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When I was eight, my mother asked me what I wanted for Christmas: “How about a book?” she asked. My answer was clear: “I already have one.” Yes, I loved reading books as a child, but I enjoyed it even more when they were read to me. I was never a fan of thick books. So, I promise to be brief, to get to the point and only tell you things that might interest you.









Foreword


I have lived in the center of Paris for almost 24 years in a small apartment near Rue Mouffetard in the Latin Quarter. I am the father of two daughters, aged 15 and 18, and married to Murielle, my French wife and mother of my children. I am happy because, for the first time in my life, I have been able to be myself in a relationship with a woman. That wasn’t always the case …


When my daughters, friends and clients ask me about my life before Paris, I tell them about it with so much passion that it surprises me. I love telling stories, but writing them down? Why should I? Why now and what for?


I know that life on earth is not eternal. As a positive person, I want my children to remember me through personal stories and not through a meaningless tombstone. Instead of them shedding tears in a cemetery, I prefer them to smile and joke when they think back on their crazy dad.









The curtain opens


My journey begins in East Berlin in 1966


My life so far has been an exciting journey of discovery. I was born in East Berlin in 1966 to a German father and a Hungarian-American mother. Both were movie stars in the GDR (German Democratic Republic). I was lucky enough to lead a life in a privileged international family behind the Iron Curtain during the Cold War, before fleeing from grey East Berlin to colorful West Berlin under dramatic circumstances in 1988.


After graduating from university, I moved further west, first to Bonn, then to New York City to work as a diplomat for reunified Germany. Here I had everything I wanted: a privileged status, money, women, a large apartment, glamor, and a rich social network. What more could I want?


And yet, I gave it all up at once. The darkest and most frightening chapter of my life happened in the first few months of 1998. I didn’t have a job, an apartment, or a girlfriend, and I had also accumulated a lot of debt. I was in existential difficulties. I had to reorient myself quickly, very quickly, so as not to lose my balance. Stability and success only returned later when I entered the financial sector in London. In 2000, I moved to Paris to find something I had been looking for - a real home.


And here I am, writing my book and looking back at all these fascinating moments that have had a lasting impact on my life, my freedom, my thinking and my beliefs. I have experienced a cultural and emotional rollercoaster ride through Europe and the US, but I have always stayed alive. Now I am grateful that I can experience it again. Buckle up and enjoy the journey!









An American lost in the GDR – East Berlin behind the Iron Curtain


My father – the guy from the Baltic Sea


I grew up in an international family in the GDR, which allowed me to experience a country where people were imprisoned for decades from a slightly different perspective.


My father, Jürgen Frohriep, was born in Rostock in 1928, just five years before Hitler took power in Germany. He was only 15 years old when he had to serve in the so-called “Hitler Youth” in 1943. He had to shoot down British bombers that were trying to liberate Germany from fascism. Fortunately, he survived unharmed, although a bomb exploded very close to him.


By the end of the Second World War, Germany was destroyed, and people had to reinvent themselves to earn a living. My father was no exception. He was interested in literature, could express himself well linguistically and had a gift for entertaining people. Together with a group of friends, he founded a theater group in Rostock to distract people throughout East Germany from their misery. This was the beginning of my father’s acting career, first in the theater and later as a film star.


His unique performance in “Sterne”, where he played a Nazi officer in occupied Bulgaria who fell in love with a Greek Jewess in a concentration camp, is unforgettable. For the first time after the war, a film focused entirely on the character of the German soldier as a human being and not exclusively as a cruel Nazi.
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My father Jürgen Frohriep





The film won the Special Jury Prize at the Cannes Film Festival in 1959 and marked my father’s international breakthrough in Central and Eastern Europe.


My mother, the girl from New York City


My mother, Kati Székely, was born in New York City in 1941, just a few days before Pearl Harbor. She was the daughter of Hungarian-Jewish immigrants who had fled Budapest before the war. My grandfather, Janos Székely (also Hans Székely and John S. Toldy/Pen – his pseudonyms), was a well-known screenwriter and author of several novels. His most famous novel “Temptation” tells the story of a poor boy in Budapest in the 1920s who must constantly reinvent himself to survive. My grandfather even won an Oscar for Best Original Story for the movie “Arise, My Love” in 1940.*


Janos had to leave the United States (US) in 1956 when Senator McCarthy cracked down on communists in public life. As a reminder, during the Cold War, artists with non-capitalist views were censored in the US, and many of them lost their employment contracts or were simply isolated from public life. Being unemployed in the US was not an option for Janos, so he had to leave. But where to go?


Luckily, he was invited by the GDR film studio DEFA to come to communist Berlin to write the script for a movie about the first Indochina war. He accepted immediately and left the US with his wife Erzsi and my mother Kathy. My mother was just 15 years old at the time and she was to discover a new world. They crossed the Atlantic on the Queen Mary, not knowing exactly what to expect on the other side of the ocean and especially on the other side of Berlin.


Berlin was a divided city in 1956, but the borders were still open. It was the epicenter of the Cold War between the Soviet Union and the US. Life must have been surreal in a city that was administered by the French, British and Americans in the western part, and by the Soviets in the eastern part.


Two completely antagonistic value systems faced each other in one and the same city. On the one hand, Western democracy characterized by a free-market economy and, on the other, a dictatorship with its communist-planned economy.


Only five months after her arrival, my mother was discovered to play the role of the Jewish-Dutch girl Anne Frank at the Kammerspiele theatre in East Berlin. What a challenge for this American teenager to dive deep into the world of Anne Frank during the Second World War! Her role was a breakthrough and marked the beginning of her acting career. Although she barely spoke any German, my mother learned the role of Anne Frank quickly and with great determination and passion. Her interpretation of the role contributed to the play being a huge success and it sold out for a long time. It was there that my mother met Eddie, an actor who was ten years older and who became her mentor.


They got married very soon and had a baby. My brother Thomas was born when my mother was only nineteen years old. At the beginning of 1961, they lived in a small apartment at the Ostbahnhof station. It was only a hundred meters away from where the Berlin Wall would be built a few months later.


As Thomas was allergic to normal milk, he needed a special product that my mother couldn’t find in East Berlin. But as she lived so close to consumer-friendly West Berlin, she only had to walk to the other side. There she could get what Thomas needed to grow up healthily.
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My mother Kati Székely


This changed abruptly on the night of August 13, 1961, when the GDR government secretly decided to erect wire fences between East and West Berlin to stop the exodus of East Germans to the West. When my mother looked out of the window in the morning, she couldn’t believe her eyes: the other side of the street was inaccessible. Thomas urgently needed his special milk, what was she supposed to do now?


Just imagine. All this happened overnight and within sight of my mother’s home. From that point on, it was impossible for her to enter freely West Berlin. An official border was erected that was insurmountable for GDR citizens. Suddenly, there were two Berlins.


The Berlin Wall was built and remained in place for 28 years. It began one of the strangest political experiments in world history, tearing apart people and families who lived in the same city, spoke the same language, and had the same cultural background.


Many people were brave enough to attempt to flee in the days, weeks and months that followed. Some of them were lucky, others were not. In the beginning, there were wire fences, a few years later the high, white, and inaccessible wall made it impossible for people to get to the other part of the city – unless you were prepared to risk your life.


And here was my mother, this young, naive woman whose parents had decided to move from capitalist New York City to communist East Berlin. But she wasn’t afraid of this new unknown world. On the contrary – she was excited. “I thought that we were building a new world in the GDR. I was convinced of the idea and saw myself as a revolutionary at the time,” my mother recalls. However, she had no idea what she was letting herself in for in the long term.


A movie becomes reality


By the early 1960s, my mother had become a well-known theater and film actress in the GDR. In 1962, she had the opportunity to star in a leading role with Jürgen Frohriep, one of the most admired film stars of his time, in a television series called “Das grüne Ungeheuer” (The Green Monster). They became a couple on screen and very soon in real life too.


The only problem was that my parents were still married to other partners during the filming and had children from those relationships – my half-brothers Thomas and Kai. My mother was only twenty. But their love for each other was much stronger than their desire to keep their existing marriages alive. As a result, they both divorced and that was the beginning of my parents’ life together.


The GDR citizens were curious to see how this new “love project” would develop, and they were not disappointed. This is the beginning of the Frohriep saga and my own story.


In the 1960s, my parents filled the front pages of magazines and newspapers as a model glamorous celebrity couple behind the Iron Curtain. Sounds corny, but it’s a true story, and that’s why I’m proud to mention it.


Experiencing the Cold War at home


My parents’ love for each other also marked the beginning of an unusual experiment of a couple in East Germany with very different cultural backgrounds.


My mother had a US and Hungarian passport and could travel relatively freely, while my father, as a citizen of the GDR, was severely restricted in his freedom of movement. However, that didn’t matter to my father. He was the famous actor, but he had never been curious about what life behind the Berlin Wall would be like. He didn’t need to be, because he had a good life: he was privileged: married to a beautiful and successful Hungarian-American actress, with a house and two cars – something the average GDR citizen could not afford.


As a reminder, if you wanted to buy a new car in East Germany, you had to wait ten years or more. Even for a small Trabant, you had to queue for a long time. A car was considered a luxury item for which you had to save for many years.


Precisely because my parents were privileged, they were often watched by the Stasi (the East German secret police). As a foreigner, my mother was particularly mistrusted. The Stasi was nervous about how she would influence my father. Would she abuse her less restricted freedom of expression as a foreigner and do things that would run counter to the interests of a dictatorship? Certainly, as both a Hungarian and a US citizen, she was harder to control than someone with a normal GDR passport.


Yes, the Stasi controlled my family, and they did so persistently. It started with our phones being tapped. When my mother received calls from abroad, there was always a strange noise at first, signaling that a tape recorder was being switched on. After a while, my parents got used to it and even greeted the uninvited guests on the phone. It was impossible to bear the restrictions on freedom without a sense of humor.


By 1970, we were a family of five with my brother Daniel (born 1963), my sister Dana (born 1968) and me in between (born 1966). My two half-brothers didn’t live with us. My parents were working, and we all enjoyed a good life as a family in a beautiful house with a garden in Karolinenhof, on the outskirts of East Berlin.


Since moving from the US, my mother had learned that the new world that the GDR wanted to build was not so rosy after all. The dreams of the revolutionary teenager gradually faded. Over the years, my mother became a rebel and never accepted the restrictions on her freedom, despite her Hungarian and US citizenship. She also expected us to always question things in life and never settle for the status quo, even if it got you into trouble. “Look outside the box and be curious about what lies beyond,” she liked to preach. It wasn’t until many years later that I understood the true meaning of her words. She wanted me to keep an open mind and not allow my freedom of speech or travel to be restricted. The GDR was just a country I was passing through, and there was so much more to discover.





* Hans Székely/John S. Toldy, “Arise, My Love” – Oscar for “Best Original Story”, 1940









Life in the GDR, a love-hate relationship


Growing up in East Berlin in the 1970s, I would have considered myself a happy person, even if I didn’t have many friends. One of the reasons for this was that the kids at school were jealous of my privileged life. This status was a weight on my shoulders, and I didn’t like it at all. I just wanted to be a simple boy who liked to play soccer and have fun with others. I didn’t care about privilege or the fact that I was the son of famous parents. I sensed that some of my schoolmates were jealous of me, and I could hardly defend myself against that.


After school, I often had to walk home through the woods instead of taking the streetcar, because some boys would impatiently wait for me at the tram stop to beat me up. I was scared. But I “survived” this humiliation thanks to a precious friend called Jens: a discreet, charming, and physically strong person who was brave enough to protect me from this clan of boys and often walked me home.


A happy conformist – my school years


As schoolchildren in the GDR, we were instrumentalized by the communist SED for their purposes. Most children had to become committed pioneers to show that communism was superior to decadent imperialism. We had no choice but to belong to the pioneer world, unless we accepted being excluded from school activities and thus having no friends.


So, I decided to become a pioneer and later a member of the FDJ (Free German Youth). I eagerly marched for peace and socialism on May 1 (Labor Day) and on October 7 (the GDR’s national holiday). I didn’t care and neither did most of my friends. I did what was asked of me and it worked. I didn’t want to cause any trouble, and why should I have?
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As a young (1972) and senior pioneer (1975) in elementary school





I had everything I wanted: a nice home, friends, a good school and prospects for my studies. But then what? I never asked myself that question. At that time, I was too young and immature to question the system I lived in as a child and teenager. I was never challenged to do so.


In elementary school, I was one of the best in my class and I soon set myself more ambitious goals. In 1978, my mother managed to send me to an elite school, named after the poet and philosopher von Herder, with very bright students. Although the school was an hour’s drive from home, I was looking forward to this new adventure.


The good news was that being the son of actors was not a problem here. People just didn’t care. What a relief! What mattered here was performance – but that was my new problem.


The first few years at this new school were hard for me. At my old school I had been one of the best students, and suddenly I was one of the worst. This situation was new to me but, to be honest, it was an important experience. I realized for the first time that I had to work hard to achieve something in life.


I was like a diesel engine, and it took me some time to catch up with the better students. But slowly I earned better grades in most subjects. I wasn’t nervous about catching up as I was still naive and unthinking at fourteen.


My mother played an important role in pushing me and encouraging me to become competitive. She pushed me to do my best and made sure that I focused on success at secondary school. I’m not sure if I would have been able to graduate from high school in the GDR without her, which was reserved for an exclusive minority anyway.


I still remember my history teacher, Mr. Rosenbusch, and I was truly afraid of him. He was a short man, with a very serious, military posture. I can’t ever remember him smiling. He walked up and down the classroom like a parade soldier, as if he had something to prove. I’m sure he was very proud of himself as a man of power.


To prepare for a history class, we had to memorize all the facts perfectly. Mr. Rosenbusch had a very strange habit of quizzing us, which still scares me today. He would turn his back to the classroom, ask a military-style question and then point his finger randomly at a person in the classroom without turning around. Every time he pointed at me I had tremendous stage fright, and even when I knew the answer, I just faltered. Since I was afraid to attend his class, I had no choice but to flawlessly memorize everything. My mother was a super coach and practiced intensively with me until I finally had the level to respond successfully to stress.


With better results at school, I started to make friends. Interestingly, these were students I admired for doing well in school. Obviously, they began to respect me for my improved performance, which I can understand because I felt the same way. As my academic career progressed, I always tended to look up to people who were smarter than myself. The pressure to perform and the resulting adrenaline rush inside me motivated me so much that I kept getting better.


Better performance, more self-confidence, a new world


With better performance, I became more self-confident. And suddenly, I started to be interested in girls. The attraction to girls changed me profoundly and allowed me to enter a world that I found magical.


My first girlfriend was Isabel, a very sweet girl with dark long hair. She was twelve and I was fourteen. We looked like brother and sister, how scary! It was an innocent relationship with a very unusual girl. My mother was friends with her parents, who also came from an artistic family. I was helplessly in love with her. She behaved like a much older teenager, but in a very artificial way.


I saw Isabel as a puppet of her parents. Her father did everything in his power to raise a future opera conductor. She played two musical instruments and knew everything about opera. Being around her made me feel inferior, but I was also attracted to this unknown new world. Instead of going to the movies or amusement parks, we went to boring opera performances.


However, this crush only lasted a year, and my father was the first to clap his hands. He couldn’t imagine me being with someone who was so trained and inauthentic. My father was pleased, because after returning from a long summer vacation in 1981, she broke up with me. Not because I could hardly match her intellectually, but because I had been too gentle with her. She wanted to be kissed as passionately as a man can only kiss a woman when he is in love. But I didn’t do it because I didn’t know how. I just wasn’t ready yet.


It turned out that Isabel had found a volunteer at her summer camp who had kissed her passionately, and so she left me, just like that. The reassuring thing about this first teenage love was that Isabel also had a human desire and wasn’t just giving in to pressure from her parents. Unfortunately, I was no longer able to benefit from this relationship. Yes, I was sad and disappointed, but not for too long …


My everyday life in the GDR – did I suffer?


Years after German reunification, people from the West kept asking me what life had been like in grey East Berlin. My answer was surprising, but sincere: I neither suffered nor was I depressed. Like most other people, I had gotten used to life and was happy. Being rebellious or even questioning our very limited freedom of speech or travel was not up for discussion. Nobody wanted to risk their academic career or end up in prison. I was certainly no exception.


The fact that I had a Hungarian passport gave me privileges that others could only dream of. When I was born, my parents had to choose one of two passports. My mother was very wise to choose the Hungarian passport, even though I had never lived there and didn’t speak Hungarian.


So, what was the disadvantage of the GDR passport, which would have been the more natural choice? Firstly, if you wanted to study in the GDR, you had to serve in the East German army, NVA (National People’s Army), for three years, and it was certainly not a pleasant experience. Military service was inspired by Soviet dictatorship-style training methods and those who survived the three years without a mental breakdown were lucky.


Secondly, thanks to my passport, I also had the opportunity to visit countries outside the Eastern Bloc. Once my mother took me on a day trip to West Berlin, legally crossing the Berlin border at Checkpoint Charlie just like that. It was an exciting adventure to experience two completely different political and economic systems in one and the same city.


But under no circumstances was I allowed to talk about my freedom at school or anywhere else, because that would have caused jealousy among my friends - and even worse, it could have led to isolation at school. I wanted to avoid that at all costs.


It only made sense to go to West Berlin if you had a few Deutschmarks in your pocket, and that was the problem. Officially, you couldn’t exchange the GDR-mark for the more valuable Deutschmark. The East German currency had hardly any value in the Western world. Only on the black market could you buy the precious Deutschmark at a ratio of 1:4 or more, meaning that you had to pay at least four GDR-marks for one Deutschmark.


To put things in perspective: in 1980, the average income of an East German worker was around 1,000 GDR-marks (250 Deutschmarks). You can imagine the investment required to buy a bar of Milka chocolate or a record by my favorite singer Nena.


I still remember my first visit to the center of West Berlin, the Kurfürstendamm. Even the border crossing at Checkpoint Charlie was impressive. I had to show my passport at various points. Behind the glass window sat a GDR border policeman who examined my papers with a very serious expression on his face, without saying a word. I suddenly felt guilty, as if I had something to hide, even though I only wanted to spend a few hours sniffing around freedom in the West.


When I finally arrived on the other side of the Wall, everything seemed completely different. It was more colorful in the West and not as grey as in the East. It smelled of currywurst, pizza and kebab cuisine. The noisy East German cars such as Trabants and Wartburgs were replaced by Volkswagens, BMWs and Mercedes. It was a real shock. How could it be that in the same city, after only 100 meters on foot, a completely different world opened up to me?


We then took the subway to Kurfürstendamm. After just a few minutes, my eyes hurt because I was overwhelmed by the huge screens and neon lights. There was an unbelievable variety of products, displayed in a customer-friendly way in the supermarkets, which I had never seen before in the East. However, shopping in the West was a nightmare. With only very limited means (20-30 Deutschmarks), I had to choose extremely carefully.


On the other hand, there wasn’t much choice in the GDR. Most of the stores on Alexanderplatz, the Eastern city center, were grey, boring and had a limited product range. If there were exciting products to buy, such as a Rolling Stones or Beatles record, huge queues formed immediately, and people waited a long time for their turn.


Some people simply stood in the queue without knowing what was on offer. I did exactly the same thing. The queue effect made itself felt. I wanted to be part of it and buy a product that was rare. Most of the time it was a vinyl record. No matter what was on offer, I bought it anyway, because in a worst-case scenario I could sell it on at an even higher price. Patience paid off in the truest sense of the word.


The lack of competition could be felt everywhere. People were dressed similarly and bought the same food. The supply of quality products was limited. Don’t get me wrong, nobody suffered from hunger and nobody begged on the streets – that was forbidden anyway. People had enough to eat, but it wasn’t varied enough, and it wasn’t always very healthy either. We could buy apples, plums or pears, but hardly any exotic fruits, such as passion fruit or mangoes, which I only got to know in the West.


We lived in a house with a beautiful garden near the Long Lake in the Köpenick district. There were a few stores just around the corner where we bought our groceries. The small semi-private store was usually well-stocked, and we had a good relationship with Mrs. Hanemann, the store owner. When it was my mother’s turn to place her order, she would usually lean slightly over the counter and, whispering in Mrs. Hanemann’s ear, ask if she had anything special that wasn’t on display in the store window. There was no need to decode the question, because everyone knew immediately what my mother was referring to. Mrs. Hanemann would immediately grab a bunch of bananas or other treats that were in short supply and put them in my mother’s shopping bag. We weren’t even asked if we needed the food, we just took it all.


I was a little embarrassed by this procedure as I didn’t want to enjoy any special status, but my mother, who was of course well known in the store, unleashed her very persuasive and charismatic communication skills. This was the usual procedure for VIP customers. And when there were other rare products such as Nudossi, the East German version of Nutella, people would immediately queue up. Queuing was a tiresome experience, but we learned to be patient. The good news was that there was a reward if you successfully waited in line – you had a success story to report and that was something special.


Shopping in East Germany was easy because you didn’t have to worry about choice, there simply wasn’t any. Consequently, I couldn’t become a victim of the Western consumer society in the GDR. Life in the East was also not very expensive, despite comparatively low wages. Even eating out in a good restaurant was inexpensive if you were lucky enough to get a table without having to queue.


As product choice and travel options were limited, people were able to save some of their income. Thanks to television, demand for Western consumer goods in East Germany skyrocketed in the 1970s. East Berliners could easily watch advertisements on West German television, even though this was officially forbidden. Everyone did it, but nobody talked about it.


As a result, the GDR government was forced to expand expensive quality stores such as “Delikat” and “Exquisit”, which had been created in the 1960s to meet growing demand from East Germans who were keen consumers. These stores sold quality products for many GDR-marks. Those who had the money, spent it. As the currency only had a limited value outside the GDR, it was better used domestically.


My family and I often went to Hungary to visit my grandmother Erzsi and spend our summer vacations there. I still remember once meeting for coffee at the Atrium Hyatt Hotel on the Danube. My mother asked me to go to the nearest exchange office to change some GDR-marks into Hungarian Forints. When I handed the employee the GDR currency, his reaction was brutal: “We don’t accept this currency here.” How humiliating! I felt disrespected, I felt like a person from a second-class society in a country that was supposedly part of the Eastern Bloc. I returned to the hotel with tears in my eyes, I felt terrible. I had the impression that everything my parents had worked for all their lives was worth nothing. This incident opened my eyes – it was 1980.


An unexpected US adventure – a rollercoaster for strong nerves


In 1981, my parents’ marriage hit rock bottom. My father was not only a famous actor, but also a long-time alcoholic. He went to rehab several times in the 1970s to be cured, but he had several relapses, and nothing worked for any length of time.


He went so far that my mother had enough and finally wanted to leave him. She had already quit her job as an actress more than ten years earlier to become a psychologist. It was impossible to raise three children and make movies at the same time.


Despite all this, my mother stuck by him all those years and, as a sign of her love and naive belief that he would change, she gave him another child, my sister Debbie, when she was 37. Despite a glimmer of hope for several months after her birth, there was another setback, and it was a lasting one. Unfortunately, my father was not strong enough to deal with it.


In the summer of 1981, when my mother was 39 years old, she had only one dream to finally return to the US. This was the country of her childhood – a country she had left too early aged 15.


My mother had had enough of fighting. She was ready to start a new life with her four children – without my father. The only problem was that she had to keep her plans top secret to not get anyone into big trouble, especially not my father, who was a GDR citizen. My father was so naive, he had no idea of her intentions when she said goodbye to him at Schönefeld Airport, and neither did we children. It was just supposed to be a nice summer vacation in the US.


The day of our departure to New York City was July 2, my 15th birthday. How ironic that I should be traveling to the US at the same age that my mother had been forced to turn her back on her country. Leaving East Berlin with four children was a challenge. We were supposed to fly to New York via Prague with the Czech CSA, but our flight was overbooked. We were therefore rebooked via Amsterdam and flew with KLM on a modern Boeing 747 instead of an uncomfortable, Russian-made IL-62. What a great birthday present! To my delight, I was invited by the pilot to visit the cockpit to discover a whole new world from 10,000 meters above ground. I was happy and curious to go on vacation to the US, and I had no idea what my mother was planning behind my back.


After a few weeks in New York visiting my mother’s cousins, we drove north to New Hampshire, where my mother was offered a job as a psychologist.


This was a shock for all of us. Suddenly our perspectives changed. I was still with my childhood sweetheart Isabel, leaving behind my father, our home, and my school friends. It was too much for me. I became very angry with my mother and vehemently opposed her decision. I felt betrayed. I had not been prepared for this journey and noone had asked me if I wanted such a life. My siblings and I were “kidnapped” by my mother, and my hands were tied as I was still a minor.


We found a rental house outside of Concorde, the New Hampshire capital. My mother bought a second-hand car, and we had to quickly adjust to a new life. She didn’t make a lot of money, but she had a lot of expenses. So, my brother Danny, my sister Dana and I worked at Debbie’s daycare center for a while to help support my mother financially.


At the same time, we were starting a new life at school in Concorde. For the first time, a teacher asked me about my opinion and my beliefs. I was surprised by this new experience, but quickly settled in. My first results at junior high school were very encouraging. Speaking English every day was a new experience, but I coped well.


Overall, I had the impression that the level of learning was not as high as in the GDR, but I was well prepared as my mother had spoken English with us all the time at home in Berlin. This made it easier for me to integrate and get used to a completely new school system.


My sister Dana and I were in full opposition to my mother for our first few weeks in the US, and she could sense that. The atmosphere at home was tense. But we also saw how she struggled alone in her new life and received only little help from her children. At seventeen, my brother Danny was more cooperative and understanding than we were.


It wasn’t until the fourth week of school that our attitudes changed. One day on the way to school, I told my mother that Dana and I would cooperate from now on and stop resisting her. She seemed relieved.


At the same time, however, my mother was also facing new professional challenges that she once again didn’t want to share with us. I wished she had been more transparent with us, maybe we could have better supported her? Who knows!


My stay at the junior high school only lasted a month. Just a few days after we had given up our resistance, my mother frantically picked us up from school and announced that we were going back to East Germany, just like that. How crazy, I thought! We had just decided to come to terms with our new life and now we were supposed to go back?


I thought my mother had lost touch with reality. She tended to become impulsive and make gut decisions. But my mother was completely overwhelmed by the situation – no wonder. I found out that she had lost her job after just two months. In addition, the pressure from my father had grown and he had threatened to kill himself if we didn’t return. My father was able to convince officials at the GDR Ministry of Culture to not put any obstacles in my mother’s way to find a new job in East Berlin if she was prepared to return without any fuss. In the end, she bowed to the pressure and gave up her US dream for good.


Everything happened very quickly. We packed our bags and drove to New York. There we were, standing at JFK Airport, waiting for our plane to take off. At that moment I felt pure happiness, it was as if I was exchanging prison in the US for freedom in the GDR - how paradoxical. Nothing could stop us from returning to the East: to my girlfriend Isabel, to my father and to the life I was enjoying. East Berlin was my home, not New York and certainly not Concorde, New Hampshire.


Suddenly, the Czech airline announced an unexpectedly long delay of three hours, which was okay for me, but not for my mother. What she said next had a lasting impact on my life as a teenager and on my relationship with my mother. She said: “The delay is a sign. It means we should stay in the US and not go back.” At that moment, I froze and became impulsive. My reaction was cold, but sincere. I told her that it was fine with me if she wanted to stay, but one thing was certain: I would be flying back with my sister Dana, and nothing could stop us.


I was ready to part ways with my mother, and I meant it. I had had enough of this rollercoaster ride; it was just too much for my fifteen-year-old heart to handle. I no longer trusted my mother and accepted separating from her. Fortunately, she gave in to the pressure. We all got on the plane together and flew back to Europe. My father picked us up from Prague airport and I was happy to see him again after three months of forced asylum in the US. We were finally reunited as a family.


In the weeks that followed, I felt my mother’s sadness and bitterness at returning to the life she despised so much. My relationship with her cooled considerably. She regularly made me feel guilty about her life in East Berlin, but I didn’t care. My mother got the new job she had been promised and slowly adapted to her new reality.


My joy at my return to the GDR was soon dampened. The teachers and classmates eyed me suspiciously as I came back to school six weeks late without giving any details about my whereabouts. Getting back into school life was difficult. I needed a sense of achievement, and I needed it fast. When Isabel left me after her summer camp adventure, I was open to new things. I started to look at the opposite sex with more curiosity and self-confidence.


My interest in girls slowly picked up speed and within a few months I finally kissed a girl properly for the first time, and in a very passionate way. Her name was Anna, and she was from Prague. She was in East Berlin as part of a student exchange program. I still remember that liberating moment when I pulled her towards me for several minutes on a park bench in an uninspiring residential area in Lichtenberg. It was probably one of the most exciting and erotic moments of my life. A new person was born: a person who felt confident, free, and ready to go. I was finally emancipated. My adventure with girls had only just begun. I became hungry, felt drugged and wanted more, much more. Now I was ready to take it to the next level …


… and suddenly a new sister – welcome Aelrun!


A few weeks after our return from America, there was a nice surprise that greatly enriched our family saga in times of turbulence.


One evening, Aelrun, whose family we had been friends with for a long time, suddenly turned up on our doorstep. She was fifteen like me and only four days younger. She was blonde, slim, and very pretty. We had been neighbors in Bohnsdorf at our first house until I was four years old. Our mothers, Kathy and Bruni, were best friends, and Aelrun and I were lucky enough to grow up in the same playpen.


Tragically, Bruni had died young of asthma and her father, who later turned out to be her stepfather, abused Aelrun. When she arrived at our door that evening, a low point had been reached in her relationship with her stepfather. She couldn’t take it anymore, and here she was. My mother responded intuitively and generously: “Come in, Aelrun, here’s your new home!” Even though my mother’s reaction surprised us all, I was proud of how smoothly we had taken Aelrun in. I was happy to have a new sister.
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