
[image: Cover: My Love Story, by Tina Turner]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: My Love Story, by Tina Turner, Atria]



“THERE’S ALWAYS BEEN AN EMOTION IN MY VOICE BECAUSE IT REACHED BACK TO THE LIFE I WAS LIVING. WHEN THERE WERE TEARS ONSTAGE, IT WASN’T HOLLYWOOD, IT WAS REAL.”



PROLOGUE




BETWEEN YOU AND ME

When I was a little girl, I loved taking chances. I’d swing over a creek in the backwoods of Nutbush, Tennessee, the place where I grew up, never thinking for a second what might happen if I fell into that swampy water. I tussled with animals—horses, mules, even snakes. I’m afraid of them now, but I wasn’t when I was a child. I wasn’t afraid of anything. One day, when I was playing in the woods, I found a little green snake and I thought, Where did that one come from? I was sure the baby had gotten separated from its mother. So I picked it up with a stick and went looking for the nest. Sure enough, when I found it, there was a big, ugly snake, ready to strike to protect its young. Immediately, instinct took over, not fear but self-preservation. I jumped up and ran as fast as I could, my braids coming undone and the sash of my dress falling off, until I was somewhere safe. The point is, I knew when to run away from snakes.

Throughout my life, there have been lots of times you might have asked me, “How did you get out of that one?” I did dangerous things, and dangerous things were done to me, but in the eleventh hour, something always told me when to run, how to survive. No matter what happened to me, I came through it every time. I decided, well, maybe I’m supposed to live. Maybe I’m here for a reason. And maybe the reason is to share my story with you.

You might be thinking, “Tina, we know your story. We know all about you and Ike, and the hell you lived through with him. We know you escaped from that terrible relationship, and that you endured.” But, here’s something that might surprise you. At this point in my life, I’ve spent far more time without Ike than with him. Forty-two years, to be exact. That’s a whole second life, one with adventures, accomplishments, and love beyond my wildest dreams. But there’s also been a dark side. During the past few years, I’ve faced life-and-death challenges I never, ever, expected. Let me tell you my story.
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“THE BEST”

“Give me a lifetime of promises and a world of dreams

    Speak the language of love like you know what it means”


“Tina, will you marry with me?” This was my first proposal from Erwin Bach, the love-at-first-sight love of my life, the man who made me feel dizzy the first time I saw him. His phrasing was a bit quaint—he’s German, so English is not his first language—but I liked it. He was probably a little surprised when I said, “I don’t have an answer.” All I knew was that it wasn’t yes and it wasn’t no. This was in 1989, after we had been together for three years. I was turning fifty, and Erwin, who was thirty-three, thought I needed a commitment from him. He was gracious to offer, but I loved our relationship just the way it was. Plus, I wasn’t certain how I felt about marriage. Marriage can change things and, in my experience, not always for the better.

Twenty-three years later (so much for not having a commitment), Erwin proposed again. This time, his timing was perfect. We were with a dozen close friends, cruising the Mediterranean on our friend Sergio’s yacht, the Lady Marina. Looking back, I should have known something significant was about to happen. We were somewhere very pretty, but it wasn’t romantic enough for Erwin. I found out later that he consulted Sergio, who suggested we sail to the Greek island of Skorpios. “Erwin, this is the best place I know for a most romantic moment,” Sergio promised him.

That night, as the yacht changed direction and began speeding through the water to a new destination, I asked, “Where are we going, darling?” Erwin was vague and pretended not to know, which should have been a dead giveaway because Erwin always knows everything. The following morning, I awakened to the sight of beautiful Skorpios, the former Onassis retreat, with Jackie’s famous blue-doored bathhouse silhouetted on the shore.

We spent a lazy day on the boat—I always found a shady spot to protect my skin while everyone else was basking in the sun—then separated to get ready for dinner. When we gathered with our friends for cocktails, all the men were wearing white. “That’s nice,” I thought. “They look really handsome in their white jeans and white shirts.” And the ladies were equally well turned out in their summer finery. I was wearing a black linen dress, cool and elegant. We were having a wonderful time—great company, soft breezes, a moonlit evening. Then, after dinner, the atmosphere changed: suddenly, I could feel there was a sense of anticipation, even excitement, in the air. What was going on? I wondered.

I noticed that everyone had their eyes on Erwin, who walked up to me and knelt down on one knee. He was holding a small box in his outstretched hand—a timeless gesture. “I asked you before. Now I’ll ask you again. Tina, will you marry me?” He said it in perfect English this time. The men were wiping their eyes—I couldn’t get over that they were crying—and the women yelled “Whooohoo” as I answered him with an emphatic “Yes!” In that moment, I was saying yes to Erwin, and yes to love, a commitment that didn’t come easily to me. I mean, here I was at the age of seventy-three and I was about to be a bride for the first time. That’s right, for the first time. My name is Tina Turner, and I was married to Ike Turner, but I never was a bride.

Let me tell you about my wedding to Ike, if I can even call it a wedding. I wasn’t the kind of girl who fantasized about growing up and having a big wedding. Sure, I imagined I would get married someday, but we didn’t know about fancy weddings back in Nutbush—at least, not the kind where the bride wore white and a veil and all the trimmings. I don’t remember any ceremonies like that because my parents and all my aunts and uncles had already gotten married by the time I came along (or they never married).

When Ike proposed to me, there was nothing romantic about it at all. He was trying to negotiate his way out of a tricky situation with one of his former wives who’d heard that we had a successful record and wanted to extract some money from him. Ike had been married so many times, I lost track—and all those wives were in addition to the countless girlfriends who came and went with dizzying speed. Ike slept with—or tried to sleep with—every woman in our orbit, married, single, and everything in between. I don’t remember why marrying me was the solution to this particular financial problem, but in Ike’s mind it was the right maneuver. Out of the blue, he said, “You want to marry me?” Just like that—gruff, terse, no niceties. That was Ike’s way.

I didn’t want to do it, and looking back, I now know how much I really didn’t want to do it. By this time, I had seen and experienced Ike at his worst. But our lives were so complicated—together, we had a family of four children to raise (Ronnie, the son we had together; Craig, my son from a previous relationship; and Ike Jr. and Michael, the boys Ike had with his most recent wife, Lorraine), and we shared a career—so I didn’t have much choice.

I figured if we were going to get married, I should at least look the part. I put on my best dress and a stylish brown hat with a wide brim. Why a hat? I just felt it was the proper thing to do. I didn’t want to look sexy, the way I did onstage or at a club, and I thought a hat would make me seem more serious and wedding-like. I tell you, when it came to social matters (and manners) there was no one around to guide me. I had to rely on my own instincts. I didn’t have any friends because of Ike, so wherever we went, I was always watching people—in airports, in new cities, especially when we performed in Europe—watching and learning. I also read fashion magazines like Vogue, Bazaar, and Women’s Wear Daily, constantly working to improve myself. That’s where I learned how to dress, how to wear makeup, and how to develop a personal sense of style.

On the wedding day that didn’t feel like a wedding day, I finished getting dressed and got into the backseat of the car with Ike. Duke, who was normally our bus driver, sat behind the wheel, ready to drive us over the border to Mexico. Duke and his wife, Birdie, who took care of our boys when we were on the road, were part of my extended family, so it was nice to have him along for the ride.

Ike always had an angle. He must have figured out that Tijuana was the best place for a quickie ceremony, that he could find someone to do it without a license or a blood test. It probably wasn’t even legal. But there was no point in questioning his motives. It would just make him mad, and that might lead to a beating. I definitely didn’t want a black eye on my wedding day.

Tijuana was seedy and honky-tonk in those days. Once we crossed over the border, we drove down a dusty road—God was it dusty—and found the Mexican version of a justice of the peace. In a small, dirty office, a man pushed some papers across a desk for me to sign, and that was it. I may not have had much experience with weddings, but I knew the occasion was supposed to be emotional and happy. There was none of that at this wedding. Nobody said, “You may kiss the bride.” No toasts. No congratulations. No mention of living “happily ever after.”

As bad as that was, what came next was even worse. As long as Ike was in down-and-dirty Tijuana, he wanted to have fun, his kind of fun. Guess where we went? To a whorehouse. On my wedding night! I’ve never, ever, told anyone this story because I was too embarrassed.

People can’t imagine the kind of man he was—a man who takes his brand-new wife to a live, pornographic sex show right after their marriage ceremony. There I sat, in this filthy place, watching Ike out of the corner of my eye, wondering, Does he really like this? How could he? It was all so ugly. The male performer was unattractive and seemingly impotent, and the girl . . . well, let’s just say that what was on display was more gynecological than erotic. I was miserable the whole time, on the verge of tears, but there was no escape. We couldn’t leave until Ike was ready, and he was having a fine time.

The experience was so disturbing that I suppressed it—just scratched it out. By the time we drove back to Los Angeles, I had created a completely different scenario—a fantasy of a romantic elopement. By the next day, I was bragging to people, “Guess what? Oh, Ike took me to Tijuana. We got married yesterday!” I convinced myself that I was happy, and I was happy for a brief time, because the idea that I was married actually held meaning for me. For Ike, it was just another transaction: nothing had changed.

Well, if that wedding was a nightmare, the day I became Mrs. Erwin Bach was going to be a dream. No, a fairy tale, complete with a princess, a prince, and a castle! Our castle—the Château Algonquin, outside of Zurich, in Switzerland, where we had lived for fifteen years. This time, I decided to organize every detail myself. No wedding planner would be able to figure out what was in my head. I may have been crazy to take on all that responsibility, but I was determined to bring my fantasy to life, my way.

I like to get things done. First, I called my friend Jeff Leatham, the renowned floral designer I’d worked with for years, and asked him to transform the grounds of the château into a bower.

The all-important wedding dress was already hanging in my closet. I decided I didn’t want to wear white, because the day wasn’t all about me. Brides in big white wedding dresses get all the attention, and no one notices the groom. I didn’t want to overpower Erwin. This was a marriage of two people. I have been wearing Giorgio Armani for decades, and I spotted this gorgeous gown, an irresistible confection of green taffeta, black silk tulle, and Swarovski crystals, at one of his runway shows in Beijing. When I tried it on, I had a real Cinderella moment. In fact, I loved it so much that I had to have it, “even if I never wear it,” I told myself. But I knew in my heart that the gown was destined to be my wedding dress. Like most women, I don’t have a perfect body—short neck and torso, prominent bosom, shall we say “mature” upper arms—but by the time the magicians at Armani finished their alterations, the dress was perfect. I added sheer black leggings and a wispy afterthought of a black veil, and Erwin pronounced it (and me) a work of art.

Does a bride have to have bridesmaids? I wondered. This was another instance where I was happy to break with tradition. Even though I have several close girlfriends, I didn’t want to be surrounded by women on my wedding day. Somehow, that very thought took me back to the past, back to Ike and all the women he always kept around, the girlfriends and the one-night stands. Then I had a flash of inspiration. Our friends’ children would be as fresh and as beautiful as Jeff Leatham’s flowers, so why not have them as our wedding party? I invited four adorable little girls and one darling boy to join us on the big day, and I arranged for them to meet me at Giorgio Armani. I wanted my little flower girls to have gowns as fanciful as mine, but in a different color. Armani designed a dress fit for a young princess, in a beautiful shade of lilac pink.

Erwin asked his brother, Jürgen Bach, to be his best man and, for my maid of honor, I turned to one of the constants in my life, Rhonda Graam. When I first met Rhonda in 1964, she was a young “Ike and Tina” fan—a California girl who was into music. She’d stayed close to me in so many roles—friend, confidante, assistant, road manager—for almost fifty years, and we’d supported each other through all kinds of situations. Rhonda was my connection to the past, while the children represented the future. Something old, something new, I thought.

Erwin and I carefully put together a guest list, inviting family and our closest friends. Ever practical, he warned that with celebrities in attendance like Oprah and my old friend singer Bryan Adams, we would have to arrange for security because the wedding would attract a lot of attention. That meant I’d have to sacrifice my beloved view of Lake Zurich for the day because we had to put up a tall red screen to block our property from the water. If we could see out, then the paparazzi could see in, and we wanted privacy.

Jeff Leatham outdid himself. More than a hundred thousand roses in shades of red, pink, orange, yellow, and white came from Holland in freezer trucks. I’d never seen such beautiful flowers in my whole life, and the air was filled with the most wonderful scent. It took days to create the arrangements. Jeff had people working all over the grounds, even in the trees. Madness everywhere. There was no living in the house with all that going on. So Erwin and I moved into a suite at the Dolder Grand Hotel in Zurich, and I came back every day to check on the progress. It got to the point when I got so tired of even thinking about the wedding that I fantasized about hopping into the car and running away to Italy for an early honeymoon.

I think all brides and grooms have fights and disagreements before their wedding. Erwin and I argued about the weather. “Schatzi,” he’d say to me, using the German word for sweetheart, “what if it rains? We have to have a Plan B.” I had no interest in being practical. “No,” I said, “no Plan B. The garden is too beautiful. I’m not covering it up with a tent.” We had consulted the Farmers’ Almanac and picked a day that seemed to be good with the stars, the moon, and the universe. But, that wasn’t good enough for Erwin. During the setup, I walked into the garden and saw that someone had smuggled in tent poles to keep in reserve in case it rained. “Take them away,” I insisted. “I don’t want a tent. It’s not going to rain!”

Next hurdle: as I sat admiring the flowers and the tables—twenty antique glass columns set with china and my own collection of crystal—workers walked by with large umbrellas and began assembling them. They were positioning them to block drones, they explained. Drones? At my wedding? That’s definitely a twenty-first-century problem! I stood up and announced, “I’m not attending this wedding anymore. I’m leaving now.” I walked away and stayed away until the unsightly umbrellas came down. I wasn’t going to let anyone ruin my decorations. Not even drones.

Just as I predicted, there was no rain on July 21, 2013. But the weather had a wicked sense of humor and played a big joke on us because it turned out to be the hottest day of the year—a record-breaking scorcher. We laid out individual paper fans for our guests in case the heat became too oppressive. I’ve always thought that having a proper fan is a bit nicer than waving a menu, or whatever else is at hand, to create a breeze.

Erwin and I had planned on getting ready at the hotel, but at the last minute, we decided to pack up our wedding clothes and dress at our home. I’m so glad we did because it was more festive to be with the other members of the wedding party—especially the children. I helped them put the finishing touches on their hair and dresses—I was really hands-on—and gave each one a special little Cartier bracelet to commemorate the occasion. Then we sent them off to the nearby guesthouse to wait for the wedding procession to begin. The “coach” that would carry our little prince and princesses the short distance to their ceremonial entrance was a very unusual white Rolls-Royce. The front of the car was classic, but the back had been converted into a pickup truck where the children could all sit. We covered the car with garlands of flowers.

At some point, it dawned on me that I wouldn’t be able to see anything until the ceremony began. I told Erwin, “You know what, darling? I feel sad that I’m going to miss the first part of the wedding and only get to see it in the photographs afterwards.” We thought about it and figured out a solution so I didn’t have to miss a thing. I’ve been a Buddhist for over forty years, and I have a beautiful prayer room on the second floor of the house, where I go every day to chant and pray at my butsudan. It is glassed in and overlooks the front of the house. I set myself up in that perfect spot, sat quietly, and watched. Most people think of me as being in perpetual motion: dancing across a stage; strutting down a staircase; even hanging from the Eiffel Tower. But life has taught me that some of my most meaningful and memorable moments happen when I’m in repose, sitting, meditating, contemplating. Peering through my window, watching our guests arrive, gave me the opportunity to realize just how important they were to me, and how happy I was that they were with us on our special day.

On a more frivolous note, I also got to see how fabulous they looked! Our invitation specified a dress code—white for the women and black tie for the men. I acknowledge that it is unusual to ask women to wear white to a wedding, but I had my reasons. The designer in me didn’t want random colors competing with our carefully composed décor. I also knew that people would look glamorous in classic black and white . . . and they did! White looked beautiful against the greenery and the flowers; it was so picturesque. Later, several of the ladies said to me something along the lines of “Tina, my dress was hard to find, but you were right.”

I enjoyed seeing the guests’ reactions as they stepped into the magical setting we had created for them: the front of the house was draped with oversized floral boas, the grounds a fantasy come to life. I wanted a Garden of Eden effect, with cascades of blossoms and banks of greenery everywhere, and it turned out just as I had imagined. Jeff Leatham even constructed an enormous hedge of 140,000 bright red roses, which I saw as a nod to my trademark red lips. I took one look at it and said, “That’s me!”

I am Rock ’n’ Roll—Tina Turner is Rock ’n’ Roll—and I can’t envision performing any other way. But there is another side of me, the Tina who wears ballet flats and pearls, who believes in elegance: on my wedding day, I wanted my garden, my house, my guests—myself—to be the best that we could be. When I saw my friends strolling through the grounds, sipping champagne, I felt like I was watching a scene from The Great Gatsby.

Eventually, I had to pull myself away from the view to put on my dress. At the appointed hour, the children, precious cargo, arrived in their festive vehicle. Their beaming fathers helped them out and lined them up for the wedding march. It was the prettiest sight—they were so excited. The older girls swanned down the aisle, practically dancing. The youngest, an angel with long blond curls, barely knew how to scatter the rose petals from her basket. Our handsome page boy was sweet and shy. He was so serious that he made everyone smile. Those children stole the hearts of all the guests.

Erwin, who is a car enthusiast and knows everything about them, selected my black Rolls-Royce convertible for our entrance. He was at the wheel, as usual, while I sat by his side, not at all nervous, just happy. As you might expect, we put a lot of thought into our choice of wedding music. If you listen to Frank Sinatra’s “My Way,” the words fit my life perfectly. “The record shows I took the blows / And did it my way.” I had to have that one! The song built to its dramatic climax as we arrived, and it was a very emotional moment for us and our loved ones.

We walked down the aisle to the music of our friend Bryan Adams, who played his guitar and serenaded us with his romantic ballad “All for Love.” The song has the beauty and power of a vow set to music. A wedding vow. “Let’s make it all for one and all for love,” Bryan sang, and I ended up singing a few lines with him. How could I resist?

The ceremony was traditional, with a few “Tina touches.” The backdrop behind the officiant was a wall of white, yellow, orange, and pink roses arranged in a beautiful tree-of-life design, which is a symbol of knowledge, creativity, and immortality. Dear friends said a few words about our history together. A few weeks earlier, on July 4, Erwin and I had exchanged rose-gold wedding bands (engraved with the letters “T” and “E”) at a civil ceremony in Zurich, so technically we were already married. But it felt different to be surrounded by a loving and enthusiastic group of witnesses who never stopped smiling. They were so happy and excited. They looked at us as if we were the center of the universe, and I liked that! With the words “You may kiss and embrace each other with God’s blessing,” we were a couple in every way, a couple with a commitment.

After the ceremony, during a chorus of congratulations, we gathered on the stairs for photographs. That’s when I started to feel a little funny. It must be the heat, I thought, or the dress, which was getting heavier by the minute. I tried to ignore my discomfort until it got the better of me, and I let Rhonda lead me inside the house. I sat in the dining room for about half an hour, trying to compose myself, praying the sensation would pass. I didn’t want to miss a minute of the wedding, and here I was in a chair, wondering when I would feel well enough to join my own party. Eventually, sheer willpower propelled me to my feet and I walked outside. I didn’t want to think about it, so I just pushed the troubling episode out of my mind and focused on enjoying my wedding.

I like food that’s spicy and exotic, so that’s what we served—thinly sliced beef with coriander and vegetables, Tom Yum Goong, which is a Thai hot-and-sour soup, and a banquet of other tasty and beautifully plated dishes. At one point, I heard Oprah say, “Ummm . . . I don’t know what it is, but it’s really good!” The children had their own little fairy table under a tree. Instead of a traditional cake, we had a gorgeous, five-foot tower of miniature tarts—fruit, cream, marzipan—a dream come true for me and anyone else with a sweet tooth.

I had worked for months to organize the wedding, and fretted over every last detail, yet there were two wonderful surprises in store for me. During dinner, we were told to look up at the sky. A helicopter flew over the house, and suddenly it was raining rose petals! Friends had arranged this for us, and it was such a romantic thing to have happen.

Erwin came up with the real high point of the evening. I don’t know how he did it, because he is generally a little quiet and reserved. He and about fifteen of his friends walked out in front of the crowd and sat down with sombreros pulled down on their heads—like hombres. The music started and boom! All the guys jumped up and started dancing with their guitars. They weren’t really playing, of course, but the lively gypsy music and their energetic steps roused all our guests from their seats. The whole place lit up. I have to hand it to Erwin: I’m the entertainer, but he stole the show. It was the moment, the one people still talk about when they remember Tina and Erwin’s wedding.

After everyone left, I walked down to the lake alone and sat down at one of the tables. I was exhausted, my beautiful dress was squeezing me, and I welcomed the chance to take off my shoes, rest, and enjoy the quiet. I looked back at the decorated house, beautiful, just the way I wanted it. Then I looked up. God had given us a clear, clear sky and the most glorious moon, which bathed the garden in an incredible light. As I looked at that moon, it seemed to be looking right back at me, blessing our union. It was magical. I’d known it wouldn’t rain on my wedding because, when you’ve suffered as long as I have, you deserve some kind of reward. Every single thing I’d done, every choice I’d made—on my wedding day, and in my life for that matter—was from instinct, and it ended up being exactly right.

I’d labored all my life. Nobody gave me one thing. After so many years of hard work and, frankly, hard times, I looked forward to living in the moment with Erwin, to rising peacefully each day without worry, want, or agenda. I’ve reached my nirvana, I thought. That complete happiness when you wish for nothing. It’s a wonderful place to be.



Three months later, I woke up suddenly and in a panic. A lightning bolt struck my head and my right leg—at least that’s how it felt—and I had a funny sensation in my mouth that made it difficult for me to call out to Erwin for help. I suspected it wasn’t good, but it was worse than I ever imagined.

I was having a stroke.
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“BACK WHERE YOU STARTED”

    “Who’s going to help ya, throw you a lifeline?”


I’m sitting in a dialysis chair at a hospital in Zollikon, Switzerland, only ten minutes from my home, trying to ignore death tapping me on the shoulder, saying, “Tina . . . Tina, I’m here.” I’m desperately trying to stay healthy, or as close to healthy as someone with 5 percent kidney function can get, while I wait impatiently for my body to be strong enough to accept my only possible salvation—a potentially life-saving kidney transplant.

“Wait,” you might say, “I’m confused. Weren’t you having a stroke?”

Darling, I’m confused, too. I’ve been on such a wild roller-coaster ride during the four years since my wedding that even I have difficulty keeping my medical catastrophes straight. High blood pressure. Stroke. Intestinal cancer. No! No! Wrong order. Stroke. Vertigo, or Der Schwindel, as they call it in Switzerland, then intestinal cancer. And now, kidney failure. I need more than the proverbial nine lives to survive everything that’s been thrown at me.

I have to report to the clinic several times a week. Thanks to Erwin, who is very careful and protective, our routine is always the same. On treatment days, he parks in front of the Château Algonquin at exactly the same time, and in such a way that I can go straight from the steps to the car. He’s such a gentleman that he’s already opened the passenger door. Then, we drive to a small bakery in Küsnacht, not far from the train station. I stay in the car so that no one recognizes me, while Erwin runs in to buy an assortment of Swiss pastry. This way, we’ll have something nice to eat during the long hours ahead.

The trip to the clinic is always a tense game of hide-and-seek. Somehow, we’ve managed to keep the fact that I’m seriously ill an absolute secret for several years. This is possible because we live in Switzerland, where people have considerably more respect for privacy than in other countries. And Erwin and I have developed a precise system to ensure that no one recognizes us, especially in the clinic, where I would be easy prey for paparazzi.

When we arrive, Erwin parks at a back entrance. From there it’s a short walk directly into the dialysis rooms. I usually wear a black cape in the winter, or a heavy coat with a large hat, so that I can hide behind all of that fabric. Erwin and I are silent on the way in so no one can hear my voice and figure out that I’m speaking English. Otherwise, passersby might recognize me and take a photo to sell to the media.

I’m not assigned a private room—I would be upset if the staff gave me one because I’ve never been a diva. I want to be treated like everyone else, not stand out just because I’ve had a little more luck in my life. The doctors make some allowances because, like me, they want to avoid photographers. Whenever possible, my appointments are scheduled at quiet times, when there isn’t very much patient activity, and the nurses close off my area with a curtain.

I try to make my time in the chair as pleasant as possible. I eat the pastry, when I can stomach it, and read my books. Weirdly, I tend to bring the same three books each time: The Book of Secrets by Deepak Chopra, The Divine Comedy by Dante, and a book of photography by the extraordinary Horst P. Horst. Something for the spirit, something for the intellect, and something for the senses. I never get tired of these books, which stimulate deep thoughts and feelings within me. I turn to them repeatedly for inspiration and comfort.

Day in, day out, I maintain these rituals while my blood is being washed. Read, fall asleep, wake up, drift. I think about Erwin. I replay memories of my late mother and sister, my children, my own childhood. And I’m surprised to find myself thinking about Ike. I keep saying that I’m finished with all that, but here he is again, calling for my attention. I reexamine the early days, the bad times, my decision to leave him and start a new life. Many of these thoughts have been on my mind before, but never so vividly. This time, I’m asking myself questions and looking for answers. You think differently about your life when faced with your own death.

How did I get from a fantasy wedding at a château on Lake Zurich to a dialysis chair? That’s a long story. How did I get from Nutbush, Tennessee, to that château? That’s an even longer one. When I’m tethered to the dialysis machine, I see everything through the piercing lens of mortality. I have all the time in the world. Time to think about the past, what it means to me in the present, and the big question: will I have a future?

I believe that in order for you to really know my story, you have to know where—and what—I came from. My struggle began at birth, on November 26, 1939, when I entered the world as Anna Mae Bullock. Ever since then, I have spent my entire life fighting my way through a climate of bad karma. What did it feel like to be an unwanted child? What was that child’s life like? How did that child prevail in spite of the many strikes against her?

Let me tell you all about that.

There was a shadow looming over my earliest years, and it was cast by someone who was absent more than she was present: my mother, Zelma Currie Bullock, whom we called “Muh,” the first syllable of the word “mother.” She was a spoiled little girl who grew up to be a spoiled adult. Her daddy favored her over her three brothers, encouraging her to think that she could reach out and take whatever she wanted in life. When she grew up, that included my father, Floyd Richard Bullock. She stole him from another girl, just because she could. That’s how they got together, which never should have happened in the first place. Their marriage was a battlefield from the beginning, right through the birth of their first child, my sister Alline. Then, when Muh finally decided they should separate once and for all, she found out she was pregnant with me and had no choice but to stay.

My mother was a woman who bore children, but she never really wanted them, especially not a rambunctious baby like me. I was totally different from Alline. I was the tomboy, always in motion, doing everything I could to force Muh to pay attention to me. Even as a child, when I watched how she treated my sister, I knew there was a difference. She’d look at Alline’s face and caress her affectionately, and I’d think, That’s nice, because I loved my sister. But I wished she’d do the same to me. Muh had a gentle touch when she combed Alline’s hair, which was soft and fine. When it was my turn, she impatiently tugged and pulled at my head because my unruly hair was woolly, not pretty like Alline’s, and much harder to comb. Maybe she found it harder because it was mine.

She didn’t punish Alline with the switch as much as she whipped me, because my sister was better behaved. In Muh’s eyes, I was too active. I was either in trouble, or was trouble, so I always seemed to be running away from her and her switch—hiding under the bed, climbing a tree, anything to escape the whoosh of that stick, with its hard, little point that stung and made a popping sound when it hit the skin.

I knew then that my mother didn’t love me. I wonder now if she loved anyone other than herself and maybe Alline. She didn’t love my father. My earliest memory of my parents was of them fighting. Although, for better or for worse, Muh could hold her own in any argument. She was a strong, fearless woman who knew how to take care of herself. She used to sit at the window on a stool, thinking her way out. When she’d had enough, she was the one who walked out the door, not caring who, or what, she left behind.

I was eleven years old when my mother abandoned us. It was 1950, and Alline and I had been in that sorry position before, when our parents moved five hours away from Nutbush to find better paying jobs in Knoxville during World War II. But they often sent for us to visit them, and eventually they came back. This time was different. I was at a tender and complicated age. School was difficult. Life was difficult. Oh, how I needed a mother! I ran through the house in a panic looking for her. I went to the mailbox, wishing for a letter that would give me some connection to Muh. But, of course, she couldn’t write because my father would figure out where she was. When he did find out where she was living in St. Louis, he sent me and Alline to visit her, hoping the sight of her daughters would make her want to come home.

“Come here, baby,” she cooed when she saw me. What right did she have to call me baby? I wondered. Whenever Muh tried to be nice, I didn’t believe her. I couldn’t believe her. It was safer to keep my distance. She never came back and I avoided visiting her.

Looking back on our relationship now, I realize Muh and I were either estranged or at odds with each other our whole lives. But that didn’t prevent me from being a good daughter and taking care of her after I became successful and had the money to do so. I made sure she had a nice house and nice things, no matter how much friction there was between us. When I was living in London in the late 1980s, I went to a psychic who told me, “You weren’t wanted when you were born and you even knew it when you were inside your mother.” She confirmed what I had always felt when I was growing up.

When I told Muh what the psychic said, she started to cry. Trying to defend herself (although there was no defense), she said, “I saved your life.” She meant that on one occasion when she was fighting with my father, she did something to protect me from getting hurt. I didn’t let her get away with that. I said, “I’ll bet you’re happy you did, Muh, because look where you are now!” More than anything, Muh loved the status that came with being Tina Turner’s mother. I wanted her to know that by “saving” me, she had really saved herself.

I guess you could say I was born with a Buddha nature inside of me, because the miracle is that I didn’t give up. With all the instability and pain in my life, especially my troubled relationship with my mother, I was still a happy, carefree, and optimistic child, and I’ve kept that attitude my whole life. People ask me, “Where do you get such strength?” I tell them I was born with it. I’ve always been strong and independent. I had struggles, but I was also given the strength to endure them. I’ve always been able to find the good in any situation.

I enjoyed growing up in Nutbush, a don’t-blink-or-you’ll-miss-it little town on Highway 19 in Tennessee, and I wouldn’t change a thing, except I hated working in the cotton fields. No, thank you, I could live without that. We were comfortable in our shotgun house, one story with all the rooms situated one behind the other, as is the style in the South (the old saying was that you could shoot a gun from the front door straight through to the back). We weren’t poor like some. Our garden was big and plentiful, so we ate well. We were a part of a lively community of family and friends. Everyone worked hard, played hard, and worshipped at church on Sunday.

I had two grandmothers, my father’s mother, Mama Roxanna Bullock, who was very strict, and my mother’s mother, Mama Georgie Currie, who was kind and fun-loving. There was no question that I preferred spending time with Mama Georgie. The atmosphere at her house was happy and lively, while life at Mama Roxanna’s was harsh and all about rules.

I loved being a country girl, and that’s how I learned to be independent. My father was the overseer at a farm and my parents left me at home while they went to work in the fields. I was young—small enough to need a chair to get my glass of milk and a snack—but old enough to entertain myself, although not always in the best way. If there was a tree, I climbed it, never giving a thought to falling down. If there was excitement, or danger, I found it. I took chances, and I remember staring death in the face a few times.

It seemed that on every farm, there was a horse that didn’t like children. We were told to stay away, but one day, I was tired of playing alone and wanted to run across the way to my grandmother’s place. I thought maybe I could sneak past that nasty horse. I opened the door quietly—but you know those animals have another sense. He heard my little steps and came charging after me.

Mama Georgie’s house wasn’t far, but for a little girl running from an angry animal, it seemed like a mile. I managed to reach the fence, yelling because the horse had gotten to me and was about to pull me down and trample me. Suddenly, one of our billy goats ran over to distract the horse, bleating his little heart out like a Disney character. When the horse looked away, my cousin Margaret rushed in at the last minute to pull me to safety. I don’t know what my father did with the horse, but that goat was my hero. I always believed that he saved my life.

Danger aside, I was happiest when I was outdoors. Children adapt when life is hard. They find something to help them get through it. I was always out of the house, exploring, playing in the neighboring pastures, fields, and gardens, watching animals, looking at the sky. Home, especially when my mother was there, could be unpleasant. After she left, it was just sad. But nature was my special retreat, a world of love and harmony to me. Even when I went there hurt and angry, it would transform me. “Where have you been all day?” I was asked when I came home, dreamy and disheveled. Where had I been? Nowhere in particular, just being outside made me feel good.
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