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Based on a true story …


The names of all individuals and places have been changed to protect the privacy of the people in this book, both living and deceased. Any resemblance is entirely coincidental and unintended. The events in the story mainly take place in a fictitious town in Switzerland.




Preface


Where night and day meet …


… is where Thanatos is said to dwell. Thanatos, the god of death in Greek mythology, who never lets his victims go once he has them in his clutches.


Many of us have experienced that terrible moment, when we literally feel the grasp of his cold hand around our heart. Maybe it has brushed you in rush hour traffic, or when you have experienced a near accident in your home or have had a heart attack. But this image of him doesn’t quite fit to my mind, because Thanatos also has a gentle side to him. After all, he is known as the god of non-violent death and often makes common cause with his brother Hypnos, the god of sleep. The way I see it, he creeps in stealthily, in seductive guise, promising peace and freedom.


Freedom – isn’t that what everyone longs for? Ever since I can remember, I have yearned for it. Even as a child, I often felt tightly constricted, confined in a corset of moral principles and duties, with no hope of escape. At least that’s what I saw when I looked at the people around me: my teachers, the members of our free church community, and my family. Especially my mother. Yet they all preached peace and freedom, and that these were only attainable if I subjected my ego to God’s will. But how should I do that? Who had the authority to decide this, and how does God announce his will in such a way that we understand what he means?


Yet God also gave us a free will, and this allowed me to choose my own path. Admittedly, it was an extremely painful path that frequently led me to that frontier between day and night, where Thanatos lured me and did his best to draw me into his clutches. “Come and find freedom at last!” he enticed me in the form of painkillers and sleeping pills, finding helpers to get me those substances I so sorely coveted and that inevitably left me begging for more. More, much more than even he himself probably had ever expected. And I played with him, with death, with his vassals and their counterparts, like children playing the German children’s game “Hit the pot”. I allowed myself to be blindfolded, certain that I would discover the pot and, inside it, peace and freedom, and ultimately myself.


For a long time, I was not entirely clear about the game I was playing. The blindfold of dogma and drugs was too opaque. Only after many wrong turns and countless setbacks did I finally find a path I could walk along with an ever-clearer view – of my own values, my own desires and goals, and of the love for myself that keeps me alive.


Because often in my life it was a matter of nothing less than life and death. But I’ll let you read my story and find out for yourself. I hope that you find encouragement in my account. We all come to a point, at some time or other in our lives, when we feel torn apart. When we no longer know how to carry on, or are living through hell. If this book helps you to gain hope and not give up, but to turn your life around again, then I have achieved what I set out to do. Have the courage to find your own truth and live it. I wish you all the best on the path you have chosen.


Your Ana




At court


The crucial verdict is about to be announced.


It is a beautiful summer’s day in August 2016, and we are sitting in a small, spartan room that reminds me more of a classroom than a courtroom with its simple tables. The judge sits up front, with my lawyer, Dr Tanner. I am facing him on the left, and Thomas, flanked by two lawyers, is on the right. Another lawyer I do not know sits at a table between us. We are still husband and wife, but probably not for much longer. Today, however, we are not here to settle our divorce; today, nothing less is at stake than my future and 2.6 million Swiss francs. And yet I feel calm, almost relaxed. But there is a palpable tension in the air and months of fierce battles behind us. Battles that have cost me so much energy. For the first time in my life, I fought for my own rights. I was not the obedient and subservient wife. Not the drug addict who accepts what is happening without contradiction, and not the naïve business partner who allows herself to be hoodwinked.


On a sudden impulse, I drew up a document with my lawyer before the hearing in which Tommy and I pledge to accept the judge’s verdict – in whoever’s favour it may be – and to put our legal disputes behind us for all time. Thomas actually signed it, without batting an eyelid and with a smile on his face. He feels confident. He seems sure that he will win the case. Hasn’t he noticed, after all these years of quarrel and strife, that I am no longer the person he married?




The question


He was thirty-three at the time, and I was twenty-four. I knew him from the free church in which my father worked as a pastor. But I didn’t like him. He was one of those zealous types, a devout believer who was destined to become head of the community. Thomas, who we all called Tommy, had married Judith and they had three small children. But then Judith grew ill, and my parents tended to her and her family right up to her death. I had only heard about this from my parents, because I had been working as a nurse in Vienna for the last ten months or so and was not home very often. I had already completed my training in a hospital far away from home. This had allowed me to escape the confines of my parents’ house and to pursue a fulfilling career. In Vienna, I received an ominous call in May 1994. My mother was on the other end of the line and the first thing she said was, “Sit down, Ana!” After I had done so, she continued, “Somebody in our family is going to marry.” All the possibilities went through my mind: It could only be one of my brothers. But which one? When I asked her, she gave me the following reply: “No, you are getting married.” I took a deep breath, not knowing whether the news would be good or bad. After all, I didn’t have a boyfriend or a fiancé, nor any idea who it could be. Impatiently, almost with bated breath, I urged her, “Tell me more!” And this is what my mother said:


“Tommy came to me yesterday evening and said, ‘God has spoken to me and told me that your daughter will be my new wife.’ And do you know, the night before, God had asked me, ‘What would you say if Tommy asked for your daughter’s hand in marriage?’ I answered that I would not approve of it. Then God asked me again, ‘What would you do if …?’ and again, my reply was, ‘No, I would not agree to it. I can’t see it.’ And then God asked me a third time. This time I gave in and said, ‘Well, it is important that Tommy talks to me first and not to Ana.’”


Tommy knew how to win people’s confidence. Shortly before he proposed to marry me, he bought my father a new computer. Papa was delighted. It would not have occurred to him that there might be a connection between the gift and the marriage proposal. He was always too trustful. So, of course, he agreed to the marriage as well.


I sat in my room in Vienna, and memories from my youth flitted through my mind. Tommy ran the community’s youth group together with his wife. He was self-righteous, always a bit arrogant. He was a junior doctor, older than my brothers and I, and he thought he was better than us. So he decided high-handedly who should be spiritual adviser to whom. We were only secondary school pupils and were not allowed to choose our own spiritual adviser, or even to refuse one if we didn’t feel we needed one. He made me feel inferior, excluded. Something else also happened later on that made everything even worse and hurt me deeply. I actually had the nerve to dye my hair. Tommy saw me and commented on it in front of everybody: “Ana is wearing a falsehood on her head.” His pompousness repelled me; I simply did not like him. I knew from early on that I would never marry HIM! But God’s word cannot be doubted. In his immeasurable love, he sometimes makes decisions without consulting us. That is what I was brought up to believe and it had become engrained in my mind. I had also been taught that a girl must obey her parents, and a wife her husband. It did not enter my mind to oppose this arranged marriage. Despite my confusion, the idea even appealed to me. I was going to be married, ME! That was the most important thing in a woman’s life. That is what I was on this earth for. I would be entering a new stage, proudly, as a wife at my husband’s side. The very next day, I told my colleagues that I was getting married. They all agreed that it was a good match. After all, Tommy was a doctor.


Like my mother, I also felt that God had prepared me for this request. An old friend of mine, Andrea, had recently sent me a letter that I had placed on my bedside table to read over and over again. In it, she told me that she was considering marrying a widowed doctor with three small children. The situation was exactly the same as mine, only in her case they were all a year younger. Could it be a coincidence? I had thought a great deal about this letter and tried to imagine what I would do in her place. I had asked myself whether and how I would manage a household with three children. When and how would I do the laundry for so many people? What and how would I cook for such a big family? How would I organise the work? And every time I came to the conclusion that there was no way I could do it.


Through my mother, Tommy asked whether he could visit me. I turned him down, but allowed him to write to me. I simply couldn’t imagine Tommy here, in my world. The world I had built for myself, where I felt freer than I ever had at home, in our church community, or in our town. He just did not belong here. Mike and Eve, two Americans who had set up a free church in Vienna, and with whom I was friendly, seemed to sense this. Their way of dealing with God, faith, and the church was much more casual. Other than my eldest brother Pierre and Fadri, my adopted brother, they were the only people who did not approve of my wedding plans. They found this kind of arranged marriage and family a bit strange.


From then on, Tommy wrote to me every day. I learned much about his life, which I had not heard anything of since I had started training as a nurse. He and his wife had left our town to found a new church community in Basel. He had taken his group of mainly academic “disciples” with him, and they managed to finance a new community hall with part of his wages from working as a junior doctor. He interpreted Judith’s death as a sign that he should never have founded this new community. It had been an act of hubris that was not in accordance with God’s will. He apologised publicly and left the still-young community to return to his old one, where my father was the pastor. In doing so, he vowed never to take a leading role again, but to be a regular member of the community. He placed great importance on starting a new, intact family, and he expressed his thoughts on marriage, family, and the church in his letters. “God’s order must be preserved in a marriage and in a family!” was his credo.


I could barely remember what he looked like, how tall he was. He described his three children to me. Since his wife had been ill, he had taken on a part-time position as junior doctor so that he would have time to look after the children himself. Once, he sent me a photo, and it was so touching that I could not help but lose my heart to the children. I can still see them in my mind’s eye. Noemi, the youngest, at three years old, a sweet, blonde bundle of joy, standing next to her exceptionally pretty brother Manuel, aged four, whose dark eyes twinkled with mischief. And standing behind them, protectively, Rahel, aged six, who had assumed her mother’s role and taken them under her wing.


Tommy described the most ordinary things in great detail, such as how the household was organised when he was at work. He did this to banish my fears, and he assured me that he would be there to help and support me with the children, that there was nothing to be afraid of. That felt good. And yet I still had a bad feeling. Was it a premonition of the dark personality he was hiding behind these revelations? I cannot say. I decided to fly home for a few days to meet him. I was sure that once I saw him, my uncertainty would disappear. That I would know once and for all what I felt for him.


My parents and Tommy picked me by car up from the airport in Zurich. I sat on the back seat, wedged into the left-hand corner, with Tommy on the right. The thought of marrying this man sitting next to me, who was basically a stranger, felt strange. I experienced nothing of the immediate certainty I had expected. Afterwards, we sat together for a long time and talked about our past. Tommy wanted to get any “emotional baggage” over and done with. We even talked about the “falsehood on my head” and he found some conciliatory words for me before he went home, and I prepared to spend the night in my parents’ home for the first time after a long absence. In bed, I listened to my heart, but I still could not find any feelings for him. Not knowing what else to do, I opened the Bible in the morning, as I always did when I was at a loss. Maybe, I hoped, something would speak to me and take away this uncertainty and numbness. I came across a passage that said I had the power to rekindle the flame burning inside me. That meant I already had a flame, I thought. Then I would do all I could to reignite it. So when I saw Tommy again, later in the day, I greeted him with a hug. He took my face, pressed his lips to mine, and opened them with his tongue, pushing it deep into my mouth. It was unpleasant, but I let it happen. Two days later we were engaged.


Tommy had a great need for affection. He constantly wanted to cuddle and kiss – more was not permitted before marriage, of course. While this was happening, my urge was often to run away. To avoid these situations and keep his advances at bay, I made sure that I was alone with him as little as possible. Tommy had left his children with his parents in Langenthal for the meantime. One Sunday, we went to visit them. It was to be a memorable day, the first time I would meet my future family. What did the children know about me? Would they accept me? And his parents? What did they think about their son’s wedding plans and about the new woman in his life? In the course of the day, I took the opportunity to talk to each child alone: to six-year-old Rahel, four-year-old Manuel and three-year-old Noemi. I asked each one of them, “Do you know who I am?” And each of them answered, “You are our new mama.” We went to a nearby shopping centre together. When the girls needed to go to the toilet, I went with them and helped them to get undressed and dressed again. At that moment, Noemi gave me a hug and said in her Swiss dialect, which we all spoke, “Your hair is so lovely.” Rahel admired my pearl earrings. I was deeply moved by the children’s unreserved acceptance of me. They welcomed me unconditionally, and were prepared to give me all their love. As we were browsing in one shop, a little distance apart from each other, Rahel called to me across the entire shop, “New mummy …” Now everyone knew who I was. I blushed with shame as well as with barely contained delight. I slid into my new role like sliding under a warm bedcover with a foreign smell. Tommy’s parents were also delighted. His mother Eleonore was a strong, dominating personality, who made ends meet by selling household goods. She ostentatiously displayed her faith by pinning her hair up and wearing only skirts. She prayed and proselytised wherever and whenever she could. Her husband Ruedi was a cobbler who did not earn a lot and was otherwise a nondescript, thin man, who disappeared completely behind his wife. They both showed me a great deal of respect for my decision to marry a widower with three children. In fact, they thought the world of me, and in the following years never tired of boasting about me in front of their other daughters-in-law. But this first time we met I was not yet aware just how far you can fall when you have been put on a pedestal. I only found that out when I decided to stop being just a mother and to start working again. But I am getting ahead of myself.
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