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    Dedication

    For Katja, Julian, and Luna

  
    Foreword

    Three teenagers, Kai, Aleks, and Nikki, take a crazy trip to Venice over New Year's Eve. On the way, they meet Luna. But before they set off, a lot happens in this exciting summer/fall of 2010.

    Chaotic, confusing, but also thought-provoking and sometimes sad.

  
    Glossary

    Friends

    Kai-Uwe Ladenbach – Kai

    Nikita Khrushchev – Nikki

    Aleks

    Klara, Aleks's acquaintance

    Saskia Kosec

    Luna Holz

    Manu, Luna's friend

    Family

    Peter Ladenbach, father

    Sabine Ladenbach, mother

    Lena, father's lover

    Veronika, mother's sister

    Tibor Khrushchev, Veronika's husband

    Bina, grandmother of Kai and Nikki

    Saskia's friends

    Natalie

    Julia

    Celine

    Maya

    Class

    The handsome Georg

    Achim

    Heinz-Alfred

    Berthold

    The Nazis

    the idiots

    the emos

    Teachers

    Mr. Kern, religion

    Ms. Schrämpel, geography and biology

    Ms. Schürmann, German

    Mr. Molzburger, Music

    Ms. Sültefuß, French

    Mr. Melchior, Physical Education

    Mr. Goldstück, Politics and German in the sixth grade

    Eulo, math teacher in the fifth grade

    Others

    Fred, kiosk owner

    Sara, fellow passenger on the train

  
    Prologue

    Winter in Berlin is simply awful. It's enough to make you cry. There's slush everywhere on the streets, huge puddles, and then there's snow, which also turns to slush as soon as it touches the ground. It seems to me as if it's already falling from the sky as slush.

    I actually wanted to continue my story with the events of the summer vacation, but I now realize that I need to go back a little further. Otherwise, you simply won't understand the context.

    So here's the background in a nutshell.

  
    1.

    Summer 2010, Berlin

    's summer was actually a complete disaster, at least for the most part.

    I was 15, looked like I was 13, and somehow no one really noticed me. And I didn't do much to change that. On top of that, my name was Kai-Uwe, Kai-Uwe Ladenbach. What century did that name come from? No one who's cool has a name like that. At school, at least most people just called me Kai, if they spoke to me at all. The teachers were on first-name terms with us anyway. Only Melchior would occasionally shout across the gym, "Ladenbach, hurry up."

    The summer was hot in Berlin and everyone was longing for the summer holidays. Then came the last day of school and the big party at Kern's. Kern was the coolest teacher we had: religion. He organized big camping trips to Corsica with his students and invited entire school classes to his private party basement. It was a winding basement in a large villa with dark, candlelit corridors, a small dance floor, a separate room with a pool table, and an old pinball machine. The parties were legendary. And who among us could invite more than ten friends to our homes? Well, it would have been possible for us, but that's another story.

    So on Friday evening, the last day of school, there was a party at Kern's. And yes, the whole class was invited. And the 9 d class too. And yes, the party was important in two ways: first, school was finally over, at least for the next six weeks, and second, it was Saskia's birthday.

    Actually, Saskia's birthday wasn't until Saturday. So we would be celebrating in advance. At least, that was the plan. And that's why most of us had been making arrangements for a long time , making it clear to our parents how important it was to be allowed to celebrate longer than usual.

    I'll spare you the details, but of course I was only allowed to stay until shortly before midnight. Do you know how embarrassing it is when your own father picks you up from a party at quarter to midnight—and as if that weren't enough—he also barges into the party room to look for you?

    I had been thinking for weeks about what to get Saskia as a present. Saskia, the most amazing, charming, and coolest girl in the whole universe. Half the class was in love with Saskia. Only the boys, of course, including me. And even the nerds and some of the Nazis thought she was at least okay. Only the emos thought she was disgusting, as she was the exact opposite of what they stood for.

    Saskia was constantly surrounded by her clique. Natalie, Celine, and Maya shielded her as if they were her bodyguards.

    Most of the girls in our grade had already gotten together and prepared some kind of mercilessly grandiose surprise. Handsome Georg strutted around during recess and told everyone how expensive his gift was. And, as so often, I had no idea. Of course, I had asked around, wanting to contribute to a group gift, but everyone I asked already had a gift or wasn't interested.

    "Why don't you draw her something?" I knew my mother meant well, but how uncool was that? As if I would sit down and draw Saskia a picture. Never ever.

    But then the last day of school was approaching and I still didn't have a gift. PANIC! So I finally sat down at my desk, pushed all the DVDs and school supplies aside, and opened my sketchbook. I wasn't actually that bad at art, and when I visited my grandmother Bina in Düsseldorf, I spent most of my time in her studio. She was the greatest grandmother you could imagine anyway. She always had some crazy idea and encouraged me to do my best. We not only painted together, but also worked with clay ( ), and once she even had one of my clay sculptures cast in bronze. It was super heavy.

    Bina also showed me how to paint representational art. She had great art books in her studio, with photorealism and stuff. Artists could paint in such a way that you couldn't tell the finished picture from a photograph. Pretty crazy stuff.

    Bina and I had also painted each other's portraits, and she had shown me how to use a pencil to capture the right proportions and transfer them to paper.

    Exactly, I would give Saskia a portrait, but not of herself, but of Vanessa Paradis. Everyone was into Vanessa at the time, even though she was actually from a different era. Vanessa had a huge gap between her teeth and was somehow different from the other popular pop stars like Beyoncé and so on.

    Dad actually had a Vanessa record that I had played a thousand times on his old Dual record player. The record was totally antique, but so was the record player. But Dad guarded his beloved Dual like a treasure.

    I placed a sheet of tracing paper over the record cover and drew a regular grid of squares on it, just like on my drawing paper. Then I transferred the individual elements from the record cover to the squares on my drawing paper. It went pretty well, except I just couldn't get the eyes right. It took me forever, and I had erased and redone them so many times that the paper was very thin and translucent. I carefully glued a second sheet behind it for reinforcement, and eventually I was actually satisfied. Finally, I sprayed the picture with hairspray to set the pencil – another tip from Bina. I carefully rolled up the picture and tied a red ribbon around it – done.

    Yes, and then the party at Kern's. We all rode our bikes there, to the old Kern villa right next to the Chinese Garden.

    You know these parties. There are the super-cool dancers who whirl around the dance floor all evening, then the smokers and potheads who hang out outside on the basement stairs and debate loudly, and the shy ones who hang around the buffet all evening drinking Coke. And then there are those who aren't interested in parties anyway and hang out at the pool table and pinball machine. I was one of them.

    It took forever before I finally got to play pinball, but then I got really into it. We played for the high score and I was mostly in the lead. Until the unfortunate moment when my father suddenly stood in the doorway and called out to me loudly. And yes, he was relentless and simply dragged me behind him. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the others smirking. And Saskia was dancing with the handsome Georg and didn't seem to notice that I was leaving. Maybe it was better that way.

    Why did my parents always make such a fuss? Why couldn't I ride my bike home like everyone else? And my picture of Vanessa Paradis was still rolled up on top of the pinball machine. Great.

    So that's how the summer holidays began.

    The next morning, I walked to the Kern villa. My bike was still there. It was a beautiful summer day, and I took my time. My bike was still leaning against the fence, and just as I was about to unlock it, the front door opened and Saskia stood on the threshold, a laundry basket in her arms. Of course, she was here to pick up her gifts with her father.

    I stood indecisively, bent over my lock. If I left right now, she wouldn't notice me. But then Kern opened the garden gate and spotted me.

    "Hey Kai, everything okay?"

    "Must be," I muttered.

    Then I had an idea.

    "I forgot something," I called to Kern and pushed past Saskia and her father into the villa.

    Yes, my drawing was still on top of the pinball machine, and a minute later I was standing in front of Saskia again, panting:

    "Here's a picture of me for you. Uh, I mean a picture of me, painted for you. No, I mean a picture for you, painted by me."

    Saskia looked at me as if she were seeing me for the first time, and that was probably the case.

    "Thank you," I heard her say quietly, so quietly that later I thought I had imagined it. But by then I was already sitting on my bike.

    "Here, a picture of me for you." It really couldn't have been any more stupid. But still: mission accomplished, and I actually felt really good.

    The summer vacation wasn't starting so badly after all.

  
    2.

    Nikita

    We had a Russian influence in our family. Mom's sister Veronika had met Tibor during a trip to Bulgaria, Tibor Khrushchev, half Russian, half Romanian. Uncle Tibor was totally cool. He was always joking around with us, and none of us really knew if he was just pretending to have a thick Russian accent. Everyone in the family said that Veronika had fallen for Tibor, and although we children didn't know what that meant, we laughed along with the adults.

    When the two finally got married, Veronika was already heavily pregnant with Nikita. Nikita is two years older than me. Nikita Khrushchev, just like the former Russian head of government. We all called him Nikki or just Nik.

    Tibor left Veronika when I was about ten, just like that. Veronika was completely devastated. Mom spent nights on the phone with her, and after a month, Veronika quit her job in Cologne and moved to Berlin to be close to Mom. But she kept traveling to Bucharest, and although everyone knew she was visiting Tibor, she denied it vehemently every time.

    At the time, we lived in East Berlin in a great villa. But not in an old box like the Kerns, but in a really modern villa. Bauhaus style, Dad always said, as if that were something special. In my class, I was the "rich kid" from the start.

    Actually, we're from Düsseldorf. Dad is an architect, and when things really took off after the fall of the Berlin Wall, he really wanted to move to Berlin.

    "That's the place to be," was his slogan. I was two years old at the time, and Mom initially refused to move to Berlin. So Dad went ahead in 1997. He called it "territory reconnaissance." He worked in a renowned architectural firm and lived with Uwe in Potsdam, a friend from his student days, during this time.

    And it was Uwe who planted the seed in his mind: "Why slave away for others when we can put the money in our own pockets?"

    Dad then quit his great job and founded a company with Uwe. Project development was their core business, and there was a gold rush atmosphere everywhere. They bought run-down properties in the east, renovated them, and then sold them on at a huge profit. Things went really well for a while, so well that Dad bought a villa in the east, complete with a pool and its own wine cellar. And now even Mom had no reason to stay in Düsseldorf any longer. In 2001, we finally moved over.

    The boom in the real estate market continued, and Dad and Uwe really went for it until they finally gambled away everything. They had bought a few junk properties and were now faced with tenants with long-standing claims. Tenants who had no intention of moving out. But without renovation, there was no resale, and the building authority also had seemingly endless demands in terms of historic preservation.

    Since then, Dad has been stuck with partially rented properties while the banks waited for their money. Greed eats away at the brain. And then in 2008, the banking and real estate crisis hit, and nothing worked anymore.

    "Luckily, we still have our house," Mom said when Dad complained again. But our house had long since belonged to the bank.

    Dad tried everything he could to get himself and us out of this predicament. He hadn't spoken to Uwe in a long time.

    And then there was the story with Lena from the Office for the Protection of Historical Monuments. Dad had been there so often for permits and such, and he had given his all here too. And a non-binding working lunch turned into a full-blown affair.

    Mom had found out, of course, especially since Dad was making less and less effort to hide his affair, just as he had long since stopped making an effort with us. And Mom was now almost always home alone, drinking more and more and slowly going crazy.

  
    3.

    Vacation and more

    Back to the summer holidays. On the second day of the holidays, Veronika suddenly stood in the doorway – with Nikki.

    "Here's an idea: the boys go to Grandma Bina's and the two of us have a nice summer at Lake Balaton. What do you think?"

    It wasn't the first time the two sisters had planned a joint venture, but now it was obviously not about a long weekend at the Baltic Sea. They wanted to get rid of us for three whole weeks.

    "As if," was all I could say. I loved my grandmother and there was always something going on at her place. But three weeks with Nikki meant three unpredictable weeks. Not a single day would pass without stress and excitement.

    Nikki leaned against the doorframe, giving no indication of what he was thinking. His already narrow eyes were now just slits, and he might have been asleep.

    "What an idiotic idea," was all Dad could say. However, he also knew that it was difficult, if not impossible, to dissuade Veronika once she had made up her mind.

    "And besides, have you actually asked Bina yet?"

    But Bina thought it was a very good idea. And faster than we could agree, Veronika had not only organized her own vacation at Lake Balaton, but ours as well.

    A week later, we were sitting in Dad's car. Dad had managed to reschedule one of his business appointments so that he could take us with him. Obviously, he was less concerned with giving us a ride than with making sure we actually got to Bina's.

    I think Nikki only said one word during the entire trip: "Mäkkes."

    At Bina's, everything quickly felt familiar again. The garden was beautiful and there were cats lying around everywhere, waiting to be petted.

    I hardly saw Nikki. He was like one of the cats, nocturnal. He slept until early afternoon, ate a huge bowl of Honey Smacks for breakfast, and then was off again—who knows where. Only once did he come with us to the outdoor pool in Ratingen. He didn't make it into the water, though.

    And I spent the whole day either in the garden or in Bina's studio. The studio was a world unto itself. Full of paintings and sculptures, and in between them Bina whirled around with her brushes and spatulas. There were also sculptures and works of art everywhere in the garden. I had also started painting again. And Bina looked over my shoulder and gave me useful tips.

    And then Bina surprised us with a suggestion:

    "Guys, you're on vacation and should do something. As much as I love having you around, this isn't a vacation."

    First our mothers wanted to get rid of us, and now Bina too. I protested and Nikki just looked on.

    Hariksee was Bina's suggestion. Never heard of it.

    "It's towards Holland. A beautiful lake with a campground and all the trimmings."

    At the mention of "Holland," Nikki opened his eyes for a moment and grinned slightly. At least, that's how it seemed to me.

    Yes, and Bina had actually already organized quite a bit. Two bicycles were standing in the yard and just needed to be pumped up. And in the basement, there was a large box of camping clothes.

    "Everything should be in there, left over from your dad."

    And yes, the stuff smelled as old as it was. In the end, we had an igloo tent, two sleeping mats, sleeping bags, a camping stove with dishes and cutlery, and all kinds of odds and ends. The only question was how we were going to transport it all. And how were we even going to get there?

    In the evening, the three of us sat down with an old city map. Bina had marked her house and then colored in the route across the city with a marker.

    "So, now we're moving from the city map to the road map. If you haven't gotten lost by then, you should end up here." Bina pointed to a spot and then followed one road and then another until she reached a small blue dot.

    "Here, Lake Harik. The campsite is right by the lake, you can't miss it."

    The next morning, we actually set off. We had already stowed most of our clothes the night before, using rubber luggage straps. Bina kept jumping around us anxiously, telling us about some guy named Gregor who had supposedly shot himself in the eye with one of those luggage straps. How was that even possible?

    I stuffed everything that didn't fit on the luggage rack into my backpack.

    Then we were finally on our way, and even though it was only about 50 kilometers to Harik Lake, it took us almost the whole day. It was incredibly hot, and Nikki was wearing his black hoodie with the hood up. Once again, he didn't say a word and left the route planning to me. And yes, I was no master at reading maps. They might as well have left me in the desert with a compass. But after many minor detours and the help of a few passers-by, we actually arrived at Harik Lake. There were three campsites there, and all of them were pretty crowded. But Bina had made arrangements and booked for us. It took a while to find the right spot at the southern end of the lake, and it took just as long to find a small spot right by the water.

    "I have to go get something," and with that, Nikki was gone. I was used to that from him. "Go get something, go do something, urgently need to go." You could never count on him. Sometimes it could take hours for him to come back, if he came back at all.

    I lay on my sleeping pad, completely drenched in sweat, staring at the sky.

    "Hey, you guys are new here, right?" The voice came from a girl standing diagonally above me, directly in front of the sun. I could only see her silhouette.

    Well, she couldn't be that smart.

    "No, we're just leaving." Maybe she would go away again.

    "You just arrived and now you're leaving again?"

    "Yeah, yeah. In a minute."

    "I don't believe a word you say. Not you and not your creepy friend either." With that, she walked away again.

    I don't know why I was so stupid again. A girl comes up to me on her own, just wanting to be friendly, and I brush her off. That was definitely easier for me than actually talking to a girl. What would I have said anyway?

    I dozed off and only woke up when it was already a little cooler. There was no sign of Nikki. It took me a while to free Nikki's bike from the tent. The tent was in a silver cover. The ribbon was tied tightly and it took me a long time to get the tent and poles with the pegs out of the cover. It smelled awful. Dad had probably packed it away wet last time and hadn't used it since. The inner tent had mold stains and was torn in some places. What a mess.

    I was actually pretty good at this kind of thing, so the tent was up in no time. I left the outer tent off for now to air out the inner tent a little.

    "Hey, you're staying after all." There was that girl again. She was sitting cross-legged in the neighboring tent and had probably been watching me the whole time.

    "You seem to be a real pro." It didn't even sound mocking.

    "Hey, do you have a name?" She just wouldn't give up.

    I decided to just ignore her. But why? Except for asking me a million questions, she wasn't really doing anything to me.

    In the meantime, I had laid out the lumas. Damn, of course we hadn't brought a bellows. Should I actually inflate them now? I sat down on my sleeping bag and started with the head section. What a hassle. After five minutes, I was out of breath.

    "Do you need help?" She was standing next to me again.

    "No, leave it," I panted.

    "Okay, then. You can just put the bellows in front of our tent later."

    I was such an idiot. She came to help, and I was stupid again.

    "Hey, wait a minute," I called after her.

    "Thanks... and, uh, my name is Kai. And no, we're not leaving." How much more stupid can you be when starting a conversation?

    The girl turned around. Now, in the evening sun, I could really see her for the first time. She was actually really pretty, with at least a thousand freckles on her face and red curls sticking out in all directions from her head. She looked at me mockingly.

    "Well, seen enough? I'm Luna."

    "Yes, thanks for the bellows," was all I could get out, and I felt myself blushing. A red face against a red sun.

    But she just laughed: "Not for that."

    What kind of thing was that to say? What else?

    I then set about assembling the Luma. Luma, Luna, I couldn't get her out of my head. And because I had nothing else to do, I pumped up Nikki's tent as well. And because I was in such a good flow, I pulled the outer tent over it and stowed our things away. It wasn't much, and we would go shopping tomorrow.

    The next morning, I woke up early. I felt totally exhausted and at first didn't know where I was. And I was still wearing my clothes. I must have just fallen asleep in the evening. And next to me, Nikki was lying there grunting. With stiff legs, I crawled out of the tent. The grass was completely wet and my socks were immediately soaked.

    First stop: the toilet. The toilet facilities at campsites are a story in themselves. Once we were at a campsite in France and the toilets were so disgusting that Mom didn't go to the bathroom for a week and brushed her teeth with salt water right by the sea.

    But the facilities at Hariksee were quite okay. It was early and no one was there yet. Later, I strolled back to the tent and looked around a bit.

    Finally, I stood in front of our tent, a little indecisive.

    "Would you like a coffee too?"

    Luna was sitting in front of her tent again and held out a cup to me.

    I'm not really a coffee drinker and was about to refuse, but somehow I changed my mind.

    "Yes."

    Not a word too many, lest it turn into a conversation. Achim would already have been in top form and would have "hit on" the girl, as he always said.

    But I was more of the silent type, playing it mysterious, at least that's what some people thought. But really, I was just shy.

    "Good coffee." As if I were a proven coffee connoisseur.

    "Yes, harvested and roasted by myself."

    "Really?"

    "Of course not. Coffee from a jar of instant. Add water – done."

    Luna grinned at me friendly, but somehow not mockingly.

    Then there was movement in the neighboring tent. Sure enough, Luna's boyfriend was about to appear, probably some cool surfer type. There was a bit of fidgeting, and then first a foot appeared, then a leg, and then the rest. Not a surfer type, but a bald guy.

    Do you know that situation when you really don't want to look, but ultimately can't help yourself? Last summer, a guy like that was standing in front of us at the movie theater box office. He was wearing a short-sleeved T-shirt and his little arms were sticking out. I stared at the man so intensely that he finally spoke to me.

    "Thalidomide, 1960. It looks worse than it actually is. But tying my shoes is torture."

    It was cool how openly this guy talked about his disability. Dad later explained the thalidomide scandal to me. A sleeping pill prescribed during pregnancy led to deformities in newborns. It's just horrible to imagine.

    I was still staring at the bald guy.

    "Just let me know when you've seen enough."

    It wasn't a surfer at all. It was a girl. And I was the idiot again.

    "Manu, my name is Manu." She held out her hand to me. I was so surprised that I shook her hand as if there were no tomorrow.

    "Can you let go now? Otherwise I'll get shaking palsy."

    "Sure thing, I'm Kai." There you go, a complete sentence. Still, I couldn't help but look at Manu again. She was a bit taller than me, had sharp features and dark brown skin that made her white teeth look even brighter. And she was bald. Like I said.

    Manu grabbed a cup of coffee and sat down next to us with a fluid movement.

    "What's up today?"

    "Surprise me."

    Manu pouted. I held back.

    "And you?"

    He was probably referring to Nikki and me.

    "Not sure yet. We're going to explore the area first."

    "How mysterious. It almost sounds like you're detectives, like TKKG," Manu blurted out.

    "No, seriously. What are you guys doing today?"

    I really had no plan, and Nikki was completely unpredictable anyway.

    Luna came to my rescue.

    "Give them a break. They need to settle in first."

  
    4.

    Relaxing

    Yes, we actually arrived. Nikki usually slept until noon and was out all night, and I spent most of my time on South Beach, mainly because Luna was there. And where Luna was, Manu was too, and where Manu was, there was always something going on. Whether swimming, playing beach volleyball, or just chilling on the beach, there were always guys around who drew attention to themselves with some amazing stunts or cool sayings. But Luna and Manu weren't impressed.

    "Just buzz off." Or even: "Piss off already."

    They didn't say anything to me. They just tolerated me like a little brother or a neutral, at least like someone who posed no danger in any way.

    The three of us lay like sardines on Luna's beach towel and looked up at the sky, while the other guys around us didn't understand the world. They probably thought Luna and Manu were lesbians and me their gay friend. They couldn't, no, weren't allowed to entertain any other thoughts. How else could it be that the two coolest girls were lying on a beach towel with the skinniest guy of all?

    Luna and Manu took the fun even further. They giggled constantly and kissed at every opportunity, then giggled like crazy again. And they increasingly involved me in their antics. At first, I was just their errand boy. And me? I did them every favor, no matter how absurd it seemed. Sometimes it was red and white fries at nine in the morning or even three Jägermeisters, even though they knew full well that the kiosk guy would ask me for my ID. When I succeeded, they both hung on my neck and tried to give me hickeys. On the one hand, it was disgusting, but on the other hand, when had I ever been so close to girls before? I couldn't help thinking about the party in Kern's basement and my pinball successes. If only the handsome Georg could see me here, or anyone else from my class for that matter. I immediately thought of Saskia and how she had looked at me during our last and actually first meeting in front of the Kern villa. I heard her say "thank you" very quietly.

    In the evenings, we cooked together – usually the three of us. The first week was already over and our supplies were slowly running out. Luna fished a few last cans out of her backpack: ravioli and mandarins.

    "Hey Kai, open the can."

    And just like that, one of the tins of mandarins landed in the grass next to me.

    "Man, don't throw the cans around here. I really don't want to get hit in the face with one of those."

    Instead: "Watch out, opener coming!" And again, it narrowly missed my head.

    Opening it was a whole other thing. We only had a small camping opener, and it took quite a bit of force just to get the blade into the metal, and that was far from opening the can. Now you had to try to push the blade through the metal with jerky movements without spilling all the juice.

    "Man, this juice is the best." Luna took the half-open can from my hand and drank deeply, juice running down her chin on both sides.

    After eating, we went to the jetty, as we often did, lay down at the very end, and looked up at the sky. Luna handed me a hand-rolled cigarette, and I was still trying not to cough. The tobacco was very crumbly and dry, and if we weren't careful, half of it would trickle out before we even lit it.

    The smoke stung my eyes, so at first I didn't notice three heads appearing in our field of vision from above.

    "Hey, idiot." The one in the middle tapped me rhythmically on the shoulder with his sneaker.

    Luna was strangely quiet this time: "Don't mess around now, we just want to lie here quietly."

    "Interesting, so we're not supposed to mess around? What if that's exactly what we want to do?" The middle one continued to poke my shoulder.

    Luna whispered in my ear: "They've been drinking vodka since noon today. Let's get out of here."

    When Luna was like this, she was really worried. I nudged Manu in the side and tried to sit up somehow. The middle one now pushed me in the chest.

    "Stay down, you homo. We'll take care of you later."

    With that, he leaned over Manu and tried to kiss her. Manu hadn't yet grasped the danger of the situation and pushed the middle one away.

    "Are you out of your mind? You stink."

    Without warning, the middle one slapped her across the face with his open hand. Manu's lip split open and she immediately started bleeding like crazy. Manu screamed in pain and indignation.

    "Get lost, you fucking bastard." Then came the next blow, this time from the short, fat one. And the thin, pale one thought he had to show how cool he was.

    Luna was the only one of the three of us who managed to get up. She stood at the pier and trembled with rage.

    "So, you two lesbians, you have a choice: either you play along or..."

    "Or what?" Nikki had appeared out of nowhere. He stood casually on the jetty and spoke calmly. Once again, his eyes were barely visible.

    "Oh, the moron's here too." The fat one wanted to be funny, and the middle one and the skinny one slapped their thighs with laughter.

    "This is going to hurt." The middle one stood in front of Nikki. He was actually a bit taller than Nikki and enjoyed the big show.

    "Really hurt," repeated the middle one. He looked Nikki up and down, probably thinking about how to start.

    "Really, really hurt," Nikki echoed quietly, but loud enough for everyone to hear, and closed his eyes even tighter. And then he just exploded.

    The first blow hit the middle one in the throat. He literally collapsed and fell flat on his face on the jetty. The fat one got a kick to the knee, spun around and landed across the middle one. The thin one tried to put his arm up to protect his face, but Nikki had already demolished his nose.

    All this happened in a fraction of a second. While the three of them lay whimpering on the jetty, Manu and I jumped up.

    "Come on, let's get out of here." Luna pulled Manu behind her, and for the first time in days, the four of us were on the move.

    In the washroom, Manu dabbed her split lip.

    "Man, at least now I have plumped-up lips."

    She was already laughing a little again and gave Luna a big kiss on the mouth.

    "Cool, huh?"

    "Hey, thanks again. You're a real fighting machine."

    Nikki didn't answer, but nodded slightly.

    "No, really, tell me, where did you learn that?"

    "Neukölln martial arts school," he muttered and grinned. That was all I could get out of him, and I realized once again how little I actually knew about Nikki and his crazy family. I wouldn't have been surprised if he had started playing the piano or tap dancing.

    Nikki pulled a bottle of red wine out of his backpack. We sat on our sleeping bags in front of the tents, passed the bottle around, smoked, and lost ourselves in our thoughts.

    Suddenly Manu said, "Is someone smoking weed here?"

    Then louder: "Come on, Nikki!"

    Then more quietly: "Pass it over."

    Nikki passed the cigarette around. His hand-rolled cigarette looked kind of funny. That was probably because of the brown paper.

    Manu took a deep drag and passed the cigarette to Luna. Luna took two such deep drags that the cigarette almost burned out.

    "Hey, guys, this is damn good stuff, leave me some."

    Nikki grabbed the joint before it could reach me, and I was glad she did. Drugs and stuff like that really weren't my thing. Some of the idiots in our class regularly drank vodka at parties, and not just a little. I couldn't even smoke. I had only just started here on vacation, but only so I wouldn't look like a complete idiot in front of Luna and Manu. And now they were sitting here, smoking weed and getting sillier by the minute.

    Nikki was in top form, joking around and being pretty funny. At least Luna and Manu were shaking with laughter. I had never seen Nikki like this before. But then he looked at his watch, suddenly jumped up, and was back to his old self.

    "I have to go." And with that, he was gone.

    "What was that?" Manu was visibly irritated.

    "Well, that's Nikki. Always inscrutable and unpredictable. And always on a secret mission."

    We stayed behind, alone with our thoughts. Why were we the way we were? Why were there still so many idiots out there? Where would we be in ten years? Where did Nikki get the drugs and why was he always so restless? Was I in love with Saskia or Luna? As if I ever had a chance with Saskia. And what did I actually know about Luna, except that she lived in Deggendorf, which is somewhere in Bavaria, towards Czechia. As if I knew where Czechia was. Sure, we had learned all that in sixth grade, all our neighboring countries and their capitals. Only Heinz-Alfred could still rattle them off, but no one cared.

    "Deggendorf, in the middle of nowhere. The good thing about a village like that is that everyone knows everyone. And the stupid thing about a village like that is that everyone knows everyone. And then they talk so funny."

    Luna was actually from the Ruhr area, but her parents had separated two years ago and her mother had moved back to her hometown with Luna and her little sister. Her father, a mining engineer, stayed in Duisburg.

    "No one asked us. We had friends and our own lives. And Duisburg was great compared to Deggendorf. And anyway, I wanted to stay with Dad."

    After the separation, the three of them stayed with their grandparents for a while. To the delight of Luna's little sister, there were lots of animals on the small farm in Deggendorf. Luna would have been happy with just a cat.

    At first, everything went well. But soon there were the first arguments between Luna's mother and her parents. Sometimes it was about parenting, sometimes about some minor issue. At some point, an argument escalated and ended in mutual recriminations. A week later, the three of them moved into their own small rented apartment.

    After the move, Luna completely drifted away. She skipped school, and when she didn't skip, she disrupted classes until she was kicked out. Her mother was called to the school several times and promised improvement, but nothing changed. Then she made these strange friends, goths and punks.

    "They smoke weed, drink, and harass passersby. Don't go there." But Luna's mother had long since lost control. On the one hand, there was her job in the textile wholesale business, and on the other, raising her two sisters.

    And then one day Luna didn't come home at all and was only picked up by a patrol on the street three days later. What followed was a huge row at home with shouting and prohibitions. And at the next opportunity, the whole mess repeated itself. This time, Luna stayed away for a whole week, no message, no phone call. Luna's mother was stunned and stayed home for a week in case Luna got in touch. And once again, the police were there. But this time, , they didn't bring Luna home. That was her first time in the youth home. And more, longer stays followed.

    "Why are you doing this to us?" was all Luna's mother could say. But Luna herself didn't know why.

    "At least I'll spend the summer holidays with Dad." So her mother drove her to Regensburg and put her on the train to Duisburg.

    But she never arrived there. She had met Manu on the train, and in Cologne they had both decided to hitchhike to Holland.

    And now she was here—not quite in Holland, but pretty close. And especially close to me. Even though the two of them kept giggling and whispering to each other, I enjoyed lying here. Sometimes a strand of hair tickled my ear, sometimes her heel hit me when she turned abruptly toward Manu.

    I propped myself up on my elbows and looked across the grass toward the lake. It was almost a full moon, and there was a small bank of fog over the water.

    "I'm going to be right back."

    All I heard was a giggle from the ceiling. I got up and stretched my stiff legs. I carefully made my way to the washrooms. I definitely didn't want to run into the nerds, especially when Nikki wasn't there. But if the nerds wanted to get revenge on us, all they had to do was show up at our tent.

    As always, the washroom was brightly lit and stood out from the darkness like an alien spaceship that had just landed on the dark surface of an icy meteorite.

    I made sure I got there quickly and was gone again in no time. Anyone else would have just peed somewhere in the bushes. I could brush my teeth at the tent.

    The night was beautiful, but also getting cooler. I went to the kiosk, thinking maybe someone was playing table tennis and I could join in. I wasn't too bad at table tennis, not as good as the handsome Georg, but I was fast, had a straight backhand, and my serves were really cool.

    But no one was playing. Fred, the kiosk owner, was sitting on a wobbly plastic chair in front of the door, smoking and nodding at me.

    I strolled on toward the beach and from there to the pedal boats. In two or three strokes, I reached the boat with the little slide and sat down on top of the stairs. From there, I had a perfect view of the water, the beach, and the southern campground. I almost thought I could hear Luna and Manu giggling.

    Then I actually heard someone whispering nearby. I was curious. Had the two of them followed me? They were too stoned for that to be possible.

    I looked around and sure enough, two people were sitting close together diagonally in front of me.

    I recognized one of them immediately. He was a cool guy with long curly hair. Actually, he was the only one on the volleyball court that Luna and Manu didn't make fun of. He was pretty good-looking and didn't miss a moment to take off his T-shirt to show everyone his great body. And yes, he was also a great volleyball player, with jump serves and crazy smashes.

    I leaned forward to get a better look. The boat tilted under my weight and started to rock a little. Not much, but just enough to bump into the boat next to us, which in turn bumped into the next one, and so on—a domino effect.

    A split second later, the guy turned around and stared at me. But not only him, also the guy next to him. And that, no, that was Nikki.

    They both recognized me as quickly as I recognized them. The guy jumped up, but Nikki held him back. And I, I didn't even think about waiting to see what was about to happen. In two strides, I jumped from the ladder directly onto the dock and only turned around once I was on shore, still running. No one had followed me, but I just kept running anyway. I was pretty good at running, and when I was scared, I was almost impossible to catch.

    I only stopped at our tent. My blood was pounding in my ears and I was panting heavily as I collapsed onto the blanket next to Luna and Manu.

    "Wow, what kind of racket are you making?" Luna grumbled before falling back asleep. Only Manu was still awake.

    "Man, you look like you've seen a ghost. Are you really that pale, or is it the moon?"

    "Uh, Nikki, uh, Nikki is." I just had to talk to someone, but I was still totally out of breath.

    "So Nikki is, I mean, I saw Nikki with someone..."

    Manu had her head propped up on her elbow and looked at me amused.

    "So, what I'm trying to say is that..."

    "Nikki is gay?" Manu grinned broadly at me.

    "You're the super expert on matters of love. The whole campsite knows that. Actually, everyone except you." Manu obviously found this hilarious.

    And once again, I realized that I didn't really know anything about Nikki. Nikki, the inscrutable one, the fighting expert, Nikki of all people was into boys. Although I couldn't really imagine that and didn't want to.

    Of course, now I understood why Nikki was always so secretive and kept disappearing for no reason. Sure, we all knew some weird guys, had been to Christopher Street Day in Berlin, and had laughed ourselves silly at the flamboyant costumes. But ultimately, for us, being gay wasn't a destiny, more of an attitude toward life.
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