

  

    

  




  She was Him




  Born, died, lived




  Dedication




  For all people who doubt their gender!




  Poem




  GINGO BILOBA




  In my garden's care and favour




  From the East this tree's leaf shows




  Secret sense for us to savour




  And uplifts the one who knows.




   




  Is it but one being single




  Which as same itself divides?




  Are there two which choose to mingle




  So that each as one now hides?




   




  As the answer to such question




  I have found a sense that's true:




  Is it not my songs' suggestion




  That I'm one and also two?




   




  - Johann Wolfgang von Goethe -




  Now that I knew the secret, could guess the extent of the torment this person had gone through, I sometimes looked at him with different eyes, without wanting to hurt. What would happen if he stopped taking the medication he had had to inject since he was 15?




  What would change about his appearance? After all the years of violation, would he finally be able to live the life he always wanted to live?




  I could hardly think about anything else. I was in a situation with my own problems that demanded a long overdue decision. I no longer really knew where I actually belonged either. It had become increasingly clear to me recently that I was also constantly violating myself.




  I was living in an environment that was financially secure, but which made me unhappier from year to year. I didn't know why I couldn't manage to let go of a life that had become a constant struggle. I felt strangely attached to my parental home, which still provided me with everything I needed to live an independent life. I didn't realize what I was afraid of. I did have my own apartment – but in my parents' house. They always managed to bind me to them in an extortionary way. My sense of guilt and my sense of responsibility were still stronger than my determination to finally take the decisive step towards absolute independence.




  That's why I was always particularly happy when I had an assignment that required a longer absence.




  Why something like this had to happen to me of all people. Me, who always thought about the well-being of others before pursuing my own interests. Me, who had long planned to finally start thinking more about myself. Me of all people!




  ***




  It all started with a joint project.




  As freelance journalists, we had both accepted the assignment to research the topic of "Right-wing radicalism among youths."




  From the very first concept meeting in the editorial office, we realized that this topic would be an unpleasant, ideologically challenging task that we would have to tackle with the utmost commitment.




  Just a few hours after this conversation, we were in the car and heading north. We had our itinerary in our pockets and wanted to be thorough. While he drove safely and calmly along the highway, my mind was already on the "front line." I wanted to see, smell, talk to and, if necessary, argue with these young people who had gotten so politically lost. I had my convictions; I wanted to investigate and report. I was obsessed because I didn't want to admit that more than 70 years after Hitler, a brown swamp was bubbling again.




  I talked about my planned approach and my goal, which was not only to document the incidents that are now common knowledge, but to get to the root of the problem. I wanted to start with the families, to see and talk to the mothers with whom these young people lived. And the fathers! I wanted to take a close look at them! Because it was in the home, not in the street, not at the local bar, that this misanthropic seed was sown. I was firmly convinced of that.




  At some point, he stopped at a gas station and asked me to take the wheel. "I'd be happy to," I said. "But you have to take a break first," he added. He was worried that I was already so "involved" in this report that I would write the story before the research had even started.




  I was startled by his interruption of my monologue. In fact, I was so agitated by this topic that an outsider would have to assume that I was biased and already so set in my forthcoming work that I could no longer be expected to perform impartially. However, this shock had triggered something else in me that I had never experienced before: The way he had asked me to stop and take a break was a tone I had never heard before. It was a completely new style! There was nothing authoritative, nothing demanding, nothing domineering, nothing appropriating about his suggestion. Even though I had actually been monologuing in a very self-centered way over the last few hours. I felt that this request was made because my colleague was obviously very concerned that I would run out of energy before the actual work was done. I realized this with a strange emotion. The way he had said it triggered something in me that I couldn't put into words.




  It was only when we reached the next exit to a service station that I realized we were already in the Lüneburg Heath. That's when I realized how much I must have annoyed him because we had been driving for more than five hours and I hadn't even noticed – that's how obsessed I was with the subject. Our first destination was Stade in Lower Saxony; we would be there in just over two hours, and it was only now that we had to take our first break. I was ashamed of my recklessness, but most of all because he had used this "strangely gentle tone" when he asked me to stop. I had never encountered such a tone in my environment before. The men, the colleagues I usually dealt with, reacted differently. It was precisely this difference that I had noticed before!




  Strange, I thought, as I looked at him for the first time over a snack. He was youthful for his age; I estimated him to be in his mid-thirties, and his facial features made him look rather masculine, beer-bellied and coarse. His appearance didn't match the way he spoke; how courteously he behaved towards me. For a short time, I forgot my professional concerns and found myself wanting to find out more about this colleague.




  ***




  We had rented rooms in separate guesthouses in Stade and concealed the fact that we had come as journalists. Of course, we didn't want to operate as undercover agents, but our plan was to approach the milieu with an innocuous outward appearance. That meant no video camera, just a dictaphone and a small digital camera in our denim jackets.




  We spent the first two days taking stock. We went around the houses separately, visited the relevant pubs and soon found the trail we had been following.




  After three days, we met for the first time in a small bistro to take stock of the situation. We had agreed to compile and record our observations in a written document and to declare our report a joint effort. Our insights, our research, which had led us to stay out late, especially at night, during the first three days, began to have an effect on us. We were overtired and disgusted by the scene we had immersed ourselves in. After our hunger had been satisfied and the second glass of wine had begun to take effect, we tried to relieve our frustration a little with some private "getting to know each other." Of course, we were aware that everyone carried around their own baggage, but we sensed that there was a secret in the air that would somehow bind us together.




  I was very talkative that evening. I shared the problems I had in my parental home. That I hadn't found a way out yet. I refused the support I was getting from my parents because I had my job and my own income. Still, I couldn't say no. My father had been successful in his profession as a financial broker and had no prospects for the retirement years after a busy life. He had neglected to prepare for old age, had worked day and night and was now proving to be completely dependent, making his wife's life a martyrdom. He was now suffering from every disease a person can have – he, who had always been bursting with energy in his professional life and had been available to the public in good spirits and good health.




  Yes, it was probably pity toward my mother that prevented me from cutting myself off. I couldn't leave my mother alone with that man!




  But when should my own life actually begin?




  I realized that I had once again talked myself into a rage – and he was not only an understanding listener, he even kept asking questions, showing real interest. I found his company reassuring; I felt safe and secure in his presence. He felt so familiar to me, as if we had known each other for years.




  He, on the other hand, spoke only briefly about his current relationship. It was not easy because his girlfriend was not completely healthy, had to take a lot of medication, and could hardly stand to be alone.




  Before I fell asleep, I found myself thinking that my professional concerns had suddenly become less important. All I could think about was this colleague. He had a secret and I wanted to know what it was.




  ***




  I had stirred up a hornets’ nest. It was becoming dangerous to operate without police protection. A 14-year-old boy had put me on the trail, more or less by accident. He had bumped into me in a café and hadn't apologized for it. Normally I wouldn't have gotten upset about it, but this boy had shown a callousness that scared me. So, I followed him and ended up in the inner circle of the right-wing scene in a pub.




  So that's how it was: The fathers and grandfathers had their regulars' table around the corner, and there were equally cozy adjoining rooms. And the landlords, the same people who supposedly didn't know anything back then, still don't know what's going on in their place today.




  For me, it was like watching a bad movie. I heard the chanting of xenophobic slogans and saw the propaganda material that was being prepared for dispatch. And I couldn't believe that good citizens who sat in church on Sunday and prayed still cultivated inhumane Germanism, as if the Second World War had never happened and Adolf Hitler was still their supreme ruler.
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