallpaper just above the mattress. It comes off in tiny shreds. That's funny. I scratch out the clowns' eyes and rip off the giraffes' heads. I let the scraps of wallpaper slide down the wall through the bars onto the floor. For a whole week, everyone is convinced that I have finally internalised the need for naps.

	 

	I would have noticed when I first made the bed that the wall between the cot's bars looks different somehow. Mother doesn't notice until my work of art has almost reached the top of the cot. Actually, I would have expected more from her. I am a little disappointed.

	 

	No sooner has the damage come to light than the inquisition follows on its heels: "Why on earth did you do that? You'll never do that again! Now we have to redo the wallpaper. How fortunate that we still have some left over…" Blah, blah, blah. After that we'll have that spanking. The wallpaper gets redone, I still have to go to bed at noon. 

	This time the wallpaper comes off quicker. The glued-on scraps are making for a good start, and I've already had practice. I am not spared the next lecture, and my backside has to pay again. It hurts a lot, but by now my anger is far stronger than the pain. Now new wallpaper has to be bought. It's not as colourful as the old one, but that's no big deal. It will be off again in no time. The next beating. I laugh. From then on, the wall remains without wallpaper and the bed without a child in it at midday. They really could have gotten that easier.

	 

	I am only three years old, but I understand that you have to work hard for everything. I am dreaming of fairies who simply love me without me having to achieve anything special.

	 

	Mother wants a sweet little girl who doesn't constantly get dirty from top to bottom and always behaves like a hooligan. I try, even though I realise that Mother is definitely not one of my fairies.

	There is a truce. I get a scooter as a present. That's wonderful! Outside in the courtyard I go round and round, fall down, get up again, and on I go! The courtyard is covered in small, sharp pieces of grit. Falling is quite painful, but I don't get back in until my knees are peppered with grit. Mother is horrified. She has to pull the grit out of my skin and tells me we have to go to the doctor to have the wounds disinfected.

	 

	I'm surprised, knowing exactly what's in our first-aid kit. I've examined it a long time ago.

	 

	Mother is delighted when I suggest using the antiseptic. The child said ANTISEPTIC!

	 

	So what? I'd heard adults say it several times already. What's so special about that? I don't understand the excitement.

	Of course, now I'm supposed to keep repeating the difficult word in front of an audience. Fair enough.

	 

	If Mother cares that much... Thanks to the wallpaper victory, I am a little more cooperative again and this word that has caused so much fuss awakens my interest in language. From now on, I specifically go in search of extra-ordinary, meaningful words that are neither easy to remember nor easy to pronounce. I have discovered a new game that I can play by myself and hope that I will soon be allowed to go to school so I finally learn to read. The books in the house attract me magically and it's too bad that I can't yet decipher the little markings in them. There are no meaningful, difficult words in my picture books. I have to listen carefully to the adults at every opportunity I get. Unfortunately, that is not always very yielding either.

	 

	Mother is suffering from depression regularly. She attributes this condition to her childhood and youth – more precisely: the difficult relationship with her own mother and her experiences during the Second World War. She is seriously ill, but depression is not yet a recognised illness, rather something disreputable that people prefer to cover up if at all possible. To make matters worse, my Mother spent her childhood in the big city and feels absolutely miserable in the countryside, in this 'dump', 'in the middle of nowhere', as she always says, and misunderstood and misjudged by all the villagers. She is convinced that she is something very special and that does not go down well with 'normal' people.

	 

	What I enjoy most are the hours when I'm allowed to play outside. However, I almost always play alone because I don't have any friends.

	Mother tries to make me feel like I'm something very special, too, almost as special as herself. She makes me believe that I am the most beautiful and intelligent of all, that my clothes are the best and most expensive, and that I am growing up in the richest and most distinguished family in the village. In reality, Father earns very little as a simple forest ranger. Mother works part-time as a secretary in the nearby town, getting a meagre salary. The little money has to pay for the food, the rent for the small forester's lodge, the clothing and last but not least for beer and cigarettes, because Father doesn't want to do without either of them. Whenever there are a few coins left over, the Parents have fun at the dance café in a nearby town because after all, they are somebody and they want to show it.

	 

	Of course, I go off with my head full of beautiful fairy tales, I talk about them and make myself as unpopular with the children of the village as Mother is with the adults. Obviously, no one wants to play with me anymore. Besides, I don't speak the regional dialect, because in our formidable household only flawless High German is spoken. That really doesn't help it either. Sayings like "Gugg emol die, die bringt ned emol legg mich am Oarsch raus1" are the daily fare.

	 

	I become a laughingstock, and I suffer because of it.

	 

	Mother, of course, has no idea why I get spurned, but she tries hard to buy me friends – with money and sweets. In vain. I remain alone.

	Flowers and trees are my friends. I learn to distinguish between many species of birds that are native to our area, am delighted by the squirrels that climb up and down the trees and watch the lizards basking in the sun. I collect stones and strangely shaped branches and in autumn I find the most beautiful brightly coloured leaves, which I place between newspaper sheets and put in books to dry.

	Next to the forester's lodge there is a playground with a slide, swings and a merry-go-round. There I can also be found from time to time, albeit alone. Father thinks the playground is rather handy. He is happy to have his peace and quiet at home, knows where to find me and just has to go outside the front door and whistle loudly when he wants me to come home. That works well most of the time. Only sometimes, when I briefly forget the time again after the whistle, it becomes unpleasant. If he has to whistle a second time, my Father already meets me at the front door.

	He drags me into the small outer hallway, closes the front door, opens the intermediate door to the long inside hallway and gives me such an enormous kick in the butt that I roll along four metres through the hallway until I bump into the door of the small guest toilet at the end of the hallway. There he grabs me by the neck, pulls me up, puts me over his knee and spanks me so hard that I can only sit in pain for two days.

	 

	I think when his temper is gone, he will be sorry. But that doesn't change anything.

	I feel sorry for him. I am afraid of him.

	 

	Minor misbehaviour is punished with house arrest, for major offences I am locked up for a few hours in the guest toilet or in the cellar.

	I am most afraid of the cellar. No beating in the world hurts as much as the fear of the damp, dark cellar. Fear of the fat spiders that sit there in their webs in the recesses of the small, barred cellar windows. Fear of goblins and evil spirits. Afraid that somewhere in the darkness someone with a knife is just waiting for me to be locked in the cellar again. I would love to sing out loud against the fear, but then all the evil spirits would immediately know where to find me. So, I huddle quietly in a corner and pray silently, as Mother taught me to pray: Bless me, Jesus, this I pray, keep me safe both night and day.

	Praying helps. Instead of spiders, I see meadows and fields. It no longer smells damp and musty, but of wild camomile and fresh hay. The fear gradually subsides, and I become quite calm. At some point, being locked in the cellar can no longer harm me. I am stronger now, more courageous.

	 

	Mother doesn't like to punish me like that. She also keeps asking my Father not to hit me on the head every time, because it's not good for the brain. He should have at least enough self-control to remember to just hit your butt, because that does less damage and doesn't leave any marks visible to outsiders. What kind of impression would people get if the child walks around with a black eye or all five fingers printed on her cheek?

	Mother finds it more effective and inconspicuous to withhold beloved things from me for a while. The cuddly teddy, the picture book, or whatever else I particularly love at that moment.

	Father, on the other hand, is convinced that all you have to do is take the right action; after all, that didn't do him any harm in the past either.

	With Mother, it always depends on her mood. If she's in a bad mood, I'm not allowed to do anything. If she's in a good mood, she allows me to do everything, but then Father forbids it, and then a big argument is already underway:

	"Leave the child alone."

	"No way, forget about it, I decide what happens here."

	"Don't be so strict all the time."

	"I'm not strict, it's a matter of principle."

	"Leave her alone."

	"No!!!"

	 

	It always works the same way: first check out what the mood is like. Ask Mother for permission. Then, with big, begging eyes, try to change the mind of the ruler of fate. And if hell breaks loose, quickly take cover.

	My favourite phrase at the age of three: Eave er alonn! Sometimes this parroting makes the Parents laugh so much that I finally reach my goal, so I use it a lot. At five, of course, it no longer works. You have to be more subtle. Over time, I develop a feeling for how I can use the Parents' actions to my advantage. 

	 

	There are constant arguments about the parenting style: Mother one way and Father the other, loud bickering, mutual reproaches, reconciliation and a common conclusion: this child is a little devil and she is deliberately trying to drive a wedge between her own parents.

	 

	It's about time now. Not in the cellar again!

	 

	Outside, quickly. I climb over the rose trellis onto the garage roof, lay on my back and press flat against the roofing so that no one will notice me. And no one does. Who on earth would look for the child on the garage roof?

	Above me, clouds are drifting. It feels like the garage is spinning underneath the sky, with me on top of it. Just lie there, very still. Listening to the birds chirping. The smell of the wood fire from the chimney in my nose. I am safe here.

	 

	I feel that I don't live up to my family's expectations, but I don't know why. I try to please everyone, but I never succeed. Obviously, I act very differently from other children my age. Am I so different because my parents don't show me much understanding? Because I am locked away in the cellar so often and so rarely comforted? Or do I have to go to the cellar so often and do I get beaten because I am demanding by nature, and thus demanding too much of my parents?

	 

	I am happy when I'm outside. We have a big garden with flowers, fruits and vegetables, and I love it. There is a round yellow table, four chairs and four garden loungers covered with orange plastic threads, a big parasol made of heavy colourful fabric and a concrete base painted in red. All this gets set up in the garden as soon as the weather is getting warm. Every year, the garden table is painted in yellow before it is used for the first time.

	I can't wait until I'm big enough to paint it myself.

	 

	At weekends, I help Mother with housework and in the garden. We grow vegetables, lettuce and strawberries. We have two apple trees, one tree with sweet cherries and two with morello cherries. And then there are the flowers. Loads of roses, all around the vegetable beds. There is always something to hoe, sow, weed or harvest. I love this kind of work. Earth, water, fresh air and movement – I'm in my element.

	Admittedly, it doesn't work out perfectly right from the start. At three years old, I'm still a tad too small for gardening.

	 

	Father is responsible for the garden, and he actually likes to take care of it. As a forest ranger he is largely free to organise his day the way he wants, and there are always a few bottles of beer stored in the shed, which he enjoys while working in the garden. He particularly enjoys the small cold frame where he grows lettuce and radishes.

	 

	I have often watched when weeds were being pulled. I would love to try it myself one day. But that's one of the things I'm still too little for. It's hard when you're always just allowed to watch. It's clearly pointless to ask for permission yet again. How is it done again?

	Weeding is very simple: take hold of the plant, loosen the soil around the root a little and pull the plant out of the ground.

	The question remains what the difference is between an herb and a weed. But there must be a way to find that out, too. One kind should grow, so much is clear. The other is the weed. Good. There are two varieties of plants in the cold frame, quite a lot of each of them. And then there are lots of different little plants, none of which I know. That can't be the weeds. Certainly, there are not that many different kinds of weed.

	I decide on the variety that doesn't look like lettuce. I weed conscientiously down to the last little plant and then proudly run to my Father and ask him to come with me to the garden to see the surprise.

	No, it really isn't the lettuce, it's the radishes that I pulled out. It's pointless to describe how it all turns out. In any case, I end up in the cellar once again.

	 

	Eventually, Father at least realizes that there is no point in keeping me away from interesting things by categorical prohibitions without reasonable justification (and the justification that I am too small is not reasonable!). He makes the rather good decision to show me how everything works instead. From that point on, he has much less to do in the garden and he can rely on everything being done exactly the way he showed me.

	 

	Another victory, albeit a laborious one. It is sometimes quite amazing to see how slowly adults learn.

	 

	I never feel happier than when my Father takes me into the forest. He always does that when no one else can look after me.

	Sometimes he even seems to forget that I'm just a girl. Maybe on those days he imagines I am a boy. He explains to me what kinds of trees grow in the forest, we collect mushrooms and look for the forest workers.

	On such occasions, Father always has a crate of beer in his VW Beetle. For the forest workers. Father also always has two or three bottles himself.

	The forest workers are very nice to me. They give me some of their snacks and let me drink diluted cider. Most of them kill animals for food and make the sausages themselves. I enjoy being with them in the forest: liver sausage, brawn, blood rind stomach and smoked ham. At home I never get any of these delicacies.

	Mother, of course, mustn't know anything about it. She has no love for the "Landfraß", the country folk's pigswill. At home there is neither Limburger cheese nor Romadur, no homemade sausages, no poor people's food. In the forest, on the other hand, everything is allowed.

	The sun glistens between the treetops, there's the smell of freshly cut wood and pine needles.

	 

	When I close my eyes, I can still smell this fragrance clearly even today. The scent of my childhood. 

	 

	My second favourite place after the forest is the church and the adjacent cemetery. Mother taught me to pray, but otherwise my upbringing was not really Christian-oriented. Church and faith are actually considered old-fashioned and outdated in our family. An old fad from a bygone era. The children in the village, on the other hand, have a good Catholic upbringing and have to go to church, whether they want to or not. By no stretch of their imagination, they can understand how anyone would go there of their own free will.

	I simply, firmly believe in God and initially show it openly. But I soon realise that everyone else makes fun of me for it. So, I go on believing in silence.

	 

	The church is and remains my place of peace, my refuge, it still is today. No noise, no hustle and bustle, never an angry word, no beatings. Light and peace.

	 

	For hours I sit alone in the empty church and when I have found peace, I often go out to the cemetery and look at the graves and the crosses on them.

	Later, when I can read, they become even more interesting, because I can now match the families in the village with the deceased.

	 

	What do I care that everyone thinks I'm really rather strange. I am who I am. I realise that the pigeonhole they put me in is not the right size for me. I try to fight my way out.

	 

	For Mother there are no favourite places or places of rest in our village. When she is not feeling well, she takes Valium with alcohol, lies down in bed or huddles in the little alcove behind the oil stove in the living room and cries. Or she goes into the forest.

	That's the only thing we have in common: the forest. With the difference that I love the forest and its inhabitants, but she only runs away to make Father feel guilty, and that always works. Mother has no sense of direction whatsoever.

	We often look for her for hours when she has run into the forest again. We usually find her sitting on a tree stump, freezing and crying. She just wants to get away, preferably to the city.

	 

	To go on holiday at least once, to hear and see something different, to forget all the village misery. It's just not her world. But holidays are expensive, and money is always tight.

	As a forestry officer, my Father had the opportunity to rent a forestry hut in the mountains at a reasonable price. So, until I am five, we regularly drive in the VW Beetle, with the suitcases on the roof rack, towards the Groß-Glockner and spend one or two weeks in a hut in the mountains.

	We get butter, cheese, milk, eggs, sausage and bread from the nearest farm and hike a lot through the mountains. I like that very much.

	The first day is always difficult.

	Father is in a bad mood in the evening because he had to drive for a long time during the day without getting any beer, and the supply of drinks for the following week can only be stocked up the next day. So, he has to make do with the meagre three bottles that fit under the driver's seat.

	Every time we arrive, Mother is horrified by the hygienic condition of the hut. The rest of the evening is spent scrubbing and cleaning, as if we would otherwise fall victim to a deadly epidemic. The next day is much more relaxed. 

	Usually, the holiday takes place over Easter and we are very lucky with the weather: snow and sunshine. I find it exciting and beautiful. On the first floor, a large balcony runs right around the building. There, during the day, the beds are aired out, the washing is hung out to dry, or you just sit up there in the sun, sheltering from the wind.

	In the evening, when thunderstorms threaten, as they often do in the evenings, you have a wonderful view of the blue lightning flashes over the mountain peaks from there and you can hear the echo of the thunder all around the hut.

	 

	I love thunderstorms in the mountains. The bluer and brighter the lightning, the louder the thunder, the more varied the echoes, the better. I always feel as if the lightning and thunder recharge my batteries and the gusts of wind take away all heavy thoughts.

	Even today, nothing keeps me indoors during thunderstorms. I have to go outside, taste and feel. The lightning, the water in my hair, the thunder in my ears, the wind under my wings. Flying with the clouds. With a beating heart and goose bumps.

	 

	I enjoy the holiday very much every time, but I also always find it nice to come home again.

	First a stroll through the garden, then walk once through the whole village, stop at the church, out of the village, up the hill and back again through the forest.

	 

	Everything still in place. Everything smells as usual, feels as usual. Home again. Beautiful.

	 

	I like living in our village. There is even a small school here. Several grades attend a class together because there are too few children to teach each grade separately.

	When the weather is good, the sports lessons take place outdoors. In the forest, because there is no sports field.

	 

	One day in May, the teacher comes to the forester's lodge with the whole class because they have found a fawn in the forest during sports lessons and don't know what to do with it.

	Of course, one of the pupils has already touched the fawn because it is so cute. So, the doe will certainly not come back and take care of it anymore.

	Father drives to the place described and brings the fawn home. It is a small buck and from now on his name is Hansi. Hansi is fed with the baby bottle.

	After a week of settling in, I am also allowed to bottle-feed Hansi. What fun! Hansi lives in our garden, which is big enough for the little fawn. But Hansi is growing fast. He frolics through the garden more and more often like one possessed. After a few months he grows antlers and becomes more and more pugnacious.

	At some point I can no longer enter the garden alone without him trying to pick me up with his antlers.

	 

	In autumn, Hansi has to move to the game enclosure in the forest. I often go for a walk there to check on him. When I call him, he comes running up to the fence and walks along the inside of the enclosure next to me until he reaches the end of the fence. If I go further, he can't follow and starts complaining.

	Winter is coming, a very snowy winter. The snow load pushes down the fence of the game enclosure. Hansi takes the chance and jumps into freedom. The snow is so deep that it comes up to the roebuck's belly. He is at the end of his tether when he reaches our garden. I am overjoyed to see the deer again.

	A little later, the fence of the game enclosure is repaired and Hansi is brought back.

	 

	My fifth birthday takes place in deep snow. Unfortunately, my grandparents can't come, but they send me presents.

	Grandma Lina and Grandpa Hans, my Father's parents, give me silverware for my dowry, as they do every year at Easter and Christmas, too.

	My other Grandma always gives me sweets, dolls and cuddly toys. Her name is Gertrud, but we always call her Hamburg Grandma because she lives in Hamburg. My Hamburg Grandpa died when I was very small.

	I think Mother is ashamed to tell Hamburg Grandma that clothes or money would be better than sweets.

	 

	Unfortunately, I only see Grandma Lina and Grandpa Hans very rarely, because they live far away, near Kulmbach. Sometimes we visit them there. I like being with them. Grandpa is an early retiree and always in a joking mood. I love my Grandpa very much. He is funny and warm, likes to play cards and often reads to me.

	I actually like Grandma quite a lot, too. She cooks very well and bakes delicious Küchla, which are lard pastries sprinkled with icing sugar. She can sew well and play the zither beautifully.

	Nevertheless, she often seems rather reserved and cool towards me. It's probably because my Mother is with me during these visits. They don't get along at all. That's why Father usually visits his parents by himself.

	 

	Sometimes, but very rarely, they come to visit us. Mother and Grandma always seem very tense then.

	Grandma usually goes berry picking with me, weather permitting. Armed with buckets and milk jugs, we set off for the blueberries or the blackberries, depending on the season.

	I love picking berries with Grandma. We gather diligently and in silence. Grandma Lina is happy not to be near Mother for a few hours.

	When we say goodbye, the grandparents always slip me some money, whether they are visiting us or vice versa. Mother takes it from me every time and deposits it in my savings account. For later.

	 

	I see my Hamburg Grandma even less often than the other grandparents.

	In 1967, Mother takes the train to Hamburg with me for the first time. It is a long, exciting journey. We spend the night in the sleeping car and arrive in Hamburg at dawn.

	It's cold and hazy and everywhere smells of brown coal. Grandma lives in Harburg, in a large apartment building with a toilet in the hallway. The stairwell is narrow and dark. The walls are tiled halfway up and the floorboards smell of floor polish.

	Grandma buys me everything I want and more. Preferably forbidden things like sweets, but also toys and balloons. I think she prefers to give me things that she knows Mother will be annoyed about.

	 

	The following year we drive to Hamburg with Father. Father is very tired and nervous when we reach Hamburg at nightfall. The long drive has exhausted him, he misses his beer, and he doesn't know his way around the big city. He promptly gets lost, which results in the most beautiful argument with Mother.

	We only stay for the weekend. Monday morning, my Grandma gives me everything my heart desires for breakfast: cake, boiled eggs, coffee with milk, pickles, chocolate, herrings, lemonade and sweets. I don't have to eat bread with it either, unlike at home. I enjoy being spoiled like this. The Parents are in a real peeve.

	 

	Party poopers. Spoilsports.

	 

	We are already on the Autobahn when I start feeling sick. No parking space anywhere in sight. Such a shame – but nothing to be done about it! Back home, the car gets a deep clean while I get a good thrashing. There’s the smell of vomit in the car for quite some time after.

	 

	Hamburg Grandma visits us a few times, too. A drama – every time. Mother cleans the house like a woman possessed, although it is always sparkling clean anyway. For days she is cooking and baking and two days before Grandma's arrival at the latest, she gets severe migraines and her period starts, even though it's not the right time for that. When Grandma finally arrives, she bestows a heap of sweets and presents upon me.

	I like that.

	Grandma is rather stout; her legs are always swollen. That is why she hardly ever leaves the house. That leads to days full of conflict. My Mother keeps thinking that her Mother is criticizing everything she does, and she feels constantly offended. Both are sulking permanently.

	The evenings tend to be a bit more relaxed; we often play Ludo. That is, usually, until Grandma is about to lose for the second time in a row. Then she sweeps all the pieces and dice off the board and throws a tantrum.

	I don't like that.

	I remember that with Grandma Lina, gathering berries is always a good solution to avoid any kind of conflict. But Hamburg Grandma never feels like doing that. At least I can persuade her to go for a walk with me. As soon as we get to the forest though, she already asks me how much longer it is until we get back. I have no intention of turning back so quickly – trouble is brewing at home. I keep putting her off from one turn of the path to the next. It's not far now. We'll be there soon.

	   We return after three hours. Grandma claims to be on the verge of a heart attack and can hardly take off her shoes – her feet are so swollen. Soon, my butt is in no way inferior to her feet in this respect. I don't like that at all.

	 

	Summer 1969: Mother wants to recover from all the stresses and strains and take a nice holiday with me before I start school. After that, it won't be so easily possible to arrange days away in terms of time. She has a very clear idea about this trip. This time it wouldn’t be a trip to the mountains. No, she wants to go where the rich and beautiful go: Mallorca!

	Father is horrified. Firstly, much too expensive. Secondly, it's impossible to get there with the Beetle.

	"How is that supposed to work? What? By airplane??? No way!!! That's completely out of the question. Wild horses couldn’t drag me into one of these things."

	Mother had known. That's why it had to be Mallorca. She wants to travel without him. And the plan works out.

	 

	It's beautiful in Spain. I am very impressed by the many windmills and the huge fields of red poppies.

	On the very first day I get a bad sunburn, the skin comes off in shreds. You can't expect to have suncream put on your back regularly when Mother is talking animatedly with her new acquaintance. At least he's good looking.

	Mother is busy, I am bored. The bartender takes me shopping. I like that. He buys me lollipops and lemonade.

	Mother is beside herself when she can't find me anywhere.

	 

	No stress, everything's fine. Why is it that everyone can do whatever they want here, but not me? I don't see why!

	 

	Truce is called, we want to enjoy the holiday. The food in the hotel – Cabrera – is great, the weather is good, the evenings are long and full of music and dancing. I like that.

	I have to go to bed around ten in the evening. Mother thinks I should be so tired at that point that I'll fall asleep immediately and she'll have her peace from me for two or three hours. I don't like that.

	 

	I am only five years old, but I am not stupid. I suspect she is doing something she shouldn't, and I don't think that's okay.

	 

	The next day we go for a walk in the afternoon. I ask how her evening was. I wish I hadn't done that.

	Mother doesn't like to be seen through. Especially not by her own child. Especially not at this age.

	She pushes me with rage into the cacti standing on the side of the road.

	The cacti look nowhere near as terrible as they hurt. On the contrary: they are beautiful, impressively large, green and juicy, with red flowers and pretty silvery spines.

	Some of the spines are very thick. This is the kind that you can easily pull out of the skin. Others look more delicate. They only fester out of the skin after days.

	 

	I'm sure she doesn't know what else to do at that moment. It's probably just me, because I always provoke everyone with my precocious manner and thus incur the violence and anger of adults.

	I'd rather not mention anything to Father, what's the point? It doesn't make it better. Least of all for me.

	 


2. School Days

	 

	I start school in September 1970. The small school in our village is now closed and I have to take the bus to the neighbouring village.

	How I would have loved to have gone to our little village school, but unfortunately that is no longer possible. Nevertheless, I proudly set off to school with my big school bag (which is of course much more splendid than the other children's bags).

	Finally, the time has come. I will learn to read, to write and to do mathematics.

	There are many children here I don't know yet. I will finally make friends. The teachers will be nice to me.

	 

	That's what I think.

	 

	The first day really is nice. Everything is new and exciting. I even manage to sit still. After all, I definitely don't want to miss anything.

	Soon I'm doing pretty well at reading, writing and mathematics. So well, in fact, that the teacher insists that I must have already been able to do them before I started school, which is not true at all. The only things I don't like are physical education and handcrafting. To move on command and by the book is no fun. And handcrafting is boring.

	I am testing the waters to see if there is any room for negotiation. There isn't. Instead, the class teacher is now my enemy and occasionally I get a smack on the ear during sport lessons when I have two left feet again.

	That's not what I was betting on. It was meant to be different here from home. Why do grown-ups always have to beat me? They just have it in for me.

	 

	Almost every morning it's my turn to show my handkerchief, fingernails and homework. Stains on the handkerchief? Nails not perfectly clean? Homework forgotten?

	So that's what the long wooden ruler is for. Ten strokes on the fingertips. That hurts. No fun.

	At first, I wait and see if it continues like that. Then I complain about it at home. Not a wise decision!

	The very next day, my Mother marches in to see the teacher and gives her a hard time. As a result, I now really have to suffer at school. There is little to criticise about my performance, but I am maladjusted enough to fall victim to the ruler again and again or to be put in the corner for hours at a time.

	The classmates think it's funny. They enjoy it. I don't. I don't talk like them, I don't dress like them, I don't think like them.

	 

	I still have no friends. In the meantime, the children from the village sometimes let me play with them, but only because they enjoy making fun of me.

	There are hardly ever any sweets at home, supposedly because sweets are so unhealthy. The other children always have some, which surprises me because Mother always says that the other parents are much poorer than us.

	I try to persuade Mother to buy me some chewing gum at least once. Unfortunately, I can't convince her.

	The others often have chewing gum, but usually don't give me any, and today is no exception.

	I'm pissed off. Let them play amongst themselves and keep their chewing gum! I'm going home.

	 

	Sometimes it's better to be alone.

	 

	On the way, I surprisingly come across a piece of chewing gum after all: I can see the bright spot from far away – on the road, spread out ... Never mind! It's mine! I quickly scratch it off the pavement and put it in my mouth. There's even still a taste of peppermint.

	I am satisfied. Chewing gum at last. It's just too bad that I forget to spit it out before I get home. Mother's first question is about the origin of this treat, of course.

	My answer, I guess, is given too hesitantly when I claim I got it as a gift from a friend.

	It sounds unbelievable, because everyone knows that I don't have any friends, even Mother knows.

	So, I tell the truth and admit that I have scraped it off the road.

	"Oh, my goodness!!! Spit it out right now and come to the bathroom with me!"

	 

	What am I supposed to do in the bathroom? I have chewing gum in my mouth and not stuck to my body. 

	 

	Mother is very neat and health conscious. First the toothbrush is brushed deeply and thoroughly over a bar of soap, then the mouth is scrubbed out meticulously.

	 

	Ughhhhh, how disgusting. I feel like I have to throw up. Rinse with water, done! No? What else?

	 

	Once more, from the beginning. This time with scouring powder. I'm still on my feet, even if I'm already pretty wobbly. What an ordeal!

	Now open your mouth and rinse again.

	I don't see what's in the cup, but I can smell it: Disinfectant!

	I rinse, hit my head on the edge of the sink, throw up, lose my footing, my feet slip away, I fall, hit my head against something hard, everything around me goes black.

	 

	Mother is right, chewing gum is disgusting and unhealthy. But only afterwards. This is the very last time I tell the truth without having thought carefully about the possible risks and side effects.

	 

	I am often ill. The usual children's illnesses, but quite often also the flu or a stomach bug. It's always rather severe, usually accompanied by high temperature and hallucinations.

	 

	I'm sure it's because of the chewing gum, Mother had predicted it.

	 

	The doctor from the neighbouring village is only called when I really cannot stand on my own two feet any longer.

	Mother doesn't like to bother the doctor about a trifle and children's illnesses are trifles that come and go for as far as she's concerned. Some children are just sick more often than others. There is no reason to be overly concerned.

	 

	For me, that attitude was quite normal. I was always ashamed to put my parents to such trouble. Having children of my own now, I no longer understand what was going on back then.

	 

	As soon as I am old enough, Mother goes back to working full time. After all, money has to be earned. Children cost a lot of money and Father wants a new car. Not a Beetle this time, but something bigger, and we have to save for it.

	In the evenings, Mother comes back from town loaded with shopping bags. Almost every day. There is always something she has to buy. There is always a lack of money.

	 

	The fact that she suffers from shopping addiction only becomes obvious to me when I'm about fifteen, although I have been thinking that something strange was going on for quite a long time.

	 

	One Saturday morning, we meet one of my Mother's colleagues at the supermarket.

	She greets Mother and asks, "What are you up to?"

	"Well, shopping. What else?"

	"But you've got all these empty boxes in your shopping trolley."

	Hm. I hadn't noticed that either. I was walking along looking at the contents of the shelves without paying attention to what Mother was putting in the trolley. When asked by her colleague, she blushes and says she needs the boxes at home to store the children's clothes she no longer needs. At least a plausible excuse.

	When the colleague is out of sight, Mother takes the boxes out again, puts some small items in the trolley and we go to the checkout.

	It's the end of the month. The wallet is empty.

	When we get home, it's Valium with cognac, and I feel sorry for her. 

	On weekdays, Father spends his time partly in the forest, partly at his desk in the study. In the desk, behind the right-hand door next to files, there is always a bottle of beer. Even early in the morning.

	He is hardly ever really drunk, but always at a certain level of inebriation all day.

	 

	What that means I only understand years later, too. As a child, I find it quite normal.

	 

	In the evening, Mother always casts off all the anger she brings home from work. She gets upset about stupid, incompetent colleagues who only steal the boss's time by making private phone calls, reading magazines, or painting their fingernails during working hours, whereas Mother of course works hard and has to do everything by herself. And so on and so forth.

	Father tries to listen to her attentively, but he is already annoyed by the sight of all the shopping bags (has she spent everything again?).

	They go through the motions of asking me about my experiences at school, but I never get the impression that anyone is seriously interested in my answers, because after the question is asked, they don't even catch their breath and continue talking about Mother's issues.

	At some point, when she can't find an ending at all, Father raises his voice. Depending on Mother's mood, there are two options for how the rest of the evening goes.

	Option One: A hysterical fit including a threat to strangle herself with the shower hose because it is too much to bear, then taking two pills of Valium and crying in bed.

	Option Two: watch something on TV first, having a small bottle of Prosecco and a Cognac and then take Valium at bedtime.

	 

	I always have to go upstairs to bed after watching Sandman2. At just after seven.

	When the Parents spend the evening in front of the TV (Option Two), I often sneak out of bed again. This requires extreme caution because the floorboards creak terribly if you step on them carelessly. Once the corridor has been silently negotiated, I carefully slide down the stair step by step until I reach the seventh step. From there I have a clear view of the television when the living room door is left ajar.
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