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			Dedicated to all the courageous women who are fighting for their independence in the hopes of being free to live the life that they choose.

			Dedicated to all those who have succeeded in finding a resolution to a seemingly hopeless situation.

			I also dedicate this book to all those forced to experience terrible violence and abuse in childhood without ever receiving outside help. I hope that one day they will be able to overcome their pain and rediscover their true selves. Do not give up, no matter how long the journey before you may appear to be. The last ten years have shown me above all that freedom first takes root in the soul, slowly making its way from deep inside to reach the outside world.
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Prologue

			Believe in yourself – you are of value. Find comfort – it will be okay. Be strong.
Persevere – you will make it. You will be rewarded. Courage. There is always hope.
Never give up! Trust yourself!! Trust in the future. Everything will be okay. Good luck!
If you set a goal for yourself and work toward it, you will reach your objective. Nothing can kill you. Be brave. Everything others do to you should not be your problem. Free yourself.
Hard work pays off. In the end you always get what you want. What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.
The path to your goal may be difficult, but it will be easier with every step you take!
You can take everything they dish out if you must. Whenever he rips you to shreds, or is cruel and indifferent, it is not your problem. It is his!

			I wrote all of these lines (including all of the spelling and punctuation mistakes in the original German) during my captivity using a number of different coloured pencils on the back of a wall calendar. Additionally, I even circled a number of phrases that I thought were particularly important. My handwriting was a bit awkward. There was not a lot of room on the page, resulting in one sentence, one line flowing seamlessly into the next. Just like everything in that tiny room flowed together. Days and nights, minutes and hours, light and darkness. Dreams and reality, tense wakefulness and restless sleep. A life, shrunk down to just a few square metres, surrounded by thick, massive walls. Untraceable, perhaps long forgotten and abandoned, as my kidnapper constantly tried to convince me.

			When I wrote these lines, I was 10 or 11 years old. I don’t remember exactly. I was convinced that these lines, these phrases that gave me courage would only be of importance down here in my underground dungeon. That they would help me through the many years of my captivity, however long that would be. That they would help me find separation between myself and my kidnapper and his actions, no matter what he did to me. Back then I most certainly never thought that these words would be of importance to me once my captivity was ended.

			The massive walls of my dungeon, over a half-metre thick and made from gravel, concrete and metal, would be replaced by other walls after my escape. At first glance, these are much more transparent, seemingly easier to penetrate. But even today I have been unable to fully overcome them. Also because new walls are continually being added. Like fortification rings limiting my newfound freedom again and again, the freedom I had placed so much hope in, that I had envisioned as being so infinitely good and wonderful during my captivity. These are limits that I could run at as much as I liked, and they never gave an inch. Limits that seem so arbitrary, thereby depriving me of resources for overcoming them. Running at these walls has always been a setback to my growth, to my attempt to reconcile myself with life, my life.

			Many of these rings originated from the outside, arising from the public’s interest in me, which at some point knew no bounds. There was a great deal of empathy and honest compassion, but also a lack of tact and sensitivity to ethics and morals, as well as to my needs as a victim, even though I had never wanted to see myself that way. In the beginning messages of sympathy were mixed in with the demands and expectations, and facts that were actually quite clear gave way to speculation and crude theories. Many of those who investigated the crime or became involved after my escape failed to consider the people they affected, seeing only an opportunity to become famous, if only for the fleeting minutes of a single interview.

			As far as that is concerned, the kidnapping resulted in numerous victims, both direct and indirect. This includes my parents and my family. I know that they went through hell many times over in the eight and a half years of my captivity, torn apart by self-recrimination and the inability to bring about any change in their situation. Accused and condemned, eyed mistrustfully, wavering between hope and resignation, and the willing prey of the media looking to nab the “ultimate inside story”. My classmates, who in their shock turned the blame on themselves and lived in fear of experiencing a fate similar to mine. The many investigators and emergency crews, the pressure of having to produce results despite very few leads. The fear of failure, actual mistakes, a stream of new theories about my disappearance or my time in captivity. All of this was a mixture that has left a very bitter taste in its wake even today.

			I myself have become a public person. Not because that is something that I have always wanted, but rather because the “Kampusch case” has never found a peaceful conclusion. Conspiracy theorists, journalists, actual or self-proclaimed investigators, politicians and members of the judicial system – everybody is pursuing their own agenda, abusing me for purposes I have no control over, and whose underlying motives have often not become apparent until after the fact. Getting to the bottom of the case and acting in the interest of the victim were sometimes just a smokescreen.

			I have been accused of having planned the kidnapping myself, of covering for possible accomplices, of lying, of wallowing in self-pity and of constantly making a profit off of a story that never could have happened the way I have repeatedly said it did. After all, a victim, who had undergone years of martyrdom, would never look like me.

			I had had enough time to prepare myself for Day X, even if everything has actually turned out quite differently and the full force of it has completely overwhelmed me. I did not wait for a rescuer from the outside to save me, or hope for a miracle, but I rescued myself when I was ready to do so in my mind and when an opportunity arose. I maintained control and did not give myself over to my fate. During the eight and half years of my captivity I played the role that the kidnapper had reserved for me only in part. But I never accepted it as my role in life. I never gave up my inner identity, never allowed my will to be broken. If that had happened, I would probably not have survived all those years.

			The strength that allowed me to adapt to such a surreal situation was then held up as a character defect after my escape. As alleged evidence that it couldn’t have been as bad as all that. Instead of being happy for me that I had emerged from those long years more or less in one piece, the idea now was to tear me down. The enthusiasm about the “Miracle of Strasshof” was transformed into envy, resentment and in some cases an unabashed hate that lashed out at me primarily from the protective anonymity of the Internet. This is a form of hate that I still fail to fully comprehend today.

			It even went so far as to force me to justify myself for a crime that was perpetrated against me. Because the kidnapper was no longer at hand, there was no “Priklopil case”. Just the “Kampusch case”. In a way, I was made to pay for the uncertainty that the abduction unleashed in society. A criminal act perpetrated by a single man revealed how thin the veneer of civilization is that coats the surface of our society. We are the good guys. Evil lurks in the depths. It must wear an evil grimace. It must be obvious. And yet, it is not. In the end, that is nothing more than an enormous self-deception. When criminals like Josef Fritzl are labelled “monster” or “beast”, thereby excluding them from the norm and consigning them to a “superhumanly cruel” dimension, we perhaps hope to receive a kind of absolution. We couldn’t have anticipated such a thing. After all, that goes beyond even our imaginative capacities, we say to ourselves. That is certainly correct. But is it not also the case that “society” – and here it is not my intention to overgeneralize – continually averts its eyes, ducks its head and allows events to take their course, because it cannot come to grips with the fact that evil lives among us, in our neighbourhoods and in our families?

			It is precisely this that leads to an enormous feeling of insecurity. This is precisely what we cannot cope with, tempting us at least to mistakenly conjure up an enormous conspiracy pulling the strings. The act of an individual man, who in actuality was actually quite nice, middle-class, with a properly mowed lawn, perhaps a “mama’s boy”, but always friendly – that cannot be, and must not be allowed to stand. It must be even more monstrous, and we must read even more into it, so that we can cope with the thought of it.

			I was forced to cope with both. The captivity and the vicarious “indictment” afterward. At times it seemed to me like children trying to rescue a strange bug. In fighting over who got to hold it, they ended up squashing it in their zeal. I was forced to conform to so many images, play so many roles that were imposed on me all at once that I sometimes wondered who I actually was. Most people developed their own image of me as a person. Nothing is as alienating as being confronted with yourself. This kind of self-examination is difficult within the confines of your own four walls, but it is much, much more difficult when it takes place in the public eye. Subjectively. every single journalist, everyone on the street had a much better understanding of myself and the story of my life than I did myself. About what I thought, what I needed, what I felt, how I was to act. Sometimes I felt as if I would never be able to live up to Natascha Kampusch. I was not part icon, part saint, something akin to the Virgin Mary that some cast me as on the basis of a photograph that was published alongside my first interviews. I was not an alien or an angel who had been sent to found a new Church of the Enlightened. I was not a carbon copy of people who had lived through trauma themselves and hoped I could offer them a solution to their situation. And I was not the slut, the piece of filth that had to be ground just a bit deeper into the mud for it to finally understand what it really meant to eat dirt. And not a template for crude fantasies about the correct way to treat girls and women, not an object for further humiliation and debasement. God knows I had experienced that long enough.

I had fled one enemy, and all at once I had gained hundreds more, and in some Internet chat rooms even thousands. Without me having known any one of them or having had any kind of connection to any of them personally. Mainly, however, I was not prepared to be exposed to the “outside world” so defencelessly. After all, this “outside world” had so many facets that I couldn’t have been prepared for. In my underground dungeon I had learned at some point what behaviour would elicit which reaction and/or punishment. In a way, the kidnapper was in fact very transparent. He knew what buttons he had to push to wound me, and after several years I knew what his buttons were as well.

			Cut the power, turn off the lights, take away the batteries for the Walkman, deprive me of food. Beatings and other kinds of mistreatment. My refusal to call him “Lord”. The power to do a slipshod cleaning job and leave behind a hair or fingerprints that could prove his undoing. The constant fear, mainly later, when I stood with him in the checkout line at the “Billa” supermarket or at the DIY chain that we would be discovered and people would notice me. There were very few strings that I held in my hand during my captivity, and it took me quite a long time until I realized that I held those strings and that I could sometimes manipulate them.

			Outside, in the world of the good people, I hardly stood a chance. It was no longer a matter of predefined reactions, of an action, a transgression and punishment or reward. It was a matter of manifold interests, of much more subtle forms of punishment and reward. It was extremely trying for me that the “Kampusch case” continued to smoulder, although the case should have been closed long ago with the solving of the actual crime. The increasingly hair-raising rumours meant that I could find no peace. At the beginning I was outraged. Then angry. Then only sad. I tortured myself by asking what it was about me that made people reject me and brand me as someone that in a way was capable of deeds even more evil than the kidnapper himself had committed. The worst accusation that could be levelled at me was barely insulting enough for them. I did not understand why the boundaries had come to be so blurred. Perhaps because I unwittingly held a mirror up to some people or parts of society. And looking into that mirror frightened them. Frightened them of the depths, of repression, but also of allowing strengths and weaknesses to show.

			I really believed that my escape would mark the beginning of what I referred to once in an interview as my “third life”. A completely new phase, a new beginning, full of energy and opportunities. I underestimated how much and for how long external forces would compel me to allow my dark past to take up space in my life again and again. There were phases where I was actually convinced that I could brush off my past, removing it from me much like a glove. Without being confronted with memories of my prior existence in confinement. As if my memory had been erased and I would now lead a completely new life.

			That figurative glove was one that over time took on the meaning of a gauntlet. I myself know well enough that I did not lose my memory, and that glove, with its dark fingers, will always serve to remind me that I have a past that I did not seek out myself, but will carry with me all my life. I know this, and I am prepared to deal with it. And I will deal with it somehow, at times rather well, at other times not so well. The fact that others would throw down their very own gauntlets in front of me was something I had not anticipated. And their motives are sometimes even more painful to me than some of the abuse I experienced from my kidnapper. That abuse was at least out in the open.

			I completely underestimated how much strength it would cost me to attempt closure for something where closure apparently cannot or must not be achieved. Every time I think that I can do it, that I’m headed in the right direction, “the world” shows me how wrong I am. Sometimes it is my inner world, my memories that prevent me from severing my ties to the past. Often enough it is my external world that appears to have an interest in preventing me from living my life. As if consigning me to a cell much like the one I had been locked up in as a matter of reality for many long years. But this is one I am apparently not allowed to escape.

			Because just as the kidnapper had to be made larger than life so that his crime could be bearable, the victim too must be assigned a role. Either to be broken for the rest of his or her life or to deal with the pressure of expectations that can never be lived up to. I don’t know whether somebody on the outside looking in would say that I was a failure. For example, because I completed my compulsory secondary education, but not yet my professional training. I don’t know whether I will be considered a failure in the future. It always depends on the benchmarks used to determine “failure”. For me it is a triumph simply that I am still alive. That I am capable of withstanding everything that has been thrown at me from the outside, also and especially in the last ten years. The fact that I can, for the most part, live independently and self-sufficiently.

			I navigate my life between the two extremes of strength as a survivor and weakness as a victim. Maybe recognizing this fact requires taking a second look. What people often interpret as arrogance or haughtiness on my part was in many cases nothing more than retreat, a sign of insecurity. A protective armour that I built up slowly over the years from my childhood and was forced to finish constructing in my captivity. I underestimated how important it would still be once I had gained my freedom. Words can be very hurtful. Certain mechanisms in society can cause painful wounds as well. In some cases I was forced in a very bitter way to recognize interconnections that many were blind to their entire lives, never having had to take notice of them. There are days where I wish that I could have been spared exactly this. And while I write these lines, I know that these are statements that many will interpret as pure self-pity. They will elicit comments on blogs, such as “Why don‘t you go back in the cellar then”. When they find out that I‘ve written another book, many will say, “You don’t always have to go on making yourself all important. Nobody can stand to look at your mug in the media anymore anyway.” 

			I‘m ready for it. And yet, I still don’t want to give up my belief in the good in people. Nor in my courage, if that’s what you want to call it, to address issues I think are important.

			In an interview three years after my escape, I once said that I felt like an uprooted orchid, a plant that is washed up somewhere, lays down roots for short time, and then is forced to move on. It is planted where other people would like to have it and see it. I hope that this book will help generate some understanding for my need to grow and to thrive where and how I would like. And that it helps to foster reconciliation by providing a second look, a look behind the façade. And I would like to achieve closure to a story, in which at some point everyone has been at the mercy of outside forces.

			I would like to continue to trust in myself and the future. I only have one life to live, and I would like to take full advantage of it. Even if my path in life, toward my future may be difficult, it is getting easier with every step I take. Every day in freedom is a gift that I try to receive with happiness and gratitude. But also with courage and the energy to move forward.

			Nelson Mandela once said that being free not only means removing your own fetters, but living a life that also respects and fosters the freedom of others. I must remove my fetters myself – just like anyone else …

			

1

			Caught between “Kaspar Hauser”
and “Global Sensation”

			The first few weeks of my new life

			Like a swarm of bees everybody was buzzing around me. Everyone thought that there was something to be plumbed from her and her story. Figuratively speaking, I came crawling out of a hole, and the first thing that I saw were contracts. Everybody said, you only have to sign here, you only have to do what we tell you, and everything will be okay.

			The first few days of my new life in freedom were characterized, if you will, by a lack of freedom. It was actually meant to be a protected, gentle return to the world, as shielded as possible from the media storm raging outside, which broke out with an unanticipated intensity upon my escape and after reports that Natascha Kampusch, who had been missing for years, had surfaced once again. The choice for my first new home for the time being fell on the Vienna General Hospital (AKH), particularly as I needed to be given a thorough medical examination after eight and a half years in an underground dungeon. After all, my time in captivity had also left behind clear physical scars.

			I had serious problems with my eyes and was extremely sensitive to changes between light and dark. It was difficult for me to focus on one point, as my eyes continued to wander restlessly back and forth. When I felt overwhelmed – and in my first few days actually everything felt overwhelming – I began to roll my eyes around, which must have seemed like a tick to observers. A quirk from my time in the cellar.

			I had problems with balance and motor skills, and had difficulty judging distances. Walking across a larger room all by myself was a challenge. I needed something or someone I could hold on to so that I could put one foot in front of the other with confidence. The restrictions on my scope of movement, as dictated by the walls that had surrounded me for years, were burned into my brain. Those walls were an instrument of torture and torment on one hand, but had also provided me with safety and protection on the other. When I was allowed to leave them for the first time, the size of the house sitting on top of the underground dungeon terrified me.

			I was even afraid of the stairs leading up to the ground level, which according to the kidnapper were lined with numerous explosive traps that one false move could trigger at any time. In my underground room I was able over time to prepare myself for when the kidnapper came. I could hear the scraping noise of him pushing the safe aside, and I could estimate how long it would take for him to crawl through the small entrance way and operate the mechanism for the heavy door. Upstairs in the house, when I was forced to work for him, I felt more unprotected, much more directly exposed to his arbitrary behaviour and mood swings.

			Malnourishment meant that I had developed a number of allergies, and my skin and my stomach reacted sensitively to any change. The first images after my escape broadcast on television and published in the print media showed the hem of my colourful summer dress beneath the blue blanket, and underneath my thin legs. My chalk white skin was covered with red marks, brownish spots and bruises. 

			All my years in captivity I had never once seen a doctor. Wounds inflicted on me by the kidnapper, such as burns caused by boiling water on my hands and arms, had never been professionally treated. Looking back I was certainly lucky that I never contracted a serious infection. After all the split personality of the kidnapper, so contemptuous of other human beings, was also evident in how he dealt with the issue of my health.

			On the one hand, he was nearly hysterical when it came to maintaining a supposedly healthy diet. Food seemed to him to be fundamentally suspicious. Large food companies were all in league with one another, trying to systematically and slowly poison humanity with contaminated foodstuffs. Spices primarily were full of radiation and had to be avoided under all circumstances. Later it was carbohydrates, sugar and even fruit that he banned from our menu – due to the poisons in the fruit peels. At the same time he had no problem in starving me for days on end if I was “too rebellious”. The stomach cramps and dizziness I suffered from were a just punishment for my transgressions. Even today I still have a problematic relationship with food.

			I can still remember that a program was recorded in December 2006 showing my “first Christmas in freedom”. After a half hour I called one of my lawyers on the phone, saying, “I’m in Gänserndorf.01 Please come immediately. Everything is so complicated.” The house being used for the filming belonged to an employee of the Austrian Broadcasting System (ORF). Out in front of the house was a large truck with furniture that people were using to redecorate the house. Everybody was bustling about, cables were everywhere, and I was sitting alone on the couch, like something somebody had ordered and forgotten to pick up. Nobody took the time to see how alone I was in the middle of all those people.

			A bit later, a catering company delivered boxes with rolls and sandwiches. People grabbed the food as they were walking by. They ate while walking or standing; crumbs spilled onto the carpets, and tomato and mayonnaise landed on the floor. I could only sit there in shock at how little respect people were showing for the food. Even a half year after escaping, the mechanisms of my underground dungeon were still in perfect working order. Food had to be earned. “Don‘t wolf it down, otherwise there won’t be any more. Now you’ve made a mess of yourself again.” Once while I was removing a piece of fish from the pan, a piece of breading had fallen off. The kidnapper grabbed my helping and poured dishwashing liquid over it so that I would learn not to make such a mess.

			Of paramount importance above all else: cleanliness. Germs were the worst evil. They lurked everywhere, dangerously invisible vectors of disease. Priklopil was genuinely compulsive about cleaning in a way that certainly did not only stem from his desire to remove every minuscule trace of me. A hair from my head, a piece of dead skin, fingerprint, nothing could be left behind in the house to be discovered. Aside from the paranoia that he increasingly gave into over the years, he was also terrified of diseases that could be triggered by germs, viruses or bacteria.

			At the same time he had no problem with inflicting the most severe punches and kicks on me, including bloody injuries. Once I slipped on the stairs going down into my underground dungeon and hit my head on the steps, knocking me unconscious for a moment. When I came to again, I was severely nauseous; there was nothing but a hammering in my head that wouldn’t stop. I was afraid that I could have fractured my skull. Over the next several days I could only lie in bed motionless. As soon as I lifted my head, my vision would go black. All of that was of no interest to the kidnapper. Quite the opposite, he punished me for my “stupid behaviour” because I had dropped a glass bowl when I fell and the steps had been dirtied by my blood. That was the moment it finally became fully clear to me that he would prefer to let me die than to get help, even in an acute emergency.

			I had to learn to tolerate and live with pain. I had to learn to tolerate hunger and to live with that torturous feeling that numbs all of your senses, makes you dizzy and even makes you lose your grip on reality. After an extended starvation phase, I could only take in food by the spoonful. The smell, the texture, everything that I had fantasized about in the days before was now too much. Swallowing felt like downright choking, and afterwards my stomach burned like fire, and my entire abdomen was swollen.

			*

			After my escape the marks of my years of captivity were clearly visible on the outside. But nobody knew whether or not I had suffered organ damage. The doctors at the Vienna General Hospital were to shed light on all of that, and my mental well-being as well.

			I could not be admitted to a normal freely-accessible floor for security reasons. So the decision was made to place me on the paediatric psychiatry floor. Because I was already legally an adult, I had to “admit” myself so that I could remain in the hospital by law.

			I was admitted to the locked ward, which meant that patients who posed a danger to themselves or others were unable to open the doors to their rooms from the inside. With just a few minor adjustments, the door handle can be removed if needed. Additionally, security guards were posted to the ward and guarded the entrance to my room today and night. Just as nobody could come in, I was not allowed to go out either in the beginning.

			On one hand, this was a good idea, because I was able to collect myself in this protected space and refocus my mental resources. But on the other hand, it was completely absurd. I had just regained my freedom, and again I was locked away. And what I had longed for most of all toward the end of my captivity was something I could not have during this initial phase: I wanted autonomy; I wanted to decide for myself. The kidnapper, who had styled himself the “lord and master” over my life, was now in a way replaced by an entire team that now monitored and dictated every one of my steps.

			Here I would like to ensure that there is no misunderstanding. When I make this comparison, it is of course not about the methods and the underlying motives, which could not have been more different. The point of comparison was what the situation triggered in me emotionally. In a way, I was once again reduced to object status even though that was probably not fully apparent to the people who were charged with my care. The focus was only on my protection, my mental and physical health and stability.

			Shortly after my escape a guardianship commission was established to look after my well-being, initially made up of: Prof. Dr. Ernst Berger from the Rosenhügel Neurological Rehabilitation Centre, at the time a consultant to the Psychosocial Services of the City of Vienna and in that capacity “Municipal Project Head” for paediatric psychiatric care; Prof. Dr. Max Friedrich, head of the University Hospital for Paediatric Neuropsychiatry; Monika Pinterits, Ombudsperson for Children and Young People of the City of Vienna, and Udo Jesionek, the head of the victims’ assistance organization “Weißer Ring”. 

			That was the only decision that I made for myself while I was still at the police station I had been brought to just after my escape. I knew of the organization from the radio; once down in my dungeon I had heard a broadcast on victims of violent crimes. I thought at the time that they would be right for me. At the police station I also met Prof. Dr. Ernst Berger for the first time, who carried out an initial psychological examination of me after my first questioning by police and explained the next steps to me. He was also the one who suggested a temporary stay in the hospital and told me about his friend Max, considered a genius in his field.

			Added to the mix was a media consultant and an attorney from the Vienna Children and Youth Ombudsperson’s Office, who was introduced to me at the hospital. He had a very pleasant and reserved way about him, and our conversation went actually pretty well, as I saw it. I was relieved that an experienced victims’ attorney was to take my case. Unfortunately, he withdrew from the case after only four days, saying that he could not manage it all on his own. He told me to look for a large law firm that was experienced in handling such complex cases, particularly one that generated such intense public interest.

			Suddenly one of the pillars of my team had broken away. The next was to follow in September. The media consultant who had been provided to me was faced with the enormous task of dealing with the many requests from Austrian and foreign print and broadcast media. We needed to ensure that the reporting was as serious as possible, controlling the flow of information with the main focus on protecting me. Also at stake was an enormous profit-making enterprise, he said.

			When it became clear that the public pressure would not subside and that I had to make some kind of statement, we drew up a press strategy, providing for a television interview and two interviews with the print media. After I had gotten through all of that more or less in one piece, my media consultant brought an armful of flowers with him to the hospital. A nice gesture for the nurses and for myself. He was beaming from ear to ear when he came into my room and sat down on one of the chairs.

			What came next completely stunned me. He just came right out with it, not mincing any words. I was completely taken aback. In the first few days and weeks there was absolutely nobody who showed me more devastatingly clearly that the preservation of my interests in terms and protecting me as a victim was not going to be standard operating procedure. My unusual case involved diverse interests of a wide variety of people involved. I was the object that made all of it possible. The object of analysis, of ambition, of her own fame, the “golden goose” that had to be plucked as soon as possible. After all, according to a representative of the press at the time, the story was going to be considered journalistically dead in four weeks and out of the media spotlight.

			The world of good people had hit a clear snag. This kind of focus on selfish interests disturbed me. I can understand that people were in over their heads with the case, or even with me. Everybody was in completely uncharted territory, and nobody was prepared for it. But my experience very early on, sadly, was that I was being moved around on a chessboard depending on which move, or whose interests my position benefitted most. A board game whose rules I did not, or could not know. In my dungeon the rules and the roles were clearly defined. I was only a pawn until I slowly redefined my assigned role. Until I had determined what was possible, until I asserted my position, with all of the humiliations and punishments that resulted.

			Here I was no longer a pawn in the sick world of the kidnapper’s mind, caught up in his fantasies, but rather surrounded by people who are supposed to advocate on my behalf. Most of them certainly did, but at least a few of them made me feel that I was being instrumentalized in a completely different way. Although they were all experienced and respected experts in their fields, I was also a bit like a global sensation for them after all. My story eclipsed everything that had come before, promising to attract attention from far beyond Austria’s borders. Nobody had any kind of blueprint for how to deal with anyone like me “correctly”, but everybody had an interest in this “case”. Unfortunately their interests were not always entirely altruistic.

			*

			After I had undergone all of the normal medical examinations, I was made to take various intelligence tests, and my brain was scanned on several occasions. As if the doctors were looking for that one particular trait, that one particular difference that could provide the answer to why I had survived my time in captivity relatively unscathed, at least at first glance. They were likely hoping to produce images spit out by all manner of medical equipment pointing to an area of the brain with a label reading “location of the centre for Natascha Kampusch’s special resilience capabilities.” The images were completely normal, with no anomalies of any kind. 

			Just a few days after my escape one of the doctors put a piece of paper in front of me to sign. I was to agree to be available for the next ten years exclusively for study purposes. Like a rare animal, put on display the world over and taken from lecture hall to lecture hall, while its behaviour, its physical and mental condition were analyzed and evaluated by the attending experts in front of a crowd of students.

			From the point of view of the doctors, psychiatrists and psychologists I may in fact have been an interesting object of study. However, those interests did not intersect very much with the idea of protecting me – and that is exactly why the meeting of advisors and advocates had actually been called, and exactly why I had temporarily admitted myself to the Vienna General Hospital. I will never forget the time that everybody was sitting in my room, including the two new attorneys who had taken my case in the meantime. The discussion about what was to happen next became so heated that it would not have taken much for the gentleman to come to blows. Everybody was pulling me in a different direction, as if they wanted to tear me apart.

			The patients on the psychiatric floor were the most normal aspect in all of this insanity. Most of them were younger than I was, suffered from eating disorders such as anorexia or bulimia, or engaged in cutting in order to dull their inner pain by injuring themselves on the outside. I participated in a number of group therapy sessions and was simply accepted by the other young people as somebody who also had their burden to bear, just like they did. Nobody asked how that burden had come about. Nobody was interested in performing an autopsy on it and conducting an evaluation. I was able to just sit with them, to talk about this and that and to enjoy a moment of peace.

			I remember a 16-year-old boy in particular, who I met while waiting for an examination. He was in urgent need of an organ donation. His time was running out, and he knew that the worst case scenario meant that he would die soon. Even though I knew him for only a short time, our encounter meant something special to me. It showed me that in the end it is not that important how much time you spend with someone, but the fact that you had spent time with them at all. He was a person who had so much empathy, such an enormous will to live. He was extremely open and interested in other people. He was somebody who, despite experiencing extreme pain and the powerful effects of medication such as morphine, tried to live in the moment and to avoid giving negative emotions too much space. I don’t know if it is possible to understand what I’m saying, but in a way the extreme degree of his fate made him a mirror for me. We did not have to talk; we could sit there and just be, while the rest of the time I felt like I was caught up in the swirling eddy of my new life. Everything was just spinning around me, and it was hard to catch my breath or even think. Sometimes I wished I were a cat and could just sit in a chair, staring into space, collecting myself, gathering energy. But there was no peace to be had.

			I was overwhelmed by everything: the harsh, artificial lighting, the many noises, the smells, all of the meals to be eaten, all of the people. Everybody talked at the same time, and everybody wanted something: a conversation here, an examination there. A nurse was assigned to me, to accompany me to my examinations through the long corridors of the hospital, which I found frightening. Punctuating my day were questions asked again and again by the police, about my kidnapping, about the kidnapper and about my captivity, for hours on end.

			The first details were leaked to the public very early on. And this time it again did not take very long for word to spread about where I was staying. A pseudonym had been arranged for people to address me when I was on the floor. A number of nurses, however, did not use it; one of them even levelled the charge at me that I probably thought I was someone special, but that I most certainly wasn’t and that I should get used to living in the real world, and fast.

			At times I felt like all I wanted was to shrink from that reality, as much as it offended me with its relentlessness, fluctuating between swallowing me up and spitting me out. I tried to make myself a small as possible, to let everything wash over me, and I promised myself that I would emancipate myself as quickly as possible from these decisions being imposed on me from the outside.

			It was not a capricious idea on my part to give me a cover name. It was purely a security measure. If I had had my way, I would’ve much rather preferred to keep my own name. I was so happy to have it back again, even though I never particularly liked “Natascha” in the first place. I made the very conscious decision not to take on a new identity in conjunction with any kind of witness protection program. Or to go into hiding or emigrate. A new identity and a new background story would have had an impact on my entire environment. I wanted to resume the life I had once had, to pick up where I left off, no longer disassociating from any part of it. While I was in captivity disassociation and suppression were part of my everyday life. I was even forced to give up my name. A year after I was taken my kidnapper told me his idea, “You are no longer Natascha. You now belong to me. You are my creation.” I wasn’t anything anymore; all connection to my past, to my first life was to be completely eradicated. For months he had hammered into my brain that nobody was going to come looking for me anyway. Nobody missed me. My parents were happy to finally be rid of me. Otherwise they would have paid the ransom. Otherwise the police would have found me long ago. In order to completely sever ties, something my family had done long ago, I had to give up my name as the most visible token of my identity. He proposed “Maria”, because both of his grandmothers had been called Maria. When I naïvely told him that that was okay by me, and that I would quite like that because that was my middle name, one that I had always preferred to Natascha, Maria was no longer an option. He told me that I was a dumb cow, that I did not understand what the point was. “You no longer have a family. I am your family. I am your father, your mother, your grandma and your sisters. I am now your everything. You no longer have a past,” he said. He hit me across the head and hissed that it couldn’t possibly be that hard to find a new name. 

			My gaze fell on a calendar on the small desk in my underground dungeon. It contained a list of saints’ days. I thumbed hurriedly through the pages, constantly waiting for the next blow to fall. Natascha, “strong, or born at Christmas”, was in the calendar for December 1. Bibiana was in the calendar on December 2. For the next seven years of my captivity I was Bibiana, or “Bibi”. However, on the inside I never gave up my identity this way, the way the kidnapper expected and demanded of me.

			Once free I most definitely did not want to give it up. What happened to me could not simply be put in a drawer and given a new label. The second phase of my life was also a part of me, and I had to learn how to cope with it. I had to have the right to talk about it when I felt like it, and not to talk about it when I felt like it. As “Ms. Meier from Linz” I probably could have spared myself many a headache, but I could not have led my life. Instead I would’ve had to take on yet another role. As if I had fallen into a strange makeup pot and a costume box that would disguise me until I was unrecognizable.

			I don’t remember what cover name and what brief back-story they made up in the hospital. But the fact that not everybody stuck to it and the fact that even the “closed” floor was really an “open” one in many areas meant that word first travelled to the entire hospital about who was a “patient” there. When I took a few steps out onto the corridor, I sometimes felt like I was in a zoo. Other patients or visitors would be standing in front of the doors to the floor, all eager to get a look at me. I felt like I was enclosed behind safety glass; you can look, but don’t feed the animals.

			And it wasn’t far from the hospital grapevine to the outside world. Photographers climbed trees waiting to take the first picture of me. Reporters tried to sneak into the hospital disguised as nurses. A newspaper wrote that I had the “most sought-after face in the world.” Because nobody had seen it, but everybody wanted to know what the “cellar girl” looked like.

			The media frenzy had already begun on the day of my escape. A number of journalists had apparently been listening to the police radio, when it was reported on 23 August 2006 that possibly a “confused young woman” had appeared in an n  garden, claiming to have been kidnapped years ago. The police headquarters in the Lower Austrian capital of St. Pölten, which received the emergency call around 2 PM, sent a police car from Gänserndorf to Strasshof to verify her, my identity.

			Just a few hours later my mother got a call from a journalist who had interviewed her from time to time over the years. It was clear that she would not call simply out of the blue to have a chat, but only if there was something she wanted or if there was a new development in the case. After beating around the bush a while – she did not want to raise any false hopes – the reporter finally divulged that her missing daughter Natascha may have been taken to the police station in Deutsch-Wagram. It took a while after that call for the criminal police office to phone my mother to tell her that it was “99 percent certain” that her long years of waiting and hoping were over.

			In August 2006 my mother had gone to Annaberg, near the pilgrimage site of Mariazell in Lower Austria, with my half-sister Sabina and my nieces and nephews for a few days of holiday. The farm where they were staying had become almost like a second home for her and the children over the last several years. Every year she lit a candle for me in the basilica. That year she did not. On that day in August the chapel was closed for renovations. A strange coincidence.

			When she came out of the farmhouse, it wasn’t just the grey police Volkswagen waiting to bring her to me, but camera teams and reporters from the regional broadcaster of the Austrian broadcasting system were on hand as well, peppering her with questions that she could not answer. And after they had taken down my personal information at the police station in Deutsch-Wagram and I was taken to an anteroom for questioning by police officers, members of the gutter press took up their positions outside.

			For months in captivity I had imagined what my escape might be like and how life would go on afterwards. However, the police had no pre-conceived strategy they could have pulled out of a drawer somewhere. Looking back, the mood was very strange, a mixture of joy, incredulousness and remarkable naïveté. I still remember that I asked them several times to protect me.

			On one hand from the kidnapper, as at that time nobody knew anything about what had happened to him. I was afraid that he would end up nabbing me again, that he would make good on his threats to kill everybody, should I ever dare to flee. I was afraid that he would hurt my parents or even an innocent bystander in his fury or desperation. And I was afraid that he would make good on his threat to kill himself. Escape meant death. For me, for everybody I encountered along the way, for him. Over the last several years it had been a kind of tacit agreement between the two of us, that only one of us would survive if I should run away. If I had really managed to do it, if here at the station I had eluded his grasp, sooner or later I would be responsible for a person’s death.

			I know the statements I have made in the past on that count have not always been understood. But I was simply of the opinion that you have to assume responsibility for your actions. And my actions put the kidnapper in a position from which there was no escape for him, which only pointed in one direction. Once I even did the math for him, telling him that he would be 60 when he got out of prison, if he were to let me go free and turn himself in to the police. However, the forcible confinement of a person for longer than a month is punishable by a maximum of 10 years in prison in Austria, and not by 20, as I had thought. At the time he said that he would not survive his sentence in prison, with all the dirt, germs and the other prisoners. They were certain to be violent and brutal, he thought. To my ears it seemed like cruel irony. But in his own twisted perception of himself and the world, it was only logical.

			Aside from the kidnapper, I also wanted to be protected somewhat from the world outside. Not from freedom, but from what was wrapped up in this newfound freedom. During my initial time in captivity I was completely cut off from the outside world. I existed within a closed system. Or perhaps I should say in two closed systems. In the world of the kidnapper and in the world of my imagination. The rest of the world entered into my isolation only after a time by way of books or cassette tapes with audio plays for children; later on I was allowed to listen to selected frequencies on a radio and watch certain TV channels or programs recorded by the kidnapper. In this way the media gradually became my window to the world. And it was the media that enabled me to measure the passage of time day after day in my underground dungeon.

			Much, much later, when he was certain that he had moulded “his creature” sufficiently, I was also allowed to watch “trash TV” from time to time. For Priklopil this tripe, broadcast primarily on private commercial TV channels, was a window into the degenerate world of the underclass, where people are unemployed, drunk, violent and tacky. Totally different from his perfect family, whose obvious problems were hidden behind a whitewashed façade and couldn’t easily be seen. However, for years many people attributed exactly these characteristics to my family. No wonder that the girl “ran away”, growing up in such an environment, they said. These insults reached a low point in the statements made by a former justice of the Austrian Supreme Court02, who said that I could have been inclined to accept the offer of an “alternative life far from my family and temptingly portrayed” by the kidnapper. 

			I would‘ve liked to trade places with these people, sitting behind their large desks, in their large, posh flats, pontificating on about the so-called precariat, that it is obviously so terrible that a person would willingly lock themselves in a tiny hole just to get away from it all. Families that did not fit the proper mould could simply not produce anything good, they opined. Victims that did not fit the proper mould, like I was and still am, can only have put themselves in such a situation voluntarily, not by force. By either having planned the kidnapping themselves or, once kidnapped, by accepting this life joyfully as an alternative, they stated.

			I sometimes wonder what boxes people who make such nonsensical statements think in. What perception do they have of the world and the people in it, and thereby of themselves? It must be one full of hate, contempt and devoid of any shred of empathy and at the same time completely out of touch with reality.

			*

			Inspired by the success of the commercial broadcasters, the public broadcasters quickly followed suit with tabloid magazine shows aimed at satisfying the audience’s appetite for the sensational. These shows, which were my window to the world, taught me a great deal about these mechanisms, the unearthing of supposed secrets and scandals, the hyping of triviality into enormous sensationalism.

			The end to my kidnapping case was now an actual sensation that did not need any further hyping whatsoever. Just the fact that I had survived at all was an achievement, and for such an incredibly long period of time. Particularly as just over a month after my disappearance the police had announced that we had to expect the worst and that my remains would surely be discovered one day. I think my parents were the only ones who could not reconcile themselves to that thought. Perhaps out of pure fear, perhaps because they truly - each of them in their own way - believed unfailingly that I would come back.

			At the police station in Deutsch-Wagram I repeatedly said in any case, “Please do not alert the press yet. Give me some time to process all of this.” I don’t know whether the officers at the time thought that I was making myself overly important, or whether they simply underestimated what was happening. “Come on, girl. Stop your worrying now. The press isn’t going to get in here!” As if the police station were on Mars and had become dislocated from the space-time continuum.

			In fact, there was a sea of people out in front of the police station. Standing shoulder to shoulder, the reporters elbowed each other, pushing and shoving to get the best spots. One look out the window at the end of my first round of questioning finally made it crystal clear to every last police officer that there was no way I could stay there. But – where was I to go? Several telephone calls later the decision was made to transfer me to the building, where the Vienna Criminal Police Office was once located, for the time being. The building allowed for vehicle access through a courtyard and had corridors and rooms that could be cordoned off as necessary. This was unlike a normal police station, which needed to continue its day-to-day operations. However, the question was how I was supposed to leave the police station in the first place. There was no back door, no street that provided an alternative route into the city.
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