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I cleared obstacles from my path – and then they ran me over. 

The bitterly funny success story of a manager who sees failure as a challenge. 
Focus: The protagonist's success lies in always using his skills precisely when they are needed. Often, he doesn't even know he possesses these skills. Only his will drives him and the next challenge – risking everything to achieve his goal. This is how he navigates life, leaving a trail of successes and failures in his wake. What remains is a dynamic man with untamed dreams, facing life head-on. Laughing, with his heart in the right place – and plenty of scars. The story: Edgar Gembus, as he was once known, doesn't give in. Pressure is abhorrent to him. First, the pressure from his father to become a gardener – like him; later, the pressure from the Sacred Heart Fathers to pray, study, and remain silent. He also dislikes the pressure from the district conscription office regarding military service, and certainly not the pressure from his later superiors to function without question. He learns quickly, works quickly, and gets bored easily. If he's done something twice using the same method, he looks for new challenges. He works as a cook, taxi driver, rotisserie cook, pub owner, and beverage distributor, and then, on a whim, becomes a gardener. He opens his own nursery, a flower stall, and when he has to declare bankruptcy because his liabilities don't match his assets, he becomes a botany teacher, gets his bus driver's license, tinkers with one of the first Atari computers to develop a "fatal" system for casinos, wins and loses. Boredom is his greatest enemy; languages and the countries where they are spoken fascinate him. And then there are the women, who find his often tormenting urge for self-expression erotic. His ideas drive him, as does the fear of missing out; he has an instinctive sense of where the money is. When, out of necessity, he decides to go to Holland as a management consultant, it initially seems as if money is lying in the street. But the street is only a disguised abyss, for he falls into unimaginable depths. The author, Edgar van der Sel, born in 1946 in Lower Bavaria, lived in Germany, Austria, Sweden, and the... The Netherlands. He speaks eleven languages, works as a management consultant and recruiter, and lives in Switzerland. In this book, he tells his life story.

The following story is based on true events. It tells the truth, yet incorporates elements of a novel to make the book accessible to readers of more sophisticated fiction. For dramatic effect, I have reconstructed additional scenes. My experiences are supported by research (see the bibliography in the appendix), but they do not replace a scholarly text. Here, too, I have taken some liberties with the plot. Names have been changed here and there, and individuals have been anonymized to protect their privacy. If anyone recognizes themselves and feels they have been misrepresented, please bear in mind that this account is a subjective one. I do not wish to accuse or condemn, but simply to illustrate and tell my life story in my own unique way. In memory of Erika and as a tribute to Alice.

If life has no vision to strive for, no yearn for, no desire to realize, then there is no motivation to make an effort. Erich Fromm
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It happened on a Monday morning. I lay beside Alice in the still-warm bed, listening to the sentences she spoke in a soft, still-trembling voice, watching her face, the flush on her cheeks, and her eyes, which shone with a dull glow. I had arrived from Germany the evening before; now Holland was my home for five days, and to begin things off, we made love—as always. Alice enjoyed lovemaking for its own sake; she was a self-assured, intelligent, and attractive woman. We were a couple, and yet not, because… The doorbell rang insistently. Alice jumped up and pulled on her silk dressing gown. “Half past seven, who could that be?” In the long wall mirror, I watched her nervously run her fingers through her thick hair. The doorbell rang again, frantically. For a moment, I held my breath. Then I rolled onto my side and stood up, hunched over. I listened to every breath as I crept to the window, my head held low. Alice pressed one shoulder against the wall, moved her head forward just a tiny bit, just enough to catch a glimpse of two men lurking in the lilac bush. I was usually quick-witted, but at that moment, I understood nothing. I was about to find it amusing when the doorbell rang so relentlessly shrill that Alice pressed her fingers to her temples and began massaging them. "This is unbearable. I'm going to open the door!" Alice was a brave woman. She wasn't afraid of dying young. But I was. "Alice, stay here!" I shouted, hastily pulled on some trousers, and wished the noise would stop. Then it happened. A scream filled the house, the front yard, my very being. At first, I thought it was a robbery. But it was a dull, indignant scream. It was Alice, bracing herself against the front door, which was blocked by a man's foot. I had stepped out of the bedroom and was now running down the stairs. I stopped about halfway down. A tall, thin man had entered the apartment first, then his companion, bald and looking as grim as he did. I remember loud footsteps and voices surging, and then the house was full of at least twelve men, not counting those in the bushes and outside the door. "It's about 1.8 million," the bald man said, holding up an ID card. Guilders or Deutschmarks, I thought, and for a moment I regained my balance. But then I saw the triumph in his eyes and knew I was trapped. I smelled my fear. It was a scent of incomprehension, despair, and anger. Why 1.8 million? What was this all about? "Criminal police," Alice whispered. Just moments before, I had loved her, and now she was trembling—not with desire, her nerves were raw. "We'll pack everything up here, and then you come with us!" a voice called. "Can't we put something on?" I asked, unable to think of anything else to say except my bare torso and my unbuttoned trousers. The tall man gestured upwards and ordered two men to escort us. I was already back downstairs, now with my trousers buttoned, a white shirt, and a tie, when Alice came down the stairs, adjusted her carelessly buttoned blouse with one hand, fiddled with her suit, and stood beside me.

Standing before a glass display case that reflected my face, I suddenly felt as if my life were over. I was surrounded by people and felt more alone than ever before. I needed to pee, but didn't dare ask the tall man who was giving instructions: "Those documents back there... and see if there's a safe... Well, we've got a big fish here." This gathering of files, scraps of paper, and receipts, this tearing at toilet paper rolls, wall calendars, and notebooks, were thirty minutes of my life that transformed me into a horrified man, on the verge of tears. I gestured with my arms, pressed my hands to my face, and watched the wreckage of my life collapse around me. My knees buckled, my body fell, and one arm struggled to hold me up. "Alice," I murmured—and yet it felt as if my dead father were hunched over me.

Chapter One
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My father came from Gellendorf in the Trebnitz district, now Skokowa. This tranquil village, with its then 623 inhabitants, belonged to the Breslau administrative region in the province of Lower Silesia. He had five siblings and lived with his parents on a farm, his father's pride and joy. The farm came first, and then the farm, and only then, eventually, did the children's education come into play. School was a low priority, and Uncle Johann, my father's youngest brother, suffered particularly from this. He never learned to read or write; he only learned to work—conscientiously, persistently, and without complaint. The compulsory youth service, under which membership in the Hitler Youth could be enforced by the police even against the parents' wishes, brought some variety to the children's monotonous lives. The organization of trips and camping trips, the marching bands, the theatrical performances, and the celebrations for the summer solstice or in remembrance of the "martyrs of the movement" gave them a completely new feeling: recognition within the group, physical activity, and fun. I don't know if my grandfather saw through the true aim of the Hitler Youth, if he resisted the dissemination of ideological content, but I do know that it shaped my father. When I played with my friends among the greenhouses of his nursery, when we lay in the grass, just like that, his face would furrow with anger. "Back then, children weren't so silly," he would grumble, "back then the Young Folk were still dutiful, but today..." He would then call us over, press a shovel and a plastic bag into each of our hands, and have us make bags of soil, prepared potting soil, which he then sold.

The war ended for Breslau on May 6, 1945. My father was almost twenty-three years old and had been a tank driver in the Russian campaign. His stories from that time were gruesome; I soon grew tired of hearing them and repressed most of them. What I remember most vividly is the rigorous training, the harpooning if someone was too slow while "climbing trees." And the experience of my father stealing gasoline from a Soviet tank that burst into flames with two lances. He was supposed to be executed. But he was badly wounded and taken to a military hospital in Linz. That saved his life. So, for Breslau, the war was over, but what did that mean? There was no escape from the Silesian capital, which had been besieged by Soviet troops for almost three months. In bitter fighting, entire streets were destroyed, often even blown up by German soldiers to deny the enemy cover. Hospitals and a functioning sewage system were gone, epidemics spread, women were raped by the Soviets… In the postwar period, almost all the Germans still living in the surrounding area and in Breslau had to leave their homes. They moved into their houses, if they could bear to watch the fighting, floor by floor, room by room, and window by window. Those who had survived the window collapse unscathed were Poles from Lviv, now Lemberg in western Ukraine, who had been expelled from their homeland as a result of the Yalta agreements. My father, this workhorse, this robust, sinewy man who was so proud of his past, often recounted this in a choked voice. "My boy, losing your homeland is horrific," he would say, his face lifeless, his eyes empty. My mother countered these rare displays of emotion by saying that this "horrific" experience had also been a blessing, since they had met not in Breslau, but in Linz. I wanted to hear more about it, but Mother brushed it off. Talking about love wasn't her thing; the pain of losing her brother Hans, who had fallen in Venlo, was still far too great. Perhaps she also considered it a waste of time. Work came first for us. I actually know nothing about the family reunion after the war. Only the happy ending: that everyone found each other again through the mediation of the German Red Cross. Grandpa and Grandma Gembus, as well as my father's siblings, lived near Kehlheim after the war. And my father, who had started an apprenticeship as a gardener in Breslau, initially worked in Rottenburg an der Laaber (where I was born) and later found work on an estate near Augsburg. Those years on the stately estate were the most carefree of my life. The sun in summer was nothing more than an orange hanging in the sky, the hay wagon in autumn my A child's hiding place, and in winter my breath steamed when I wrestled with my sister, three years younger than me, in the snow on the endless fields. Although… those years weren't quite so carefree. Once a dog darted out from under the hay wagon and punished me, the intruder, with a fierce bite, and another time the geese, honking loudly, chased after me, their necks as tall as mine. I've overcome my fear of geese. I never lost my fear of dogs. My father was a gardener through and through. He liked children but had little time for his own. We siblings only knew him at work, as a plant breeder, landscape designer, and biologist. And my mother? She had to give what Father couldn't. Like him, she worked hard, helped out on the estate, but where Father was strict, she was generous. Where he reprimanded us children, she protected us, especially me as the eldest son, whom my father expected to one day… that he would follow in his footsteps. Back then, on the estate, I felt none of it, enjoying the privilege of simply being a child: There was Christmas, I'd sneak around between the servants' quarters, secretly watching my father through the window as he tinkered with a wooden toy. There was Carnival, I'd see my father, dressed as a cowboy, dancing exuberantly with my mother, a Romani woman. There was summer, we'd sit with uncles and aunts at the large kitchen table by the open window, playing Old Maid. There was a perfectly ordinary weekday, it's after 6 p.m., Mother is standing at the stove, cooking silently, and then the decisive sentence echoes through the rooms: "Dinner's ready!" A change was first heralded by humming. Father hummed to himself. One evening he said: "I'm going to take over a nursery in Augsburg. We're moving." So we would be moving from the estate, which was twenty kilometers away, to Augsburg—a world away. I have no idea if I was happy about it. Children don't like change, and I ventured to object: "But I've only just started school." I thought of Käthe, Lisa, and Fritz, whom I had become friends with. Father smiled indulgently and—quite unusually—stroked my hair. "You're going to be a gardener someday. You can practice in our own nursery." This sentence was more threatening than it sounded to me. I wouldn't grasp its full extent until much later. Our new home was full of plants, flowerbeds, and greenhouses. There were twelve beehives, three rabbit hutches, and a large garden shed. And there was a shop run by my mother, where she sold fruit, vegetables, and beautiful flower arrangements. The move had turned her into a businesswoman. The only remaining clue that she had once been a hairdresser was her meticulously styled hair. I devoted myself entirely to exploring the garden center, the neighborhood, and the residential area, wandering past streets whose names I didn't yet know, and eventually ending up in the sandbox behind the house, where my younger sister usually played with her new friends. Once, instead of her, I found a boy my age. I studied his friendly, open face. "I'm Freddy from next door." "Freddy, huh," I said, squatting down beside him in the sand. "I'm Edgar." I had never introduced myself so formally before. Our friendship blossomed in seconds. From then on, whenever I went out onto the street, a whistle was all it took, and he would come down. When I cycled to the fishpond, he rode beside me. When I played train driver in my father's delivery van (a four-wheeled cart used for transporting vegetables), he played the ticket inspector and announced the stations. And when, one hot summer, I spotted the zinc bathtub in the garden of a nearby restaurant, which was being used as decoration, and decided to take it for a boat ride on the pond, he hauled it there with me—and back again, his face bright red. The owner had caught us. Through Freddy, I met Lucky, who was a year below us. Lucky took life easy. He never thought about problems. For him, there simply weren't any. We loved playing in my father's garden shed; there, we felt unobserved. The rakes, shovels, and wheelbarrows served as sabers, shields, and horses, and our knight's castle consisted of three... barrels that we had stacked on top of each other. Sometimes my sister joined us, pretending to be a knight's damsel. And then my father caught us. He wagged his finger at us, and I immediately guessed his thoughts: that a Hitler Youth was missing as an attractive counterweight to school and home, and that while the 1950s brought economic prosperity, they hadn't taught young people any discipline. He forbade us from playing, locked the shed, and led us through the narrow paths between the greenhouses to a stuffy, hot glasshouse. There, he had us line up in front of a pile of earth, pressed a shovel into each of our hands, and ordered us to make bags of soil. That's when my nightmare of a kilo of pre-packaged soil in plastic bags began. We worked in silence, dreaming of swimming in the fishpond, and I thought about how awful it was to be a gardener's son. Freddy was the first to get a stomachache. "I think I ate something bad." Lucky suddenly had to get something for his mother, and my sister Renate had forgotten her favorite doll at her best friend's house while playing. "You're not going to let me down, are you?" I called after them, looking at the half-full bag of soil. "You're mean!" But they didn't hear me. They had already disappeared in all directions. Even though my father didn't like it, the nursery held a magical attraction for us children. Renate's friends also loved spending their afternoons with us. They played with their dolls under the rose bushes, and as they grew older, they lay in the grass and told each other their secrets. One of Renate's friends was Sabrina. Her physical charms were evident from an early age, and her long, blond hair shimmered like gold. She possessed a natural beauty, and my mother loved her like a daughter. When we played tag and I caught her, I would place my hand on her flushed arm, and when we hid from the others together, I would touch her trembling knee. Sometimes I would slide my hand a little higher. I couldn't help myself. Her tanned, slender thighs held a magical attraction for me. I plucked up my courage and kissed her. It wasn't a real kiss yet, more of a hearty smooch. But when the kiss was over, she opened her eyes wide. "Does it hurt when you kiss me?" She touched the scar above my lip, which I hadn't yet been able to hide with a beard. “No,” I said quickly, feeling a little ashamed. She wanted to know how it had happened. It sounded like genuine concern. I told her what I knew from my parents: that they had taken me on a bike ride when I was three. They had been teasing each other, the bikes had gotten tangled up, tipped over, and I had fallen out of my mother's bike seat. My mother rarely rode a bike anymore. She was getting her driver's license and was later supposed to drive the car when my father
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