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  Author’s Foreword

  How This Book Came to Be

  In March 2026 I sat on the terrace of my apartment in Jakarta. Before me lay the sea, an endless blue that merged with the sky in the distance. Behind me the city, that roar of a thousand motorcycles that never fully falls silent but at some point becomes like a second heartbeat. I had just written the last page of a manuscript that had cost me two years of my life, and I was empty. Not empty in the sense of exhausted. Empty in the sense of spent. As though I had laid everything that was in me onto those pages and now sat there like a wrung-out sponge. Two years in which I had gone back to places I had long wanted to forget. Two years in which I had remembered pain, despair, moments when I thought I would not survive. Two years in which I had tried to bring order to the chaos that my life had been. But as I read the manuscript through, I realised: this was not an autobiography. It had become something else. Something I had not planned. The story I had written was my story – but it was not only my story. I had changed names, shifted places, compressed events. I had invented characters who had never existed, and left out others who had been important. I had constructed dialogues that had never taken place, and described feelings I had been unable to put into words at the time. Was this still true? Was this still me? I put the question to my wife Regina when she came home in the evening with dinner. She set the plates on the table, sat down beside me, and thought for a long time. The light of the setting sun fell on her face and made her look like one of those Indonesian stone goddesses I had seen in the temples of Java. “In Indonesia,” she said at last, “there is a proverb: Truth is like water. It takes the shape of the vessel into which it is poured. But it remains water.” I did not understand immediately. She smiled – that smile that had helped me so many times in the first months when I was doubting everything. “Your story is true,” she said. “Perhaps not every detail. Perhaps not every name. But the pain you describe – that is real. The victories you celebrate – those are real. The dog who was with you – he is real, even if he can no longer be with you now. Everything else is just the vessel.” That night I decided to leave the book as it was. As a novel. As a story. But as a story based on what I truly experienced. What you now hold in your hands is therefore both: truth and fiction. Memory and invention. Life and art. The main character is called Mario, as I am. But he is not me – he is the Mario I could have been, the Mario I sometimes was, the Mario I never wanted to be. The other characters carry different names – some to protect them, some because I have long since forgotten them, some because they never existed but should have. The places are real – Augsburg, the Siebentischwald, Jakarta. But the stories that take place there are sometimes compressed, sometimes shifted, sometimes invented, in order to tell a larger truth. And Shadow? Shadow is in my heart, as he always will be. I had to leave him in Germany, and that farewell was one of the hardest of my life. I can still see him sitting at the door watching me as I left. His eyes, those faithful brown eyes that had accompanied me through twelve years. He saved me – as surely as I sit here. Without him I would no longer be here. In this book he will live on, just as he lives on in my heart. Every line about him is true – his loyalty, his courage, his unconditional love. Why did I choose the form of the novel? For one simple reason: because life is seldom a straight line. It is full of detours, dead ends, shortcuts that lead nowhere. A novel allows me to bring order to this chaos without distorting it. It allows me to tell the truth without being bound to every detail. The 3-Hour Rule described in this book I truly developed – in the darkest nights of my life, when I did not know whether I would live to see the next morning. It saved me. Perhaps it will save you too. But the most important thing is this: this book is a testimony. A testimony that one can survive when everything seems to be collapsing. A testimony that there is always a way, even when you cannot see it. A testimony that love – for children, for dogs, for people – is stronger than any system, any illness, any despair. I dedicated this book to my children. But in truth I wrote it for everyone who has ever felt the house of cards around them falling. For everyone who did not know how to go on. For everyone who thought it was over. It is not over. It is never over. As long as you breathe, as long as you feel, as long as you fight – there is hope. That is the truth I have learned in all these years. Everything else is just the vessel. Jakarta, March 2026 — Mario Reiner Denzer
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    Augsburg, December 2020 – The last night in Germany

  

  Prologue

  The Night I Shredded My Papers

  December 2020 smelled of cold tea and wasted years. Outside my window, Augsburg lay in a coma. Maximilianstraße, normally lit up by boutiques and cafés, lay dark like a snake coiled to die. Only the streetlamps still burned, yellow islands of light over empty pavements. No car drove. No person walked. Germany had retreated behind its blinds and face masks, waiting for something no one wanted to name. I sat on the bare floor of my apartment. No table, no bed, no television. Everything sold, given away, disposed of. Only a rucksack stood in the corner, stuffed full, as if pregnant with a new life. Twenty kilograms. Two pairs of trousers, three shirts, a pair of shoes that had seen better days. And chocolate. Six bars of Milka, three bars of Ritter Sport, one bar of Lindt with sea salt. Regina loved German chocolate. Regina did not yet know I was coming – at least not exactly when. But she was waiting. That was the wonderful thing: she was waiting. Beside me lay Shadow. My Labrador. Twelve years old, grey muzzle, eyes in which time had gathered like dust in the corners of an abandoned house. His breath came heavily but regularly, and sometimes his paws twitched in sleep, as if he were dreaming of hunts we had never made. He knew something was different. Dogs sense it. They smell the farewell long before the bags are packed. They scent the change in the air the way other animals scent a storm. I had got Shadow back when I could still walk. Back when I weighed 145 kilos, needed a cane, and swallowed morphine to dull the pain. A friend who knew I was alone had given him to me. “A dog helps against loneliness,” he had said. I had only laughed at the time. But he had been right. Shadow had carried me through withdrawal, through the nights when I woke up screaming because the demons were coming to take me, through the days when I did not want to get up because the light outside was too harsh for my eyes. He was the only one who stayed when everyone else left. My wife left, my friends left, the system left. Shadow stayed. And now I was leaving him behind. I stroked his head, felt the soft fur between my fingers, the warm skin beneath. He opened his eyes, looked at me, wagged his tail weakly. Then he sighed deeply, the way dogs do when they sense the world is about to change forever, and fell back to sleep. “I’ll come back,” I whispered. My voice sounded strange in the empty apartment, like the voice of a man who had forgotten how to talk to people. “I swear it. I’ll come and get you. As soon as I can, as soon as I have money, as soon as I have an apartment – I’ll come and get you.” He wagged again, but I did not know whether he understood me. Perhaps he only understood the tone, the sadness that resonated in my voice. Perhaps he simply sensed that I needed him, and that was enough. On the kitchen table lay a stack of papers. My birth certificate, issued by the registry office in Augsburg, yellowed at the edges as if it had already seen too much. My identity card, photograph from 2015, a plump face with tired eyes that I barely recognised. My health insurance card, red as a warning light. My driving licence, expired three years ago. My tax assessments, my pension statements, my hospital reports, my court judgements. Fifty-five years of life in Germany, summarised in laminated documents with national eagles and signatures of officials who had never seen me. Who had judged me by file. Who had condemned me by file. I took the stack and went to the shredder. The machine stood in the corner by the door, where the dining table had once been. A black box with a silver slot, cheap, from the discount store, but it did what it was supposed to. I fed in the first page – my birth certificate – and pressed the button. The sound as the papers were cut into strips was like the final twitch of a dying animal. A high, scraping screech, then silence. Then the next page. My identity card. The machine devoured my face, spat it out as confetti. I watched as my old name, my old identity, my old life was turned into fine shreds. The official Mario Denzer, the insured Mario Denzer, the plaintiff Mario Denzer, the sick Mario Denzer, the case Mario Denzer – all gone. The machine gagged, coughed, ate on. When the last strip fell, when only a little heap of white shreds lay in the transparent collection bin, I breathed deeply. The air tasted of plastic and paper dust and something else, something sweet I could not name. Freedom. Or at least a foretaste of it. I went back to Shadow, sat down beside him, put my arm around his warm body. Outside the sun was slowly rising, a pale light behind veils of cloud that bathed the rooftops of the city in delicate pink. In a few hours I would be on a plane. In fourteen hours I would be in Jakarta. In a new life. Shadow sighed once more, then closed his eyes. I leaned my head against his and closed mine too. But I did not sleep. I thought about the journey that had brought me here. About the years behind me. About the scars no one could see, and the wounds that never fully healed. About the people who had shaped me, and those who had let me fall. About Shadow, who had always stayed. And I began to put them in order one by one. The memories. The pain. The victories. The defeats. I began to write this book – here, in my head, on this last German night, while Shadow dreamed at my side and outside the sun rose over a land I would never see again. This is my story.
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    The Home – where it all began

  

  Part I: The Roots

  1971–1989

  

  

  Chapter 1

  The Boy Who Asked Too Many Questions

  I was born in 1971, but the date on my birth certificate means nothing to me. A person is not born on the day they emerge from the womb. A person is born when they first understand that they are alone. For me that was at the age of three. I am sitting in a stranger’s corridor. The walls are high and painted yellow, but the paint is peeling, and underneath grey plaster shows through, looking like old, diseased skin. It smells of floor wax and disinfectant, that sharp, clinical smell that burrows into your nose and never leaves, that over the years burrows into your clothes, your hair, your dreams. Somewhere a clock is ticking, loudly and steadily, like a heartbeat that will not stop, that just keeps going no matter what happens. A woman bends down towards me. I do not know her. She wears a white apron over a blue dress, and her hair is tied in a severe bun, so tightly it looks as though it must hurt. She says something, but I do not understand the words. Or I do not want to understand them. I just want to leave. I want to go home. But I have no home. I cry. The woman sighs, takes my hand and pulls me down the long corridor. Her hand is warm and dry and strange. Doors to the left, doors to the right, all closed. Behind one door a child is screaming, a high, desperate scream that echoes inside me, that fixes itself in me like a splinter. I want to stop, to run there, to help, but the woman pulls me on. “Come now,” she says. “Don’t stop.” That is my first memory. Later, much later, I found out what had happened. Neglect, they called it. Child welfare services had removed me from my birth family. My mother – whoever she was – had been unable or unwilling to care for me. My father – whoever he was – appeared in no file. There were no photographs, no letters, no keepsakes. Nothing. I never found out who they were. The files were silent on the matter, and the people who cared for me changed the subject when I asked. “That doesn’t matter now,” they said. “You have to look forward, Mario. Forward, not back.” But I did not want to look forward. I wanted to go back. I wanted to know where I came from. I wanted to know why I was alone. I wanted to know if there was someone who missed me, who was searching for me, who would one day come to fetch me. So I stopped asking. But I never stopped thinking about it. In the long nights, lying in bed listening to the other children breathing, I imagined what my real mother looked like. Whether she was blonde or brunette. Whether she laughed or always looked sad. Whether she loved me but could not be with me. Whether she would one day come. She never came.

  

  Chapter 2

  Foster Families

  I was passed along like a parcel whose sender is unknown. Foster family number one: a couple in their mid-forties, childless, who wanted a child – or at least thought they did. They had a clean house with a clean garden and clean thoughts, which they recited to me every evening at dinner. “Here we have rules,” said the man. His name was Mr Brenner, he was tall and gaunt and wore glasses that kept slipping. “And whoever follows the rules is rewarded.” I followed the rules. I ate whatever was put on the table. I went to bed on time. I said “please” and “thank you” and allowed my hair to be stroked, though I hated it – that soft, false tenderness. But after six months child welfare called. “We’re sorry,” they said. “But it didn’t work out.” I never found out why. Perhaps I was not the child they had imagined. Perhaps they had wanted a girl. Perhaps I was too quiet, or too loud, or simply wrong. Foster family number two: a woman living alone, late fifties, whose own children had long since moved out. Mrs Meier was kind, but she talked too much. She talked about her children, her dead husband, her neighbours, the weather, everything. She talked as though she could fill the silence that had reigned in her apartment since her children left. I listened and nodded, and after a year child welfare called again. “We’re sorry,” they said. “But she’s overwhelmed.” I did not know what that meant. Overwhelmed by me? Or overwhelmed by life? I did not ask. Foster family number three: a young family with two children of their own who wanted to take in a foster child, “so they can see what hard life looks like,” as the father said. I was the hard life. I was the exhibit, the living example of how one should not live. Their own children got pocket money, I got none. They got new clothes, I got hand-me-downs. They got praise, I got criticism. They were allowed to watch television, I had to go to bed early. After two years I could no longer bear it. I ran away. Three times. Four times. Once I made it to the station before the police caught me. Another time I hid for two days in the cellar of an empty house, until the smell of burnt toast gave me away – someone had been grilling in the neighbouring house and the police thought there was a fire. Every time they brought me back, and every time I was punished. In the end child welfare called. “We’re sorry,” they said. “But he is difficult to raise.” Difficult to raise. That phrase would accompany me for the rest of my life. It stuck to me like a label one cannot peel off. It became part of my identity, part of what I thought of myself. I was difficult to raise. I was different. I was wrong.

  

  Chapter 3

  The Home

  At eight I entered the home. The building was old, from the imperial era, with high ceilings and dark corridors. The windows were barred, not because we might escape, but because the world outside was supposedly dangerous. In reality the danger was inside. The carers were not bad people. I only understood that much later. Most of them were exhausted, overworked and numbed. They had twenty, thirty children to look after, and that meant: they administered us. They made sure we ate on time, slept on time, went to school on time. What was happening inside us did not interest them. They had no time for that, no strength, no training. I shared a room with three other boys. One was here because of theft, one because of violence, one for nothing – his parents simply no longer wanted him. We rarely spoke to each other. Everyone was occupied with themselves, with surviving, with not drawing attention. I was different. I stood out. Not because I was loud or aggressive. But because I asked questions. I asked the carers why we had to follow certain rules. I asked the teachers why we should learn certain things. I asked the other children why they never asked. “You are a troublemaker,” the carers said. I did not know what the word meant, but I sensed it was a label that had been stuck on me. Troublemaker. Difficult. Unteachable. The words changed, but the message remained: You don’t fit. You disturb. You are wrong. Eventually I began to believe it. I remember an afternoon in autumn. The leaves were falling, and I was sitting on a bench in the yard watching them. A carer came by, stopped, looked at me. “What are you doing?” he asked. “I’m watching the leaves,” I said. “Why?” “Because they’re beautiful. Because they fall. Because they don’t ask why they must fall.” He looked at me for a long time, then walked on. That evening his report read: “Mario displayed noticeably abnormal behaviour today again. He sits for hours staring into space. Suspected tendency to brood.” Tendency to brood. A new word. A new label.

  

  Chapter 4

  The Boy with the Hoe

  I was not a fighter. That must have been what the carers thought when they looked at me: slight, quiet, withdrawn. A child one could overlook. A child that caused no trouble. But I observed. I saw how the big ones beat the small ones. I saw how the strong humiliated the weak. I saw how the carers looked away when it became too much for them. And I learned: violence is the language of this place. Whoever does not speak it becomes a victim. I refused to speak it. Instead I sought a different weapon: words. I began to study the carers. I noted their names, their habits, their weaknesses. One reacted sensitively to criticism, another became insecure when contradicted. I learned to ask the right questions, cast the right looks, leave the right pauses. When someone provoked me, I did not strike back. I talked. I asked until the other person had no more answers. “You are insolent,” they said. “Is being insolent not sometimes also being brave?” I asked. “You’re playing dumb.” “Perhaps I am not dumb. Perhaps you just cannot answer my questions.” This impressed some, frightened others, and in the end alarmed most of them. A child that does not fit the drawer is unsettling. A child that questions the drawers is dangerous. I lost control only once. I was thirteen. There was a boy called Frank, two years older than me, twice as heavy. He was the bully of the home, the one everyone feared. For weeks he had been seeking me out. He would lie in wait for me in the corridor, bump into me, steal my food. I ignored him. I avoided him. I did not speak to him. But one day he cornered me in the yard. It was autumn, the leaves lay damp on the ground, and it smelled of mould and decay. Frank had a hoe with him, one of those heavy garden tools with a sharp, rusty blade. He swung it back and forth in front of my face and grinned. “Well then, little know-it-all? Have you got a question for me?” I felt the fear. It crept up my spine, made my heart race, my hands sweat. But at the same time I felt something else: an ice-cold calm that spread deep inside me. My body knew what to do before my brain understood. Frank swung. I ducked under the hoe, stepped forward and struck. A single blow, hard and precise, caught him exactly on the chin. His eyes rolled back, he fell like a sack. The hoe clattered to the ground. It was silent. Dead silent. I stood there looking down at him. He was still breathing, but he was not moving. Inside me there was nothing. No triumph, no anger, no remorse. Only emptiness. A cold, black emptiness that frightened me. The carers came running. They separated us, shouted at me, wrote reports. I was punished, of course. Two weeks’ curfew. Nobody asked why I had struck. Nobody was interested in the hoe. For them I was once again the violent one, the difficult one, the unteachable one. But that night, lying in the dark listening to the other boys snoring, I understood something decisive: violence solves nothing. It only hurts. It destroys the last bridge to the other person and leaves you in an emptiness that no victory can fill. I swore to myself: never again. I will keep control. I will leave before things escalate. I will be my own master. That oath has accompanied me throughout my life. And sometimes, in the worst moments, I have broken it. But never again with my fists.

  

  Chapter 5

  The Loneliness of the Observer

  The years passed. I learned to adapt without bending. I did what was expected of me, but inwardly I kept my distance. I observed, analysed, learned. The other children sought recognition from the carers. They wanted to be loved, praised, seen. I watched them bend themselves, change their opinions, laugh when they did not want to laugh, and cry when it was expected of them. They traded their identity for a few kind words. I did not want that. I sensed deep inside me that recognition from outside is a barter. You give something of yourself, and you receive something in return. But what you give you never get back. I became my own best friend. I talked to myself, comforted myself, encouraged myself. I learned that loneliness does not mean being alone. Loneliness means being with oneself without being bored. That was my salvation. And my curse. At seventeen I was close to finishing. In a year I would be eighteen, an adult, free. I had plans. I wanted to do an apprenticeship, something hands-on, something where you could get stuck in. I wanted to earn money, lead a normal life, perhaps start a family. I wanted to forget that the home had ever existed. But the home did not forget me. One evening, just before dinner, the head of the home had me called in. A friendly man, late fifties, grey hair, round glasses. He looked at me the way he looked at all children: with professional distance. “Sit down, Mario,” he said. “We need to talk.” I sat down. On his desk lay a folder. My file. “You know you’ll soon be eighteen,” he said. “And you know you’ll have to leave then. That’s the rule.” I nodded. Of course I knew that. “But we have a problem.” He flipped through the file. “Your schooling. The marks aren’t good enough for an apprenticeship. And without an apprenticeship...” He shrugged. I stared at him. My marks were not good, that was true. But not because I was stupid. But because I had never learned to study for school. Because I was always too busy surviving. “What am I supposed to do then?” I asked. “There’s a programme,” he said. “From the employment office. A kind of preparatory year. After that you can try again.” A preparatory year. Another year in some institution. Another year of being controlled by others. “And if I don’t want that?” He looked at me over the rim of his glasses. “Then you’ll have to see how you get on. But honestly, Mario – without qualifications it will be hard for you. Very hard.” I stood up. “I’ll try anyway.” He sighed. “I thought so. You always were... wilful.” Wilful. A new word for the same old drawer. I left without saying goodbye.
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  Part II: The Dance

  1989–2010

  


  Chapter 6

  The Gate

  At eighteen I walked out through the gate of the home. The sun was shining, but I felt no warmth. Behind me lay a decade of being controlled by others; before me lay nothing. I had no school certificate, no apprenticeship, no family, no money. I had a rucksack with a few clothes, a hundred marks in my pocket, and the address of a hostel that the head of the home had given me. “For the start,” he had said. “We can’t do more than that.” We can’t do more than that. That was the sentence I would go on to hear many times in the years to come. The first months were hard. I slept in the hostel, a former hotel in which twenty men were crammed together in a tiny space. It smelled of sweat and alcohol and despair. Most of them were older than me, fallen, given up. They sat in front of the television all day long, waiting for something that never came. I did not want to wait. I wanted to do something. Every morning I got up at six, put on my cleanest clothes and went to the employment office. I queued, filled in forms, waited for interviews. The clerks looked at me like an unwanted obligation. “No qualifications?” they asked. “Difficult. Very difficult.” But I was not discouraged. I took every job I could get: delivering newspapers, stacking shelves, helping on building sites. I worked until my hands bled, and I worked on. I saved every penny, rented myself a tiny room in a shared flat, bought decent clothes for job interviews. After a year I had found an apprenticeship: painter and decorator. Not a dream job, but a job. At last I belonged.

  

  Chapter 7

  The Trade

  My master was a man in his late fifties who had experienced the war as a child and since then believed in nothing. He had a wrinkled head and hands like vices, and when he spoke it sounded like someone walking on gravel. “You’re from the home?” he asked on the first day. I nodded. “Rubbish. But if you work hard, I don’t care about that. If you don’t work hard, you’re out. Understood?” Understood. I worked hard. I arrived first and left last. I did overtime without asking whether it was paid. I learned to plaster walls, hang wallpaper, mix paint. I learned that in the trades everything depended on precision, on patience, on the right grip. I learned that my hands could do more than I had ever imagined. After three years I was a journeyman. After five years I was a foreman. I ran my own building sites, led my own teams, earned my own money. I had arrived. I was one of them. Sometimes, in quiet moments, I thought back to the home. To the long corridors, to the smell of floor wax, to the loneliness. I thought it was over. I thought I had made it. I was wrong.

  

  Chapter 8

  The Second Skin

  With money came success, and with success came the fear of losing it. I began to bend. I said yes when I meant no. I smiled when I wanted to be sick. I joined in when the others mocked the company, even though I found it distasteful. I wanted to belong, at any price. The problem was: I did not belong. I was only playing a role. And the longer I played it, the more I forgot who I really was. My body reminded me. The constant stress, the bending, the suppression – it all turned into fat. I ate when I was sad, ate when I was angry, ate when I did not know what to feel. Eating was the only comfort I allowed myself, the only moment in which I did not have to do anything, be anything, prove anything. I got heavier and heavier. A hundred and twenty kilos, a hundred and thirty, a hundred and forty. At a hundred and forty-five I stopped weighing myself. I did not want to see the number any more. The doctors warned me. Diabetes, heart attack, joint wear. I nodded, took the prescriptions and carried on as before. I thought I still had time. I thought the system would catch me if it got serious. I thought I was safe. That was the greatest mistake of my life.

  

  Chapter 9

  The Family

  Despite everything: I was not alone. I had married, in my mid-twenties, a woman I had met on a building site. She was a secretary in an architect’s office, slender, blonde, with a smile that could light up an entire room. We fell in love, moved in together, had children. First a boy, then a girl, then another boy. I loved my children. When I came home, however exhausted I was, however much the job stressed me – as soon as I saw their faces, everything was fine. They were the reason I kept going. They were the proof that my life had meaning. But I was not a good father. Not in the way I would have wished. I was away too often, too tired too often, too occupied with myself. When the children asked why I was not playing with them, I said: “Later.” Later never came. My wife saw what was happening to me. She saw how I got fatter, how I withdrew, how I laughed less and less. She tried to talk to me, to warn me, to stop me. But I did not listen. I thought I knew better. Until it was too late.

  

  Chapter 10

  The First Crack

  It began with a tingling in my legs. I was sitting in the office going through quotes when I suddenly felt a strange sensation in my feet. As if a thousand tiny needles were pricking my skin. I rubbed my legs, stood up, took a few steps. It got better. I sat down again and forgot about it. But it came back. The next day, the day after, more often each week. The tingling became a burning, the burning became a pain. A stabbing, burning pain that shot from my feet right up to my hips. I went to the doctor. The doctor referred me to an orthopaedic specialist. The orthopaedic specialist referred me to a neurologist. The neurologist referred me to a rheumatologist. They examined, punctured, X-rayed, sent me for an MRI. They found nothing. No clear diagnosis, no definite cause. Just a heavy man in pain who could no longer walk. “Psychosomatic,” some said. “The soul is expressing itself.” Perhaps they were right. Perhaps my body was finished because I had ignored it for years. Perhaps it was screaming so loudly now that I could no longer look away. But that did not help me. I was sitting in a wheelchair, and no one could tell me why.
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  Part III: The Fall

  2010–2018

  


  Chapter 11

  The Wheelchair

  The wheelchair was a defeat. Every morning, when I hoisted myself out of bed and lowered myself into that thing of chrome and plastic, I felt a piece of me die. The man who could walk, who could work, who could lead a normal life – that man no longer existed. My wife helped me. She brought me food, drove me to medical appointments, washed me when I could no longer get into the bath. She did it with a face that grew more and more tired, more closed, more distant. I watched her gradually pulling away. First cool, then cold. She no longer talked to me the way she used to, no longer sat with me, no longer slept with me. She took care of the children, the house, everything – just not me. I could not blame her. Who wants to be with a man who sits in a wheelchair, swallows painkillers and has no future? But when she went to child welfare services, it hit me like a blow.

  

  Chapter 12

  The Lies

  I found out by post. A thick envelope with an official letterhead. I opened it with trembling fingers and read that my children were being taken from me. Temporarily, it said. To protect the children’s best interests. My wife had testified that I was violent. That I had beaten the children, threatened them, abused them. She had invented stories, added details, given dates. All lies. But who believed me? I was the sick one, the addict, the failure. She was the concerned mother who wanted to protect her children. The files do not lie, the authorities say. But the people who fill the files lie very well indeed. I tried to fight back. I wrote letters, made calls, asked for meetings. But no one listened to me. The case workers were friendly but unyielding. “We’re sorry,” they said. “But we have to protect the children’s best interests. You’ll understand that, I’m sure.” I understood nothing at all. I only understood that my life lay in pieces.

  

  Chapter 13

  The Morphine

  The pain became unbearable. Not only the physical pain, but the emotional pain too. The loss of my children ate me alive from inside. I could not sleep, could not eat, could not think. I sat in the wheelchair staring at the wall for hours. The doctors increased the dose. Morphine, tramadol, fentanyl – they gave me everything that helped. And it helped. At last something helped. The first weeks were wonderful. The pain vanished, and with it the fear, the despair, the rage. I floated in a soft, warm fog in which nothing hurt any more. I smiled again. I slept again. I was almost happy. But the fog grew thicker. I noticed how I was changing. I became indifferent. Things that had once mattered to me no longer interested me. My children? Yes, I loved them, but the love felt as if filtered through cotton wool. My wife? She was there, but somehow far away. Myself? I no longer knew who I was. The morphine was eating me alive from inside. But I could no longer stop.

  

  Chapter 14

  The Loneliness (Shadow)

  Friends? I no longer had any. They had disappeared one by one when I fell ill. First the work colleagues, then the neighbours, then those I had thought of as friends. They did not call, did not visit, did not send cards. I was alone. Only Shadow stayed. Shadow was my Labrador, whom I had bought years ago when the children were small. They had loved him, played with him, fed him. Now they were gone, but Shadow was there. Always. He lay down beside my wheelchair when I wept. He nudged me when I had been lost in thought too long. He wagged his tail when I looked at him, however wretched I was. He was the only one who did not judge. One night when I could not sleep again, I looked at the morphine tablets on the bedside table. Twenty of them. Enough to sleep for ever. I took them in my hand. I turned them back and forth. They glittered in the moonlight, beautiful and dangerous like the fruit in the Garden of Eden. I thought of my children, of Shadow, of the nothingness that awaited me. Shadow sensed my unease. He stood up, came to me, laid his head on my knees. His eyes were calm, warm, full of trust. I put the tablets back. “Not today,” I whispered. “Not today.” Shadow wagged his tail. He knew I had made a decision. Perhaps he even knew which one.

  

  Chapter 15

  Declared Untreatable

  The final word came from conventional medicine: “untreatable.” A word that in Germany sounds like a death sentence. It means: we can do nothing more for you. You are too expensive, too complicated, too hopeless. We give up on you. Find someone else. Or die. The health insurance stopped covering the expensive medications. Too uneconomical, they said. The pension fund wanted to stop the early retirement payments. Too expensive, they said. I stood there, addicted, ill, alone, and the system turned its back on me. During that time I learned what solidarity really means: nothing. A fine word on election posters and Sunday speeches. But when you fall, no one catches you. You hit the ground, and the others walk on. Except Shadow. Shadow stayed.
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  Part IV: The Fire

  2018–2019

  


  Chapter 16

  The Decision

  At some point you reach the moment when the pain of staying becomes greater than the fear of leaving. For me it was a night in February 2018. Outside it was snowing, thick flakes falling soundlessly onto the street. Inside it was cold, because I could no longer afford to heat the place. I sat in the dark, Shadow at my side, and stared at the tablets. They glittered in the moonlight. My jailors. My saviours. My killers. I had a choice: carry on and die slowly. Or stop and perhaps die quickly. Or stop and perhaps live. I chose the perhaps. I took the tablets and poured them down the toilet. They swirled in the water, dissolved, disappeared. I flushed. Once, twice, three times. When the water ran clear, I knew: there is no going back. Shadow looked at me. He did not wag. He just looked at me, with those faithful eyes, and I knew he would stay with me whatever came. “We can do it,” I said. “We can do it.”

  

  Chapter 17

  The Hell

  Six weeks. That was how long the withdrawal lasted. Six weeks that felt like six years. It began with trembling. My hands trembled, then my arms, then my entire body. I could no longer hold anything, no longer do anything. I lay in bed trembling as if lying on ice. Then came the sweating. I sweated so heavily that I had to change the bed linen three times a day. I drank litres and litres, but my mouth stayed dry. I froze and sweated simultaneously, an alternating torment that drove me to the brink of madness. Then the cramps. My muscles cramped up until I screamed. My legs, my back, my abdomen – everything burned. I curled up and clenched my teeth and waited for it to pass. It never passed. And the hallucinations. I saw things that were not there. Spiders crawling up the wall. Faces staring at me. Voices barking commands at me. I knew it was not real, but I could not switch it off. Shadow stayed with me. He lay at the foot of the bed and did not move away. When I screamed, he came closer. When I wept, he licked my hand. When I wanted to give up, he looked at me, and in his eyes I read: You can do it. You have to. I barely ate. Yoghurt when I could manage it. Tea, always. Sometimes I forced a spoonful of honey down, just to have the strength. I got thinner and thinner, but that was good. The fat that had protected me for years was melting away. Underneath a person emerged whom I did not know.

  

  Chapter 18

  The Light

  After six weeks it was over. I do not know what exact day it was. But one morning I woke up and the fog was gone. I lay in bed, the sun shone through the window, and I heard birds singing. I breathed in deeply and felt: nothing. No pain. No trembling. No fear. I stood up. That was the first thing: I stood up. Alone. Without help. I went to the window and pulled up the blinds. The light dazzled me, but it was beautiful. It was so beautiful. Shadow jumped up and wagged his tail. For the first time in weeks he really wagged. He leaped up at me, licked my face, barked with joy. I laughed. I laughed and wept at the same time. “We did it,” I sobbed. “We did it.”

  

  Chapter 19

  The Siebentischwald

  I began to walk. At first only around the block, ten minutes, twenty. Shadow led me, adapted to my pace, stopped when I could go no further. But I could always go a little further. From ten minutes it became thirty, from thirty it became sixty. I walked through the Siebentischwald, breathed the fresh air, felt the sun on my skin. The Siebentischwald is a large area of woodland on the outskirts of Augsburg. In the old days, when the children were small, we used to walk there often. They collected chestnuts, built dens from branches, chased each other. Now I was there alone – with Shadow. But I was not sad. Every step was a victory. Every kilometre a triumph. I breathed deeply and felt the air filling my lungs, felt my heart beating, strong and steady, felt my body slowly coming back to life. I bought a bicycle. At first I did not dare, but then I thought: what can happen? Worse than dead I cannot be. So I rode. At first only short distances, then longer and longer. At night I rode through the forests when everything was still. I pedalled until my legs burned and did not stop. My weight fell. From 145 to 120, from 120 to 100, from 100 to 80. At 76 I stopped. I was lighter than at eighteen. I was stronger than I had ever been. People who knew me did not recognise me. “Is that you?” they asked. “You look as if you’ve been born again.” I smiled and said nothing. They had let me fall when I was at the bottom. Now that I was at the top, they wanted to share in it again. But I no longer let them in. I forgave them. Not because they deserved it, but because forgiveness is the last chain one can cast off. Whoever forgives is free. Whoever hates stays imprisoned. I forgave my ex-wife. I forgave the doctors. I forgave the officials. I forgave myself. And then I went to court.
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  Part V: The Fight

  2019–2020

  


  Chapter 20

  The Summons

  The letter came on a Tuesday in March. Official envelope, sender: Augsburg District Court. I opened it with steady hands – I was no longer afraid of official post. It was a summons. As a witness, it said. In the matter of Denzer versus Youth Welfare Services. My ex-wife had filed suit. She wanted full custody. She wanted to erase me from my children’s lives for good. I read the letter twice. Then I put it aside and went to the forest with Shadow. Three hours later I knew what I would do.

  

  Chapter 21

  The Lawyer

  I found myself a lawyer. A good one. One who had specialised in family law and was not afraid of the authorities. His name was Dr Berger, he was in his late fifties, wore expensive suits and had a way of looking at people that revealed he had seen a great deal. He listened to me, made notes, asked questions. When I had finished, he leaned back and was silent for a while. “Difficult case,” he said then. “Youth Welfare Services carry a lot of weight in court. And your ex-wife has the better cards as long as we have no evidence.” “I have no evidence,” I said. “Only my story.” He nodded. “Sometimes that’s enough. But sometimes it isn’t.” He looked at me. “Are you ready to fight?” “I survived six weeks of withdrawal,” I said. “I am ready for anything.” He smiled. “Then let’s begin.”

  

  Chapter 22

  The Preparation

  The next months were a marathon. I met weekly with Dr Berger, went through my documents with him, looked for weaknesses in the accusations. I wrote lists, drew up chronologies, collected witness statements from people who had been with me in recent years. It was laborious. It was frustrating. But it helped. The more deeply we immersed ourselves in the files, the clearer it became how thin the evidential basis of my ex-wife’s case was. No medical certificates, no witnesses, no photographs. Only allegations. Many allegations. “They won’t hold up in court,” said Dr Berger. “But Youth Welfare Services will still fight. They don’t like having their cards looked at.” I nodded. I knew it would be a fight. But I was ready.

  

  Chapter 23

  The Hearing

  The courtroom smelled of old wood and even older files. The walls were panelled in pale wood, the windows high and narrow, the light pale and uniform. It was a room built to make people feel small. I sat on the defendant’s bench. Opposite: the judge, a woman with a stern gaze and a perfectly fitting robe. Beside her: the representative from Youth Welfare Services, a young man with glasses and a ring binder. Next to him: my ex-wife’s lawyer, a sharp-featured woman with red lipstick who looked at me as though I were an insect. My ex-wife sat on the other side. She looked well, as always. She did not smile, but she appeared calm, assured, credible. She had everything under control. I had nothing. No witnesses, no evidence, no friends. Only myself. The lawyer began. She laid out what my ex-wife had told her: I was violent. I had beaten the children. I had threatened them. I was addicted and incapable of caring for them. She read from the files, from the reports of Youth Welfare Services, from the statements of the therapists. The judge listened, nodded, made notes. Then it was my turn. I stood up. Not as a sick man, not as a supplicant. I stood up as the man who had survived six weeks of withdrawal. As the man who had lost 69 kilograms. As the man who had been through hell and come back to fight. “Your Honour,” I said. “I would like to show something.” I took off my shirt. The courtroom went silent. The judge frowned. The lawyer froze. My ex-wife went pale. I pointed to my body. To the scars the withdrawal had left. To the skin that hung loose from all the weight lost. To the muscles that were slowly rebuilding. “This,” I said, “is a body that has been through hell. But it is also a body that has fought. I took morphine, yes. Because doctors prescribed it to me. I lost my children, yes. Because Youth Welfare Services believed lies. But I am not the man the files describe. I am a father who loves his children. And I am prepared to do everything to prove that.” I fell silent. The courtroom fell silent. Then something unexpected happened. The judge put down her pen. She looked at me, really looked at me, for the first time. She did not see the file, the prejudices, the lies. She saw a human being. “Please sit down,” she said quietly. “We will continue talking.”

  

  Chapter 24

  The Dismantling

  What followed was no longer a trial. It was a dismantling. The judge began to ask questions. Not of me, but of the lawyer, the Youth Welfare representative, my ex-wife. She pressed where the files were incomplete. She asked for evidence where there were only allegations. She had the supposed acts of violence described, and each time dates were missing, witnesses were missing, documentation was missing. The lawyer stuttered. The Youth Welfare representative flicked frantically through his papers. My ex-wife grew smaller and smaller in her chair. Then came the moment. The judge looked my ex-wife directly in the eye. “Mrs Denzer,” she said. “You claim your husband beat the children. Can you tell me exactly when that is supposed to have happened?” My ex-wife hesitated. “Well, in the last year... several times...” “When exactly? Date? Time? Are there witnesses?” “No, it was always only at home...” “Were there doctor’s visits? Bruising? Did you take photographs?” “No, I didn’t think...” “You didn’t think. So you have no evidence for the most serious accusations one can make against a father?” My ex-wife was silent. The silence said everything. The judge turned to the Youth Welfare representative. “And you? Did you investigate the accusations before removing the children from the family?” The young man turned red. “We rated the mother’s statements as credible...” “On what basis?” “Well, she seemed... very convincing.” The judge breathed deeply. She looked at me. “Mr Denzer, you are acquitted. The accusations are without substance. Youth Welfare Services is ordered to restore contact with your children immediately. The costs of the proceedings are borne by the public purse.” I sat there and heard the words, but I could not grasp them at first. Acquitted. Over. Won. Then I looked at my ex-wife. She was weeping. Not from remorse, but from rage. She had lost, and she could not bear it. I stood up, went to her and said quietly: “I forgive you. But I will never forget what you did.” Then I walked out into the sunshine.
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  Part VI: The Call

  2020

  


  Chapter 25

  The Voice

  Three months before the trial, when I was still in the thick of the fight, my phone rang. A number I did not know. Country code +62. Indonesia. I answered. Hello? said a woman’s voice. She sounded uncertain, but warm. So warm that I immediately sensed this call was no coincidence. Hello, I answered. Who is this? She laughed, embarrassed. I am... friend of your friend. Of Maria. She says you are good man. She gives me your number. I understood only half of it. My English was poor, hers too. But we kept talking, with hands and feet, with translation apps and wild gestures one could not see over the phone. Her name was Regina. She was 38, divorced, had two children and lived in Jakarta. She worked in a small shop and dreamed of a better life. Just like me. We talked for an hour. Then two. Then three. When we hung up, I knew: this was no coincidence.

  

  Chapter 26

  The Decision for Regina

  We wrote to each other every day. WhatsApp, translation apps, patience. She sent photographs of Jakarta, I sent photographs of Shadow. She told me about her family, I told her about my fight. We understood each other without understanding the words. After three weeks the question came. Mario, she wrote. You come to Jakarta? You marry me? I stared at the screen. Marriage? A woman I had never seen? In a country I did not know? With a language I did not speak? The old safety-first thinking flickered up. What about Shadow? What about the children? What about the trial? What about everything? But then I stopped thinking. I listened to my feeling. And my feeling said: yes. Yes, I wrote back. I am coming.

  

  Chapter 27

  The Preparation

  The next months were a race against time. I had to win the trial before I left. I had to see my children again. I had to find a place for Shadow. I had to sell everything I owned. I worked feverishly. Trained, fought in court, dealt with formalities. Regina helped from Jakarta, obtained papers, clarified things with the authorities. We were a team, even though we had never touched. In November 2020 the time had come. The trial was won, the children were back, Shadow was with friends. I had sold my car, my furniture, my books, my memories. Everything gone. Except for a rucksack. Twenty kilograms. Two pairs of trousers, three shirts, a pair of shoes. And chocolate. Six bars of Milka, three bars of Ritter Sport, one bar of Lindt with sea salt. Regina loved German chocolate.

  

  Chapter 28

  The Farewell to Shadow

  December 2020 was the darkest month Germany had ever seen. Corona lockdown. Curfews. Closed shops, empty streets, frightened people. I sat on the floor of my empty apartment. Shadow lay beside me. The rucksack stood ready. Tomorrow morning the flight left. I looked at Shadow. Twelve years he had been with me now. Through thick and thin. Through withdrawal and despair. Through victories and defeats. He was more than a dog. He was my brother. I’ll come back, I whispered. I swear it. I’ll come and get you. As soon as I can. He wagged weakly. He believed me. Dogs always believe. I did not know that this would be our last moment. That the circumstances would never allow me to bring him over. That I would have to leave him here, for ever. But in that moment all that mattered was the love. I took his head in my hands, looked into his faithful eyes and wept. You will always be with me, I whispered. In my heart. For ever. Shadow licked my tears. Then he stood up and lay down by the door, as if he wanted to protect me until the very last moment.

  

  Chapter 29

  The Last Flight

  Munich Airport was like a ghost town. Empty corridors, closed shops, scattered passengers with masks and frightened eyes. I did not wear my mask. I was no longer afraid. Check-in was quick. Security too. Then I sat in the waiting area watching the clock. In one hour I would take off. In 14 hours I would be in Jakarta. In a new life. The announcement came: Flight LH792 to Jakarta is cancelled. I froze. Cancelled? Now? Just before departure? I ran to the desk. The woman behind the screen looked at me wearily. Yes, the flight is cancelled. New entry regulations. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. The sentence I had heard most often in Germany. I’m sorry, but we can do nothing for you. I’m sorry, but that’s not our responsibility. I’m sorry, but you have to leave. I did not give up. There must be another way. Another flight. Something. She typed at her computer. There is a flight tomorrow morning. With Garuda Indonesia. That one is still going. But you’ll have to hurry. Seats are scarce. I booked. I paid. I ran. The next morning at six o’clock the plane took off. I sat by the window and watched Germany grow smaller beneath me. The fields, the forests, the cities – everything shrank to a pattern that became less and less recognisable. Then came the clouds. And when they parted, there was only blue. I leaned back and closed my eyes. Behind me lay 55 years. Before me lay nothing. And that was exactly right.

  

  Chapter 30

  The Arrival

  When the wheels touched down in Jakarta, I felt a jolt that went through my whole body. The plane rolled out, the passengers clapped, the way they do after risky landings. But this time I clapped with them. Not for the pilot. For myself. I had arrived. Jakarta airport is a place of chaos. People stream in all directions, pushing luggage trolleys, calling out to one another, laughing, weeping, embracing. The air is warm and humid and smells of spices and exhaust fumes and a thousand other things I could not name. I stood there with my rucksack, letting it all wash over me. Fifty-five years in Germany. Fifty-five years of order, rules, regulations. And now this. It was overwhelming. It was frightening. It was wonderful. Then I saw her. Regina stood at the exit, a sign in her hand: Welcome Mario. She wore a red dress that glowed in the heat, and her eyes were scanning the crowd. When she saw me, she dropped the sign and ran towards me. We embraced. For the first time I truly felt her. Her warmth, her heartbeat, her scent. She wept, I wept, we stood there in the bustle of the airport and held each other as if we never wanted to let go. You’re here, she whispered. You’re really here. I’m here, I said. For ever.

  


  [image: Jakarta – a new home]Jakarta – a new home


  Part VII: The Life

  2021–2026

  


  Chapter 31

  The New World

  The first weeks in Jakarta were one constant culture shock. In Germany everything is planned, regulated, controlled. In Jakarta everything just happens. The streets are jammed with motorcycles and buses and small delivery vans hooting their way around each other. The air is thick with exhaust fumes and dust and the smell of satay grilling on every corner. The people are loud, but not aggressive – they laugh, argue, celebrate, weep, all at full volume. I could not understand a word. My English was poor, my Indonesian non-existent. Regina translated where she could, but often I had to make myself understood with hands and feet. It was exhausting. It was humiliating. It was the best thing that had ever happened to me. Because for the first time in my life I was not the person I had been. I was not a case, not a file, not a diagnosis. I was simply Mario. A man who had arrived. A man who was allowed to start again.

  

  Chapter 32

  Regina

  Regina was patient with me. She showed me her city, her culture, her family. She took me to the markets, explained the spices, taught me the first words – terima kasih (thank you), sama sama (you’re welcome), aku cinta kamu (I love you). Her family accepted me without hesitation. Her mother, a slight woman with silver-grey hair and penetrating eyes, embraced me as if I were her own son. Her children, two teenagers, looked at me with suspicion at first, but after a few weeks they christened me Om Mario – Uncle Mario – and let me help them with their homework. I had a family again. And Regina was the heart of that family. She worked hard, looked after everyone, laughed a lot and rarely wept. She gave me support without constricting me. She loved me without possessing me. Through her I learned what it truly means to be at home.

  

  Chapter 33

  Gotong Royong

  In Indonesia there is a word: Gotong Royong. It means roughly sharing a burden or being there for one another. It is not a law, not an ordinance, not a clause. It is simply a way of life. When someone in the neighbourhood falls ill, the others cook for them. When someone has no money, the others lend it to them. When someone needs help, someone comes. Without an application, without a check, without anything in return. Just like that. I had never experienced anything like it. In Germany help is organised, bureaucratised, rationalised. You get what you are entitled to – no more and no less. But you get it cold, anonymously, impersonally. Here help is warm. It comes from people who know you, who see you, who like you. It comes from the heart, not from the law. I learned to trust again. I learned to give again. I learned to live again.

  

  Chapter 34

  The Man in the Mirror

  Today, five years later, I am a different person. I weigh 76 kilos, run five kilometres every morning, eat well, sleep well. I no longer have pain, no longer have fears, no longer have nightmares. I married Regina, in a small ceremony in her mother’s garden. We did not hold a big celebration, book an expensive hotel or go on a honeymoon. We simply said yes, in front of a few witnesses, and then went home and ate rice with vegetables. It was perfect. Her children call me Ayah – Father. At first that felt strange, after all the years in which I had not been allowed to see my own children. But now it is the most beautiful thing I can imagine. I help them with their homework, teach them to ride bikes, tell them stories about Germany. They laugh at my poor Indonesian and correct me patiently. My children in Germany call me every Sunday. We talk about their lives, their school, their friends. They want to know how I am, whether I am happy, whether I miss them. I miss them. Every day. But I know they are well looked after, and one day they will come and visit me. Perhaps they will even stay. Shadow is not here. That is the pain that remains. I had to leave him in Germany, and he now lives with good friends. But in my heart he is always with me. When I go running in the morning, I think of him. When I sit on the terrace in the evening, I feel his head on my knees. He saved me, and I will never forget him. When I look in the mirror today, I see a man I did not know before. A man with calm eyes, deep wrinkles and a smile that is real. A man who knows who he is and what he wants. A man who is free.
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  Part VIII: The Rule

  


  Chapter 35

  What I Have Learned

  This book is called The House of Cards because I have learned that all systems collapse at some point. The German bureaucracy, the healthcare system, marriage, the body – everything can tip over when the storm comes. But I have also learned that there is a way to survive. I call it the 3-Hour Rule. It is simple: in the first three hours of a crisis, everything is decided. What you do or do not do in these 180 minutes determines whether you remain a victim or become an agent. Whether you go under or swim. Whether you die or live. I developed this rule in the hardest moments of my life – during withdrawal, in court, at the airport. It saved me. Perhaps it will save you too.

  

  Chapter 36

  Phase 1: The Silence (Minutes 1–30)

  When the crisis comes – the call from the doctor, the letter from the court, the breakdown of the body – the first impulse is to act. To shout. To run. To make phone calls. Wrong. The first half-hour you must be still. Switch everything off. Mobile phone, television, radio. Sit down. Breathe. Turn inward. What does your body say? What does your feeling say? What does the quiet voice say, the one you have been ignoring for years? The answer lies in that silence. It does not come immediately, but it comes. You just have to listen. When I sat before those morphine tablets, that silence was my salvation. In the silence I did not hear the doctors, the fears, the despair. I heard myself. And I knew: I have to stop.

  

  Chapter 37

  Phase 2: The Decision (Minutes 31–90)

  After the silence comes the decision. You now have an hour to choose. No longer. Because if you hesitate too long, the crisis decides for you. The decision must be clear. No maybes, no we’ll see, no I’ll think about it. A clear direction. Yes or no. Go or stay. Fight or surrender. I decided in ninety minutes to go to Indonesia. Everything else – the papers, the flight, the farewell – was just execution. The decision was the turning point.

  

  Chapter 38

  Phase 3: The Movement (Minutes 91–180)

  Now you must act. Not perfectly, not thought through, not optimally. Just act. Stand up. Go. Call. Write. Pack. Move. Movement kills fear. As long as you sit still, panic grows. As soon as you move, your brain switches. You are no longer a victim, you are an agent. You are shaping, rather than suffering. In my case the movement was running. When I began to run after withdrawal, it did not matter how far I got. What mattered was that I was moving. Every step was a victory over the paralysis.

  

  Chapter 39

  The Application

  The 3-Hour Rule does not only apply to major crises. It applies to everything. Argument with your partner? Three hours before you say something you will regret. Loss of your job? Three hours before you fall into panic. Illness? Three hours before you consult Dr Google. In three hours you can think, feel, decide. In three hours you can be a human being rather than a machine.

  

  Chapter 40

  The Limit

  Of course the 3-Hour Rule is not a cure for everything. There are crises that last longer, and decisions that require more time. But the rule is a compass. It shows you the direction, even when the path is still unclear. And it has a further effect: it forces you to be present. In a world that constantly distracts us, presence is the most precious commodity. Whoever is present in a crisis wins. Whoever drifts loses.
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  Epilogue

  The Legacy

  I am sitting on the terrace of my apartment in Jakarta. Before me lies the sea, an endless blue that merges with the sky in the distance. Behind me the city, a roar of a thousand motorcycles that never fully falls silent. Regina is at the market buying things for dinner. Her children are at school. My children are asleep in Germany, it is the middle of the night there. I think back over the last 55 years. The home, the ascent, the fall. The withdrawal, the trial, the flight. All the people who helped me, and all those who let me fall. I think of Shadow. Of his faithful eyes, of his warmth in the cold nights, of his unconditional love. He is not here, but he is in me. Every time I encounter a dog, I feel him. Every time I am alone, he is there. I regret nothing. Every pain, every tear, every defeat has made me who I am. The doctors who gave up on me gave me the chance to heal myself. The officials who lied to me showed me that I can trust only myself. The people who betrayed me taught me that love is not to be taken for granted. I thank them all. They were the weights with which I built my muscles. Without them I would have stayed weak. To my children: I left you behind, but I did not abandon you. I went to survive, and I survive to be there for you. One day you will come, and I will show you what I have learned: that freedom is not a gift one receives. It is a decision one makes. Every day. Over and over again. To Regina: you have given me a new home. You took me as I am and taught me to love again. Aku cinta kamu, for ever. To Shadow: you are not forgotten. You will never be forgotten. In every sunrise, in every walk through the forest, in every quiet moment you are with me. Rest in peace, my friend. To everyone reading this book: you are stronger than you think. You can endure more than you believe. You just have to take the first step. And the second. And the third. Eventually you will run. And when the house of cards falls, you will stand. Jakarta, March 2026
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