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Foreword


Dear Reader,


We did it. We finally managed to translate the bestseller Das Sterntalerexperiment – Mein Leben ohne Geld by Heidemarie Schwermer into English. Due to the difficulties that the Coronavirus pandemic has brought, we think it is important to share alternative visions and ways of life to inspire and give hope to those who need it.


With thanks to: Chloe Clancy, Monika Bechert, John Schwermer, Elena Cabatu, F.C., Renate Hempel, Anja Offergeld-Schnapka, Dr. Irmtraut Leutschaft, Gabriele Gleixner, Volker Hiller and everyone else who has contributed financially or otherwise for making this translation possible.


For readers who may not be familiar with the fairy tale ‘The Star Money’, we have included a short overview on the following page as it was this fairy tale that had a huge influence on Heidemarie Schwermer’s life, and after which the original German version was named.


We hope this book will serve as inspiration and support for many readers as well as give them hope.


Happy reading!


Yours,


The Family




Fairy tale


The Star Money


Brothers Grimm


Once upon a time there was a religious girl. Her mother and father had died. She was so poor that she didn’t even have anywhere to live or even a bed to sleep in. She had nothing more than the clothes on her back and a piece of bread that was given to her by a kind stranger. And since the whole world had left her behind, she went out into it. She came across a poor man who said, ‘Oh, please give me something to eat, I am so hungry.’ He was satisfied with the bread and left.


Then a crying boy appeared and said, ‘My head is so cold, please give me something I can cover it with.’ The girl took off her hat and gave it to the boy. After a little while, another child appeared. She was freezing as she wasn’t wearing any clothes, so the girl gave her her jacket. Finally, she ended up in the woods and it was already dark. ‘It’s pitch black,’ the girl thought, ‘so no one will see you, so there is no reason you can’t give your shirt away’. She took off her shirt and gave it to someone else. And as she stood there, no longer owning anything at all, stars suddenly began falling from the sky and turned into pure, solid white coins. And whenever the girl would give away her shirt, she would have a new one made from the finest linen. So she collected all the coins and went on to live a rich life.





PART ONE



CHAPTER 1


The Teaching and Travelling Years


The Promise


I was given a doll’s house for my second birthday. I really must have been thrilled. I can still see myself now smiling, clapping my hands, and jumping excitedly around the room. My two older brothers, mother, and my babysitter Ella, rejoiced with the little one. Back then we were living in Memel; my father had a coffee roasting firm there. Had. He had already been away at war for a long time, according to the adults.


I was only able to enjoy a few months with my little toys. In the summer of 1944, I sensed an anxiety at home which I initially wasn’t able to understand. First the cherished doll’s house vanished into the attic, then all the furniture in our house was covered with blankets. My mother and Grandmother began to pack up some things for a trip. Only the essentials, they assured one another, we would be coming back again soon. And then the horse and cart we used to ride on Sundays to the countryside was prepared. But this time the atmosphere was different. Mother was crying and my brothers were unusually quiet. And something else was different too – the streets were filled with people on their horse and carts. We rode down the lane and started our long journey.


I didn’t understand what was going on. But I was scared and started to cry. My mother couldn’t really take care of me as she had enough on her hands with my little sister who, despite being on death’s door, was taken out of hospital. No one had any time for me. I was cold, hungry, and barely three years old and just wanted to go back home – back to my warm bed, to my teddy bears. Once my mother saw my distress, she tried to comfort me. ‘Shh, sweet child, everything will be okay’, she whispered. But from what I could tell, nothing would be okay at all, not tomorrow, or even the day after. We abandoned the horse-drawn cart somewhere or other later on and continued our journey by train. The trains were overcrowded, cold and uncomfortable. The journey was wearisome and not without danger. My mother grabbed a giant pot every time the train stopped and ran to the farmhouses on the side of the tracks to beg for something to eat for her four children and grandmother. These trips were an absolute torture for us every single time as we never knew if our mother would come back in time or not. The train actually once left without her, and we screamed our lungs out. To this day, I don’t know whether it was our audible despair that brought the train to a halt again, or some other reason entirely.


A few times we all had to quickly get off the train and find protection under the nearby trees. The skies were suddenly full of planes which didn’t just shoot at the train but at the people, too. Our fear grew after every attack. We saw a few of the passengers lying dead on the tracks. Sometimes the train would stop for hours on end, for entire eternities, and no one knew when or if it would set off again.


Meanwhile, we had covered over a 1000 miles travelling from East Prussia to south Germany and then back north a bit. The journey finally came to an end in Verden an der Aller. The local families gathered at the train station to welcome us. We were refugees, I finally understood, and the people who lived here had to take us in whether they liked it or not. Many, however, did not, and they made that known to us very clearly. They were angry because they all had to share their goods with the strangers the war had brought there – strangers who owned nothing but the clothes on their backs. Mind you, we were lucky since the farmer who took us in was a good person. The farmer and his wife spoiled us kids rotten. At Easter, we went on an egg hunt, and for a couple of weeks there was plenty of food for everyone to eat. My mother and Grandmother helped out our hosts with the everyday work. Exchanging and sharing, giving and taking in a friendly environment, and I would have almost forgotten all the suffering of the last few months.


However, the war not yet over and mother was worried about our relatives. She found out that the rest of our family ended up in Schleswig-Holstein and wanted to go no matter what. The nice farmers tried to convince us to stay, but to no avail. The journey continued. We found our family, but this time we had a different kind of experience with giving and taking. We were reluctantly taken in by one of the famers’ families who had nothing more than a small bedroom to offer us. We were a burden to them and felt like we were expendable and in the way. Once again, we were hungry. The war finally came to an end and our old home was lost irrevocably. There was no going back. Like many others who suffered, we somehow had to come to terms with the new situation. To silence our hunger, we gleaned the fields for left over wheat and potatoes. The whole family would often roam into the woods with baskets and buckets in hand to look for berries.


The farmers we were living with didn’t share anything with us. The delicious smells that filled the house and our room made our mouths water, but it didn’t fill our stomachs. My mother eventually took a job as a field labourer on a farm for a bit of butter and milk. She additionally gave the local famers’ daughters piano lessons. Her payment came in delicious produce like potatoes, bread, eggs, and flour. At some point, my father returned from the war and came to us in north Germany. He immediately began to plan his own business. Ever so slowly, a type of ‘normality’ began to return. But everything that had happened over the last few years definitely left their mark on me. I was a quiet, contemplative girl with an active imagination.


When I went to school I was absolutely determined to learn to read as quickly as possible. And once I knew how, a whole new world was opened up to me. My first book was a fairy tale book with thick, wooden pages. I used to take this treasure and sit in my leaf cave that I had made in a hedge. A place just for me and the princes and princesses in the fairy tales. I used to spend hours and days completely lost in a world that seemed to be fairer and better than real life. Here in my cave, I drew strength and for the first time formed my own ideas of how life could, or should be, if it were down to me. I was impressed by the fact that evil was defeated, and love triumphed in almost every story. That was the type of world I wanted, too.


Instead, I had to find out that people shoot other people, that they take away everything from others and that the ones who have enough give nothing to the ones who are hungry. Why did I have to leave behind my toys and travel through areas freezing and hungry, in cold trains for months on end where corpses would lie on the side of the track? Why was I now labelled riff raff just for being a refugee, and laughed at because the only shoes I owned were made from wood? Who is supposed to be able to deal with that? And more importantly, why did I have to live in a world like this? I still believe today that fairy tales have symbolic characters. I know that every single person can help make this earth more beautiful and worthy of life. I must have realised this at the time, back in my lonely, fairy tale leaf cave. I can still see now how the sad, little refugee girl promised herself something huge: ‘I will do everything I can to help make a better world. There won’t be any wars in this world and every person shall live in dignity.’


The Boarding School – a Step Closer to Freedom


Being on the run and the post-war era definitely takes its toll on you. The once happy two-year old had become a huge cry baby. And to the annoyance of everyone around me, every little thing caused me to break down in tears. And on top of that, I was constantly ill and twice it was a matter of life and death. Despite all this, I was a hard-working pupil; even during primary school, I hung onto every word the teachers said.


My goal was clear from the start – I wanted to understand the world. And I gave it my all to achieve this. I wanted to take the Abitur exams so I could be a teacher myself one day.


I had to attend the boys’ school for the first five years as there was no other school in the area. I cycled five miles there every morning and five miles back every afternoon – come rain or shine, in summer and in winter. There were five girls and 20 boys in my class. Times were hard in every way, and after I had to repeat the school year, my parents decided to send me to a boarding school in Rendsburg, a so-called girls’ home where the pupils stayed during the week and only went home on the weekend.


It was the right thing for me. The shy cry baby had shed her final tears. Being around other girls, I noticed quite quickly how much I had actually learnt from the boys at my previous school – especially my brothers. I wasn’t a frail little girl anymore! Convinced I knew how to use the dynamic of being inside a group of girls, I tried to behave in a new way. Suddenly, I, the one who had to repeat the ninth class, was one of the best pupils. That timid sensitive soul grew into a happy spirit who could and would talk everywhere she went.


I wanted to become a teacher more than ever. I was even able to practise with the pupils I would tutor, which I did for the sake of extra pocket money. Very soon after, I learnt how to pass on my knowledge with ease.


Living in the home massively encouraged the community spirit. We did a tonne of things together and enjoyed every second of it - especially our girl band called ‘Pain in the Neck’. I was the ‘drummer’, meaning I would enthusiastically bang on an ordinary saucepan to create a bit of rhythm. One time we were booed off the stage, but that didn’t deter the artists. On some evenings, there were recitals for the 30-odd girls in the home, on others we would do some crafts, sing, dance, or play. Or we even celebrated real festivals – overall, it was a brilliant time. I felt happy and more importantly, I was barely ever ill anymore.


Although my parents were not particularly strict, I was doing better without them or my brothers and sister. I felt freer and happier in the boarding school since there was no family pressure. No one expected a certain type of behaviour to appease the neighbours or the like. Here, I was simply allowed to be a person. Here, I was allowed to make my own decisions – I liked that a lot. There were rules, of course, but they were very reasonable. I almost felt grown up since being an adult really ought to be about taking responsibility and gaining independence.


Is it possible that a person can develop better if there is less control? Or is the well-known warmth and security actually more important than freedom? I have been pondering these questions ever since I was at the boarding school, but I have never really found a definitive answer. As a young girl in the boarding school in Rendsburg, I decided that my own pupils and maybe even my own children should enjoy their freedom which has been a pure joy for me.


I thought a lot about illnesses, too. Why had I previously, as an unhappy touchy soul, been so ill, and rarely at all now? Does a healthy mind aid a healthy body? If that were the case, I ruminated, then medicine really wasn’t the solution. Instead, we need to make sure that everyone feels happy and mentally well. One question arose after the other and I pondered them with delight. I passed my Abitur exams and was excited to start university, where I hoped to find many answers to my questions.




University – a New World


The pedagogical university in Kiel opened up doors to new worlds. My ambitious musing finally received a solid theoretical basis. I found psychology particularly exciting. It ended up being about personality types and their corresponding behaviours – exactly what I had been so fascinated about since I used to sit in my leaf cave. I studied with my whole heart and soul. I was so excited that I followed the lectures with a bright red face and started – finally – to grasp one thing or another. For example, why different people handle a certain situation in completely different ways. It was a revelation to hear about the four main types: the sanguine, choleric, phlegmatic, and melancholic. The famous and plausible example of the hurdle, which every psychology student in their first semester will be well familiar with, amuses me to this day. The sanguine says jump and, laughing, jumps over the obstacle. The choleric screams that it is so much hassle and kicks it in anger. According to the phlegmatic, nothing can be done and walks off in the other direction. The melancholic, wailing, asks why that had to happen to them, and also leaves. I had fun deciding which personality type my friends and acquaintances were. Did they fit neatly into one type or were they a mix of a few different ones? And more importantly, which one was I? I also wondered if we were born with these personality types or if they were learnt over the years. Could we change our personality type, or must we hopelessly surrender to our flaws and weaknesses? I was completely fascinated by everything and was proud of myself time and time again for having chosen this course.


I enjoyed pedagogy too. I learnt a lot about people who had used their life to makes other people’s lives happier. I was in awe of Makarenko taking violent children and teenagers from the street and building a home together with them where the children had a say in everything, were respected and could, therefore, grow as people. That’s it, I thought, I want to do that, too. I wanted to do something so people felt so accepted that they didn’t even think about starting a war.


Other teachers who used trust instead of punishment were also introduced in the seminars. An idea that was still, quite eerily, revolutionary for its time. Caning hadn’t yet been abolished in schools and the occasional, or regular, slaps in the face was an integral part of the average German’s education. Punishment was essential! Hardly anyone had ever heard of not hitting children. The old saying of dangling a carrot still had some truth to it. On the other hand, we were on the edge of an awakening, an initially tentative rebellion against ‘the musty odour of a thousand years’. After the lectures, there were long and lively discussions. The students were passionate about the subject.


In the semester breaks, I would work in the factory to earn money for my studies. I met people who would do the same mind-numbing task year in year out that I could hardly put up with for six weeks. I pitied them something awful. That was not a life, I thought. But there was nothing I could do to help them. Or was there? One day?


The teacher training course offered numerous placements at schools. That was good as we, being intellectual trainee teachers, soon had to find out how cruel reality can be, and how unruly and loud the children could be, who really didn’t think much of our pedagogical approaches. The gap between theory and practice was miles wide and helplessness made it even bigger. I asked myself how this could be possible. Pestalozzi and the others achieved so much. They took a piece of the world and changed it by seeing through their great ideas. I thought that maybe it was simply because they lived out their ideas. Yes, that must be it.


Theory and Practice


After the first state exam the trainee teachers were distributed throughout the entire state of Schleswig-Holstein. Bilsen was to be my home for the next few years. Only a few hundred people lived in the village and my soon-to-be school only had two classes: The pupils from the first year to the fourth year attended the infant class and the fifth to ninth year pupils the junior class. Attached to the beautiful small new build was a wing for the teachers’ quarters. I was assigned to teach the little ones but had to teach a few classes to the older pupils too. I liked the job. My colleague, who was soon to retire, was a diligent amateur gardener and the result of this was impressive. The idyllic landscape inspired me, but something was still missing. Being the enthusiastic athlete who specialised in teaching physical education that I was, I simply could not accept the fact there wasn’t a jump pit or even any equipment in sight.


To redress this shortage, I had to firstly convince the mayor who, as chair, was allowed to have a say in every decision. That was not an insuperable problem as I visited the gentleman everyday anyway. The head of the village worked as a full-time farmer, and I used to buy my milk from him. I even often accompanied him to the cow stalls, persuading him ceaselessly about how important P.E. lessons were, how regular exercise would really boost the children’s health and community spirit. ‘But there’s already a games afternoon in the forest’, the mayor tried to shut down the overzealous teacher. But I countered that this was only possible when the weather was nice, and that wasn’t enough for me anyway. I wanted real equipment that could be assembled in a classroom at any given time. I whispered that they didn’t have to be bought since I had long since gotten in contact with other schools and sport clubs in the area and negotiated a loan. The mayor finally gave in. Despite the usual ‘What’s is this’ and ‘We don’t need all of that’ he growled one happy day ‘fine by me’. I immediately got the ball rolling. Within a few days there were bars, a vaulting box, three gym mats, balls, hula hoops, batons, and the like. At least the children were as pleased as I was about the new school subject.


But that was just the beginning. I had long thought about converting the field in front of the school building into a sports field. And I was not alone with my ideas any longer. My pupils’ mothers and fathers unanimously trotted off with shovels, spades, and picks in hand and together we slaved away for a good cause; we measured up, hacked away, dug, and devoured the delicious meals a few villagers would bring us from time to time. It was a community effort that went better than I could ever have imagined. I was absolutely over the moon when we were able to examine the results of our efforts in the evening. The former field now consisted of a jump pit, running tracks, throwing circles, and a lovely playground. And of course, P.E would finally become the infant and junior classes’ favourite lesson. Through it all, I often thought of my role models: O’Neill, Pestalozzi, Makarenko, people who had already achieved so much. And now I realised I could turn the things that were important to me into reality, too. For a while, I bathed in the exhilaration of the success, but not for long.


There were problems that I didn’t expect. My pupils could not adjust to kindness and patience. The older boys especially were lacking the ‘strong hand’. They were used to being kept in line and obedient through slaps in the face and caning. And their enthusiasm towards my modern education methods only lasted until the first disagreement. I had to enforce things that the children did not want to do. Violence was not an option for me. The pupils could not start anything through discussions and that is how the clash started. The older boys thought they could have complete freedom with this ‘stupid’ female teacher. Our relationship was broken beyond repair, and I soon felt overwhelmed by the situation that was out of my control. My colleague, who was nearly at retirement age, had the upper hand but ticked every stereotype in the book and supported me in no way whatsoever. I was unhappy and became ill, just like in my childhood. I had to go to the hospital twice – the first time to remove my tonsils and the second my nasal septum, but despite this, I still had constant sore throats and chronic hoarseness.


I kept asking myself what I had done wrong. I wanted to pique the children’s and parents’ enthusiasm for something interesting. But instead, there were just quarrels, disputes, and trouble – an unbearable situation for me. When the school was closed down two years later, like so many of the small village schools back then, I used it as an opportunity to take a leave of absence from teaching.


Rio Carnival


I was disappointed with myself. I had failed at my first serious job and broken the promise that I made myself back in my little leaf cave. But I did try not to be too downtrodden – there were happy times in the village, too. The parents and children would surely remember my time there. It was still a start. Next time I would go one step further, no doubt about it. I decided that there was no point in moping. Looking forward and exploring new ideas is much better. I would go travelling. Travelling always helped me to get to grips with unclear living conditions. Travelling lets me live in the moment, reduce responsibilities to a minimum and to forget my worries.


My mother told me that we had relatives in Brazil who own a shop in Blumenau – a German colony in Brazil. That’s where I wanted to go; maybe I would help in the shop or make myself useful some other way. I didn’t really know for sure, I just wanted to get away – as far away as possible. I only knew one thing for sure: I would find my joie de vivre once again at the Rio Carnival. The colourful images of the event had always fascinated me and now I wanted to see everything with my own eyes. My friends and acquaintances did not shy away from offering me their well-meant advice. They told me that Rio was no place for young women. The violence, the dirt, I’d soon see what I’d get out of it. A few girlfriends of mine, who allegedly would never undertake such a journey into the unknown, admired my courage. I was a little proud of it myself, too. I knew the risk, but I also knew I was ready for it – something I owe many adventures to this day and maybe it had something to do with having to flee East Prussia. A person who has to leave everything behind once doesn’t find it so difficult to do the second or third time. What’s the worst that could happen?


I sold my car and furniture and stored the rest of my belongings at my mother’s house. I had long since gotten the ticket for the ship. Packed only the essentials and eventually climbed aboard the giant white steamship called ‘Juan’ in Genoa. All the worries of the last two years were suddenly behind me. I was once again looking forward to the future.


As I was standing at the railing while the crowd of people were looking up at me, a voice inside my head said to me that I would not be alone on this journey. In fact, I soon began a conversation with one of the women who shared the cabin with me. She had a cassette desk, filming equipment and a tape recorder with her that she was planning on taking to the South American Indians. We became close quite quickly and she said that she would come with me to the carnival, and I would later accompany her on her expedition. From that moment on, we were inseparable and always en route with a small map in hand. We used this map to mark down our journeys only to change the plan again the next day. It was fun planning things that weren’t set in stone. We felt that everything was possible and that we were the ladies of our time. Once we crossed the equator and left the winter behind us, I no longer knew what to do with my love of life.


At Rio Carnival, we partied all night long; danced with the samba groups, laughed with the local people and we really were probably very lucky to be two young unscathed European women on such a big journey. After the carnival, we spent about three months travelling through Brazil. My feelings were two-fold. I was overwhelmed by the colourful hustle and bustle and at the same time could not bear the inconceivable poverty the people lived in. Families living on the street, living from hand to mouth in the dirt and suffering from the heat. Children with mutilated limbs were everywhere, covered in sores and flies. I walked through the slums in tears, shocked by this suffering.


I remembered my promise once again. I told myself that we had to do something, we simply cannot just watch as people starve or die from lack of medication while we Europeans live affluently and shamelessly waste our resources. But alone, I couldn’t do anything here, even if it broke my heart every single time the children followed me, begging, because they saw a rich white person in the young blonde woman. They wanted money from me, but I didn’t have any.


In Blumenau, we took a trip to see my relatives, but we only stayed for a few days. After what we had just seen in the villages the ignorance of the migrants was hard to put up with. They would sneer at the local people calling them lazy and indolent and say that they only had themselves to blame for their own poverty. ‘After all, we’ve done well for ourselves’. I was really glad to leave these closed-minded Germans.


As we were running low on money, we decided to go to Chile since my friend knew a family there. I began to teach in a German school, without contract, since I didn’t know how long I could, or wanted to, stay. Soon enough I was so happy I hadn’t signed a contract since my situation turned out to be terribly unpleasant. The injustice in particular really got to me. Unlike my colleagues who were employed by the German government, I was paid as a Chilean teacher meaning I received only a quarter of the ‘German’ salary – a pittance! A few months later, I put an end to this painful occupation.


Santiago de Chile – a Gateway to Another World


My friend had found a good job in a German company. We rented a room in Santiago de Chile that a nurse let to us. Since the death of her husband, the nurse was trying to find a way to make ends meet with her 17-year-old daughter. We were no longer the marvelling tourists we had been in Brazil; we now had to face the unfamiliar Chilean everyday life head on. Just like the locals, we fought daily for a space to stand on the bus, that’s when it stopped at all. It often simply drove right past us because every single inch was already taken. And sometimes it stopped even if no one else could fit on anyway. Then everyone had to squash on until there was absolutely no space at all. Getting off the bus was always fun and games. My goodness, the people! The constant crowds on the streets! An entirely new way of life for me. Compared to Santiago de Chile, a big German city like Hamburg seemed spacious and empty. A large proportion of the Chilean population lived in the capital city at the time; the others were spread out among the villages and smaller towns.


In the meantime, we got to know a few of the local people. We got on well with our landlady and sometimes she and her daughter would explain that their dead husband and father would appear now and again in front of them. I was speechless. I’d never heard of such nonsense. Being the educated German that I was, a dead person is obviously dead. End of. But on the flip side, the friendly landladies had never even heard of such silliness either. They explained patiently to us disbelievers that every dead soul continues living just in another form. Even the other Chilean people we got to know were familiar with these appearances – it was obvious that it was just the norm here. Anyone who didn’t want to receive contact from the dead could get tips from herbalists about how to get rid of the uninvited guests from the other side. Our new friends spoke a lot about energies, and how evil spirits influence our lives if we don’t know how to protect ourselves against them. I didn’t want to believe all of that. I laughed to myself about the strange superstition and thought myself more of a realist.


That all changed once I met my neighbour. He was an artist, the same age as me, with Indian blood flowing through his veins. An attractive and interesting man, very philosophical and contemplative. Juan wanted to paint my portrait. I sat in front of him several times as a model and learnt a lot about Chilean people in general, as well as a lot about this one in particular. Although I couldn’t speak very good Spanish at that point, Juan always knew what I wanted to say. Whenever his family politely, but cluelessly listened to the stumbling stranger, he was always able to ‘translate’ what I wanted to say. I was impressed. And when he told me that he had always known that I would come to him one day, I began to think about everything in more detail. He was even able to tell me the date I was travelling, and he showed me a picture he had painted while I was still on the move. An image that depicted a situation I had actually encountered.


That was all a bit uncanny for me. That is, until I realised that I also had an inkling back in Genoa, on the ship, when I heard a voice that assured me that I would not be alone. It’s just I was never alone since I quickly found a friend, but now I wondered if the voice had maybe instead meant this attractive young man, who happened to share his name with the ship.


Anyway, he really confused me. Our mutual attraction was very intense, and Juan claimed to have known me from another life. I didn’t know what to make of that. The superior European instinct of ‘he’s crazy’ didn’t work here since there were too many instances when he appeared to be right. Sometimes he would suddenly appear next to me in the middle of the city and when I then said, ‘What a coincidence’, he would smile and argue that coincidences didn’t exist. He’d say instead that he simply had a feeling that he had to come here as ‘everything fits together’. I soon began to make observations myself about things that could not just be coincidental. I didn’t know exactly whether I liked it. On the one hand, I was fascinated, on the other, I was scared. When Juan asked me if I would marry him, I said yes, even though everything inside me screamed not to do it. Our wedding was a fiasco. But today I know that it was important and the right thing for both of us.


Remembering a Promise


Since my husband was not able to sell enough paintings in Chile to feed a family, and I wasn’t satisfied with my pittance, we decided to move to Germany. My year travelling came to an end, and I found a job in Schwarzenbek near Hamburg. The following five years had a similar effect on me as the fleeing during the war and the consequences of the post-war era had. I was terribly miserable, constantly unable to cope and just lost it. Our two children were born in the space of not even a year. They looked like little Indians and brought me lots of joy, even if they did require the energy that I long since hadn’t had. I taught full time and sat the second state exam at the same time. Juan didn’t learn any German meaning I had to always be available as his only point of contact. And once he discovered the philosopher Ortega y Gasset my ‘free’ evenings had suddenly vanished. The children barely slept; my husband wanted to chat about Ortega. He wouldn’t take no for an answer. Ever. So, I was threatened for half a decade with the phrase ‘if you don’t come willingly, I’ll make you.’ Then I got a divorce. Juan had to leave Germany – unable to return. I could finally breathe a sigh of relief.
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