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	Introduction:

	After years of relentless chaos, endless searches for lost items, and constantly drifting from one thought to another (even while reading the very sentence you're reading right now), I finally decided it was high time to put my experiences with A.D.H.D. down on paper.
Not because I believed my stories would magically improve anyone’s life—no, that would be far too much credit for my scrambled brain.
But I thought, “Why not use a bit of humor to navigate the chaos of life?”

	After everything I’ve been through, I can honestly say that humor was the only way I managed to stay upright—without bouncing off the walls of my own house while on yet another sock-hunt.

	This book is not a self-help book.
Let me repeat that: not a self-help book.
Although, if you happen to feel a little better after reading about my dramatic crimes against logic, well, that’s a bonus.

	What you're getting here is an autobiography—but one that feels more like a wild ride with your eyes closed and your hands in the air.
A ride you never asked for, and one you’re not quite sure you can get off.
It’s a collection of chaos, self-deprecating humor, and unexpected moments that have quite literally (and figuratively) taken me from one surprise to the next.

	The title, HOCUS, FOCUS… Poof! is a fitting summary of how my focus works.
Or rather: how it doesn’t work.
My focus is like a dove vanishing from a magician’s sleeve—one moment it’s there, the next it’s gone, and I’m left standing with a blank stare and my hands in the air, trying to grasp something that makes absolutely no sense.
And if there’s one thing I excel at, it’s making my attention disappear.

	Think of the most mysterious magic trick you’ve ever seen—but without the flair, without the skill, and without even that slight sense of urgency a magician is supposed to have.
In my case, it’s just a constant, subtle state of panic the moment I realize I can’t find my keys… oh right, and I’ve lost them again!

	In this book, I mainly want to describe situations that are familiar to me—and hopefully to you as well.
I’m an expert in the fine art of sudden, explosive outbursts of anger, in impulsiveness that throws everything around me into disarray, and in the never-ending quest for a moment of peace in a world that seems to be screaming in my ear nonstop.

	And then there’s the endless repetition of everything:
A joke that gets told again and again,
The same question asked (and answered) a hundred times,
And that eternal loop of thoughts spinning in your head like a hamster on a treadmill.

	I plan to set all of this on fire with a generous dose of humor and self-mockery—because believe me, if I couldn’t laugh at myself, this would be one hell of a long ride.

	On top of that, I simply can’t deny you the daily struggle I have with the urge to explain everything in excruciating detail.
Everything always has to be analyzed, dissected, and narrated to whoever happens to be nearby—regardless of whether they’re already nodding off mid-sentence.
And while I’m telling these stories, there’s always that little voice in my head whispering:
“You do know you’re repeating yourself, right?”
And instead of ignoring it, I just say: “Yes, I know—but I can’t help it.”
Repetition is like an old friend who keeps showing up, even though you haven’t really needed his company in years.

	I was only diagnosed with A.D.H.D. later in life, and I have to admit—it was a relief.
No more looks of confusion, no more baffled comments about being “lazy” or “just not that interested.”
No, I finally had something solid to point to, something that gave me legitimate explanations for my own chaos.

	It was as if someone had finally mapped out the mess in my head and said:
“Yes, it’s perfectly normal that you don’t know where you are—because no one knows where they are on this map!”
And let’s be honest: if there’s one thing I truly excel at, it’s not knowing where I am—no matter which room I’m standing in.
I’m an expert at finding objects I’m absolutely not looking for (until I suddenly am looking for them), and the only thing that’s ever really kept me upright is that persistent sense of humor that somehow always got me through the walls.

	So no, this book won’t improve your life.
But it might make you laugh at my countless blunders—or help you realize that you’re not the only one living in a constant state of “Where the hell am I again?”
If you read this book, I hope you find a little comfort in it—or at the very least, permission to embrace your own chaos.
Because trust me, if I can learn to accept it all with a smile, then so can you.

	And yes, of course: if laughter truly is the best medicine, then consider this at least half a dose of fun.
It won’t cure everything, but it might offer a bit of relief.
Although fair warning: if you’re not careful, you might just get as lost in here as I do—with a grin on your face—and a brain scan proving I’m not as crazy as I look.
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	Chapter 1: My Toddler Years

	 

	As a child, I was a walking advertisement for cuteness:
Long, wavy white-blond hair that sparkled in the sunlight like a Sacred Heart statue at a disco, and an angelic face that would make even the Mona Lisa blush.
But, like so many beautiful things, it was too good to last.

	By the time hormones made their grand entrance, my flowing locks had been replaced by unruly reddish-brown springs that defied every attempt at styling.
The only style that ever worked was ‘controlled disaster.’

	A photo of me as a toddler would immediately make you consider adoption.
That is, until you spent five minutes in the same room with me.
That was usually just enough time to realize that silence was severely underrated.
Even as a preschooler, I was a multitasking tornado.
I’d enthusiastically start building a Lego house, but before the roof was even close to finished, I was already working on a puzzle and half-coloring a drawing.

	My attention span was shorter than the fuse of a firecracker, and within twenty minutes, the next “project” would be fished out of the toy bin.

	Now, I didn’t just have regular toy bins.
No, my parents had the budget-friendly idea of converting twenty-kilo laundry detergent barrels into toy containers.
These impressive tubs were packed with Lego bricks, wheels, and other building bits—most of which my younger brothers would try to eat on sight.

	I suspect Lego was still cheap back then, because with six kids in the house and a father with a military mindset, everything had to be done on a tight budget.

	My building projects always started with great hope: a solid foundation, neat exterior walls… but then came the doors and windows.
I’d always mess up the symmetry, or something wouldn’t fit right.
As soon as I realized my masterpiece was an aesthetic disaster, flinging the masterpiece into orbit around the barrel like a deranged astronaut.

	Then I’d run to my mother to demand justice for the cruel injustice that had befallen me, while my little brothers kept a safe distance.

	After a moment of comfort and a glass of fruit squash, I would usually move on to the kitchen table with colored pencils and a coloring book.

	But even that came with its challenges.
Half of the pencils were blunt—a direct result of my earlier creative bursts—and the the sharpener had vanished like a magician’s assistant—without applause.
As soon as I discovered that, my inner drama queen reared its glittery head.
The coloring book was ripped to shreds, and the pencils flew through the kitchen like tiny missiles.

	As punishment, I was sent to the kitchen corner, where I stared wide-eyed at the peeling wallpaper and quietly plotted my comeback.
And that usually came in the form of a puppet show.
With my puppet theatre and its three stars—Kasper, Nele, and the Devil—my chaotic holy trinity.

	The story always started sweetly: Kasper and Nele declaring their love for each other.
But the moment the Devil entered the stage, things quickly spiraled into chaos.
The puppet show turned into an all-out brawl, and poor Nele was always forgotten—mainly because I only had two hands.

	My mother, my only audience, would occasionally look up from the mountain of laundry she was ironing.
I only truly captured her attention when the Devil swung in with a dramatic “Goddammit!”
At that point, the iron would fly up, and my mother would stand up and firmly march me back to the kitchen corner.

	And so I stood there again, staring at the same flaky wallpaper, silently promising myself that my next project—whatever it would be—was going to be even grander.

	I actually remember quite a bit from those toddler years.
I can still see that apartment as clearly as if it were printed on the inside of my eyelids.

	And not from photos—this was the sixties, after all. Developing expensive prints of your living space wasn’t exactly a thing.

	I still remember the red lampshade, the oak cabinet with leaded glass and yellow curtains inside, and the brown velour couch.
According to my mother, they bought completely new furniture after we moved when I turned five.

	At that time, we were living in Siegen (Germany), in a region under Belgian military occupation.
My father was in the military, so we lived in a military neighborhood—tiny village-like communities with rows of identical apartments and little houses.

	It was a hilly area, perfect for sledding down in the winter.
Most of the time, I was walking hand-in-hand with my (older) sister, who—if necessary—had no problem smacking me if I tried to run off.

	Some names of childhood friends still linger in my memory:
There was Peter Parcel (whom I was convinced for years was actually called Parsley Pete), Kathleen Chickens, and some kid named Booger—to this day, I have no idea what his real name was.

	There are moments from my childhood that are etched into my brain like the scribbles of a caffeinated ghostwriter on deadline.
Take, for example, the incident with the German neighborhood kids.
Why we, as mini-vandals, decided that throwing rocks at “the Germans” was a great pastime—I honestly can’t recall.
Maybe it was because their footballs were always better, or because their bikes never squeaked.
Whatever the reason, it ended with a perfectly aimed rock to my forehead and an impressive amount of blood.

	My sister carried me home like a half-dead gladiator, where my mother took one look at me, turned ghostly pale, and nearly passed out herself.
I later learned I had transformed the couch and half the carpet runner into a horror movie set, with giant blood stains dripping like lava across the surface.

	And then there was that bizarre moment in the playground, when my oldest brother found me and the neighbor girl completely naked.
To this day, I don’t know why we thought nudist sprinting was a solid plan.
It probably seemed like a brilliant idea at the time.

	The naked truth is that I was sent to bed crying, without dinner, howling about the injustice of the world loud enough to rattle the walls.
Meanwhile, downstairs, my parents and brother were in stitches, laughing themselves silly over my “adventure.”
Tragic and embarrassing—like so much of my youth.

	Some memories are so absurdly vivid, you couldn’t make them up if you tried.
Like that time I snuck into an apartment building with a friend...

	Our brilliant plan?
To climb onto the roof and survey the whole neighborhood as if we were tiny conquerors.
It was a typical afternoon in the neighborhood. The sun wasn’t too bright, the birds weren’t particularly loud, and the sky was such a bland shade of blue that you’d never notice it unless you paused in perfect silence—and of course, it’s always in those moments of calm that trouble brews.

	My mother, had the brilliant idea of making herself a cup of coffee while eavesdropping on a rumor that the neighborhood police officer was nearby.
You know the type—he always shoved his hands into his pockets so obviously that you had to wonder: was he hiding some magical skeleton key for breaking and entering, or did he just really hate washing his hands?

	I, the ever-so-innocent five-year-old adventurer (read: toddler who lost all brain function at the thought of adventure), had already hatched a near-suicidal plan earlier that morning.
My friend Tom and I had decided that the world simply wasn’t complete without seeing it from above.
And so, armed with a death wish disguised as curiosity, we decided to climb to the rooftop of our apartment building.

	And now?
Now I was hiding under the kitchen table, eavesdropping on a deep and meaningful conversation between my mother and the hypnotized neighborhood officer, who apparently had had his eyes on us the entire time.

	They weren’t standing on the porch, no.
They weren’t waving signs that said “Heavy Fines” or “Dangerous Heights.”
Oh no—this was far more theatrical: an endless debate about “natural behavior” and “parental responsibility.”

	Apparently, the officer had been talking about “monitoring the small enterprises of the village,” when my mother, with her signature flair, attempted to wrap him in her web of maternal charm and shameless excuses.

	“Officer,” she began, and you should’ve heard her speak.
She had that voice—you know, the kind that makes you feel like someone’s gently wrapping you in a warm blanket while asking where you hid the evidence.

	“What on earth do you think that boy was feeling up there?
Don’t you think he might have felt like an explorer—standing tall, seeing the world from a new angle? Shouldn’t that be something to be proud of?”

	The officer glanced uncertainly toward the kitchen.
“Well, ma’am, I believe it was more dangerous than anything to be proud of... I mean, two toddlers on a rooftop—that’s hardly what I’d call a playground.”

	Ah, of course!
The neighborhood officer—the weary enforcer of the law—probably couldn’t stand kids who wanted to leave their own mark on society.
But, as always, my mother, with her masterful command of human interaction, launched her next attack.

	“Certainly,” she said, “but imagine this: they were pushing their boundaries! Maybe they even developed a better understanding of gravity.
Don’t you think the next time they see another kid climbing a tree, they’ll think: ‘Nah, I’m going higher!’”

	She said it with such dazzling conviction, you’d almost believe she had tried it herself (which she hadn’t, but she definitely gave off the vibe that she had and just wasn’t telling).

	The officer rubbed his face, possibly trying to shake off the mental image of two toddlers armed with dangerous ideas.
“Well... it was definitely a unique kind of exploration,” he admitted begrudgingly.
“Still, I’d say it’s less than ideal for a five-year-old to plan his own rooftop expedition.”

	There I sat, silently under the table—just like Tom, who was probably at home on his couch with a big grin and a stick in his hand, ready for his next grand adventure.
We both knew what was going on: that officer had seen us.
He had seen how we, tiny survivors, had built our confidence up in the clouds.

	And my mother—explaining every detail of my “entrepreneurial behavior” with the finesse of a seasoned diplomat—was our negotiator.
She hadn’t said it outright, but he knew: we were two little fearless explorers, just out there “exploring,” without any concept of safety.
But hey, who does think about that when you’re five years old and the roof looks like a much cooler playground than the sandbox?

	“I assume this is all over now, right?” asked the officer, his tone bordering on conciliatory.

	“Yes,” my mother replied, in the soft voice of someone perfectly aware of her own innocence.
“But believe me, if you’d ever seen that view, you’d understand why he longed so much to escape his little world—just for a moment.”

	She turned toward me and smiled.
“Right, little one?”

	I froze under the table, but my eyes gave me away—it was obvious I wasn’t particularly worried about “getting away with it,” as long as there was no punishment involved.
The conversation ended in an awkward silence, during which the neighborhood officer probably decided he should focus more on actual crime than on the rooftop antics of two little men with big dreams.

	My mother wrapped up her brilliant defense by assuring him that “a light correction” might be in order, but that there was no need to sound any alarms—toddlers would be toddlers, and the roof was now officially off-limits.

	As the officer left, my mother gave me a secretive smile.
“That was quite the adventure, wasn’t it?” she said.
I nodded, still trying to understand why I hadn’t become at least a little famous for a stunt like that.

	And so, without ever saying it out loud, we all knew what had happened.
It became a little secret shared between a toddler, his mother, and a cop—one no one would ever truly reveal.

	My mother had a photo album in which our family had been immortalized, and flipping through it felt like a cringeworthy trip down memory lane.
Take, for instance, that school photo where we all stood neatly in blue V-neck sweaters, wearing fake shirt fronts and bright red bowties underneath.

	Yes, fake shirts.
Just a collar and a patch of fabric to make it look like you were wearing a full button-up.
I suspect this fashion nightmare was invented by a seamstress who deeply hated children.

	My father was the opposite of all this chaos.
In my eyes, he was half a superhero.
He did high jump and long jump in the army, and we were often allowed to tag along to his competitions and barracks visits.

	His trophy cabinet was filled with pewter plates and gleaming cups that left us in awe—though it was really his ultimate stunt that left us speechless:
He claimed he could jump across the roof of our house.

	And he organized this feat with military precision.
We kids had to stand out in front while he got a running start.
Then we’d sprint through the house to the backyard… to catch him landing.

	The only problem was my mother, who invariably walked in with a grocery bag at exactly the wrong moment—ruining our perfect timing every single time.
By the time we got to the backyard, all we ever saw was the landing.
There stood my father, hands on hips, grinning like a general who had just won a glorious battle.

	My childhood was a chaotic string of drama and hilarity.
But as my mother once said:
“You can laugh about it now, but back then, I wanted to paste you behind the wallpaper.”

	Luckily, she never actually did—because that peeling wallpaper in our kitchen corner would never have been able to contain my childish brilliance.

	Our trips to Kaufhof were some of the best memories I had.
The candy aisle with Kinder Chocolate, Brause (that foaming stuff that made you look like you were having a seizure), and Nimm 2 (those rock-hard lemon candies).
And all of that stuff still exists, by the way.
I was in Aachen recently and left the store with a shopping cart full of childhood memories.

	My mother was the sweetest woman you could imagine.
She had the patience of a saint and a smile that could calm a hurricane—but she had a secret: she was actually a master multitasker.
Her greatest talent?
Dragging all six of us around—usually by bus—on errands to the city.

	No problem, she figured. Just park them in a corner with a book and some toys, and voilà! Hours of peace and quiet.
Well—everyone except little Stefan.

	Because the moment my feet hit the ground, I was no longer a boy.
No—I was The Flash.

	It took all of twenty seconds before I was zooming around the store, touching everything, flipping things over, and destroying anything not bolted to the floor.
Everything from the latest gadgets to the most delicate stacks of brochures passed lovingly through my hands like a whirlwind.

	The endpoint of these escapades?
Usually, I’d already be clutching my mother’s arm like a spinning top, twisting and turning in a desperate attempt to escape my own energy.

	Back then, there was no such thing as an A.D.H.D. diagnosis.
I was simply labeled “that annoying little brat.”

	But there were benefits: everywhere I went, I was welcomed with cookies, candy, and toys—all in a desperate attempt to keep my hyperactivity under control.
It worked for about five minutes.
Maximum.

	My extended family had a very different view of my visits.
They admitted that whenever they saw my parents approaching in the distance—with me—they would go into a full-blown panic and hide all valuables in the cupboards.
I had that effect.
“Oh no, here he comes! Hide everything!”

	Maybe it was the way my eyes sparkled.
Maybe it was the speed at which I took over a room.
Who knows?

	And then there were the mood swings.
Oh, those were legendary—going from zero to rage or tears in seconds, often for no reason at all.
Sometimes simply because I couldn’t find my own socks.

	Even at the playground, kids would instinctively take a step back when I showed up.
I was their first introduction to the concept of stress.
If there had ever been a school for “emotional disasters,” I would’ve graduated with honors.

	I was also the enfant terrible of the neighborhood.
In the middle of winter, you’d see me running outside with no coat, no hat, nothing.
And then, on a school day, I once realized I had stepped onto the bus still wearing my pajama pants.
A few more times, I wandered dreamily off the schoolyard only to discover I had missed my bus home.
Which meant hours of waiting until my father finished work and came to pick me up—followed, of course, by a proper scolding.
I could recite those by heart.

	One thing I remember clearly is riding our tricycles to a field with a friend—
a field so vast, all you could see was the horizon.
And we?
We were absolutely convinced the world ended there.

	Because when you’re small, the world seems enormous—
and your subconscious tricks you into believing the most bizarre things.

	All those adventures.
All that chaos.
And yet, looking back, I have enormous respect for my parents,
who weathered the storm with so much patience and gave me a loving childhood—without ever raising a hand to me.
That might have been their greatest achievement of all.

	Thankfully, the hyperactive phase faded around age six—though I suspect my mother quietly lost a few nerves along the way.

	 

	 

	Chapter 2: My Childhood Years

	 

	It was the era of the flower power revolution—the groovy seventies—when everyone thought the world could be changed with a little love, some flowers in your hair, and a couple of joints.
You wandered around with your feet in sandals that hadn’t seen soap in three months, and your hair looked like it had auditioned for a fried snack commercial..

	It was the time of Love and Peace, and at the same time, the golden age of head lice.
We had more of them than an unwashed sheep in a cage.
And if you were really unlucky, your school years were “enriched” by having your head shaved by the school nurse—who apparently thought you were part of some spiritual cult, rather than just a casualty of a particularly itchy epidemic.

	During this glorious period, the study of mental disorders wasn’t exactly front-page news.
What was high on the scientific agenda? Experimenting with psychedelics.
Your parents had never heard of ADHD, let alone considered sticking a label on you just because you had trouble sitting still.

	Back then, they called it “hyperkinetic syndrome” or “minimal brain dysfunction.”
What a beautiful euphemism!
They simply saw it as a lack of movement and an excess of impulsivity—and that was that.

	If you were really having a hard time, people might quietly mutter that you had “bad parents.”
Seriously—I still remember how my parents were looked at as if they had personally invented chaos, simply because I had a knack for overenthusiastic, impulsive behavior.

	But sadly for me, no one ever thought about calming me down—
in fact, no one saw it as anything serious.

	That’s when the real adventure began: “real” school.
Endless hours of sitting upright at a desk—those soul-crushing stretches of time where you had no clue why you were there, other than the fact that you had to be and were supposed to “pay attention.”
And believe me, paying attention was not exactly my greatest talent.

	When the teacher asked a question, it felt like I was trying to swim to the bottom of the ocean.

	And while I sat there, lost deep inside my own brain, I thought,
“If I just tighten my shoes a little more, maybe I’ll disappear.”
And I’m not joking, folks.
If there’s one sentence in my life that rings completely true, it’s this:
“I wished the ground would open up and swallow me.”

	In my case, I didn’t just sink—I plunged straight to the earth’s core.
Honestly, if I could bottle that feeling and sell it, I’d be a millionaire.

	And then there were the bathroom breaks.
Oh yes, you read that right—I simply didn’t dare to ask if I could go to the toilet.
So when I finally did—always the last kid to leave the room—it was usually with wet pants and a yellow puddle left behind under my chair, proof that I was fighting a guerrilla war against my own bladder.

	But in the midst of all that school misery, there was a sanctuary: comic books.

	My mother used to say, “A bomb could go off next to you and you still wouldn’t notice!”
And honestly, that was a spot-on assessment of my concentration span.

	Every Saturday, when we went shopping, there was one mission:
getting to the newsstand to buy the latest Beetle Baily comic with my pocket money.
Within ten minutes in the car, I’d finished the whole thing.
And once the adventure was over, my soul felt deeply disappointed.

	It was a real celebration when a new Spike and Suzy came out—
but that only happened once a month if you were lucky.

	And then there was the “Comic newspaper”—the holy grail of cheap entertainment:
a newspaper full of comic strips that could keep you busy for hours.

	But don’t get me wrong—I was also an outdoor kid.

	What does that mean in practice?
I was a walking daydream, constantly on the lookout for fairies and gnomes in the woods, wearing shorts (even when it was freezing), armed with a scarf and sometimes even my dad’s military gear.

	It was all part of my grand plan to escape the grey, boring reality and send my mind off of grand adventures.

	The only time I was truly calm was when I was wandering around inside my own head, and the world around me simply ceased to exist.

	Peter was my neighbor and, as you can imagine, a walking catastrophe with a big smile.
His hair was pure white—you’d think he was a failed albino who had spent too much time in the sun.
But no, his nickname was simply "Whitey", because when he stood in the sunlight, you’d honestly start to wonder whether your eyelids had simply disappeared from all that glare.

	What I lacked in self-confidence, Peter made up for—double, no, triple.
It was as if he’d been born in the body of a boy, but with the egos of five men who were all convinced they were Michael Jordan.

	Together, we were a perfect match, like a superhero duo:
me, the shy little mouse, and him, the elephant in the room who had no concept of personal space.
My introverted nature was tested daily by Peter.
Without him, I’d never have learned how to start a conversation—
or worse: how to function in a group without freezing like a fridge that just realized the door was open.

	Thanks to Whitey, I was forced into social interaction,
even though I often just wanted to sit in a corner and stare at a flower.

	We lived in the Kempen—a wooded region with everything you could ask for in an ideal childhood: trees, lakes, meadows, and... fire hazards.

	Peter’s dad was a carpenter, which meant he had unlimited access to wood, nails, and other dangerous tools.
With that power, we built our forest huts—
which, like our youthful imagination, amounted to little more than a few sticks and a hammer.
But that didn’t bother us.

	We were artists, we thought.
The kind of artists who lit entire forests on fire with matches—because fire was our god.

	And then there were those roof nails—a terrifying invention that must have come from a desperate plumber with poor impulse control.
We thought it was genius to hammer those long metal pins into trees so we could climb them like jungle explorers.

	What could possibly go wrong?

	Well, I’ll tell you: everything.

	One day I slipped off one of those nails and started tumbling toward the ground like a rubber bouncy ball from hell.
I hit more body parts on the way down than a soggy newspaper slamming into wet pavement on a rainy day. When I finally stopped falling, I discovered that my upper arm was no longer pointing in the expected direction.
Instead, my bone had decided to treat me to a bonus anatomy lesson—showing me things like yellow fat and actual veins.
Lovely.

	Peter, of course, made the brilliant decision to run off in blind panic to tell my mother I had just performed the legendary fall of the century.
When she arrived—sobbing, hysterical, flapping around like a headless chicken—I was calmly staring at my open arm.
I observed the wound with the same kind of fascination you have when watching a new TV show: you know it’s going nowhere, but you keep watching anyway.

	“This is pretty interesting,” I thought.

	My mother probably assumed her son was either dead or at least partially dismembered, but I wasn’t scared at all.
As usual in situations where normal people would freeze in terror, I instead entered super-focus mode.
No panic, no drama, just… “Huh. That’s a really nice-looking piece of bone.”

	Every Sunday, the saga continued: Peter and I, the dynamic duo of the Kempen, would go to the Scouts.
And not just any Scouts—we were cubs: the crème de la crème of the youth movement.
We were greener than a cactus in the rain, dressed in outfits that would make even baby commandos blush.

	Green sweater, brown shorts, a green cap with golden trim (because obviously, we needed to stand out in the woods),
a scarf so green it probably had a higher gold-to-fabric ratio than actual treasure,
and a belt buckle so shiny you could use it as a mirror to reflect your shame.

	Our leader was Akela, the only person who apparently never realized that “jungle” and “Scouts” were two completely different concepts.
All the other leaders had names from The Jungle Book, which made us feel like we were off on an adventure with Tarzan and his crew—minus the wild animals or the cool monkeys.

	But hey, you had to do it for something—and that something was the glorious badge you got after mastering a few completely useless skills, like “tying knots” or “pretending to do a good deed by giving someone your candy so they’d shut up.”

	Those badges made everything worth it.

	Earning one felt like graduating from university—
at least, that’s what I thought while proudly admiring the buttons on my uniform.

	What we did was essentially the perfect recipe for a gloriously pointless childhood:
we went on forest quests, made pancakes (and of course, ate them), joined the carnival parade,
and sang like the Three Wise Men in exchange for cake.

	And whoever found the little bean in their slice was crowned king—
which, in our world, was the equivalent of earning half a star on your glowing youth movement résumé.

	But the highlight of the year? Camp!
Three weeks of sleeping in a tent, cooking your own food, swimming in ponds that were probably sponsored by the local frog enthusiast club,
fishing with a homemade line (which usually ended with me hooking my own finger),
and long expeditions that were really just attempts to find hiding places far away from the leaders, who had already labeled me “that crazy kid.”

	Until Peter’s ‘brilliant’ brain kicked into action again.

	After lunch—which always tasted like “I really hope this isn’t old shoe leather”—we’d get a few hours of free time.
Naturally, Peter and I would head off into the forest—toward the nearby village.

	Peter, however, had other plans.
Plans that could have immediately filled the first few chapters of a book called How to Start the Biggest Criminal Enterprise of Your Life.

	“Let’s race!” he said, pointing at a small house with a scooter parked in front.

	A scooter without a lock—which was already a terrible sign,
but to Peter, it was like a glowing invitation straight out of a low-budget crime film.

	“Stay here. This cannot possibly end well!” I warned.
But Peter had already decided that life was far more interesting on the forbidden path.

	Before I knew it, he was up the driveway and had his hands on the scooter.

	“Wait a minute—that thing is old, ugly, and half the tires are flat!” I shouted.
But Peter was already straddling the handlebars, pushing that miserable Zündapp like he was aiming for 100 km/h—or a spontaneous engine explosion.

	When the engine finally coughed to life (I still don’t know if it was the motor or just our nerves backfiring), Peter shouted:
“Hop on!”

	And I did what any rational person would do in a moment like that:
I jumped on, convinced this was going to be my final ride on Earth.

	Peter took off like a lunatic—tires screeching and at a speed I usually only associate with Formula One tracks.

	“You’re going to get us killed!” I screamed, mentally tying my will to the soles of my shoes.

	But Peter was relentless.
“No brakes!” he suddenly shouted, as we hurtled toward a tree at a speed more suited to a stuntman than a boy scout.

	With a scream that sounded suspiciously like a chicken being yanked from the fridge, he yanked the scooter sideways.
We slid across the gravel, and I could literally feel the rocks slicing through my clothes like a knife through butter.

	When the chaos finally settled, we assessed the damage:
the scooter was now nothing more than a rusted heap, the chain had popped off, and gasoline was dripping from the tank.

	My clothes?
Shredded. As ready for the trash as my hopes of surviving the ride.

	But Peter, ever the pragmatic optimist, came up with a brilliant idea:
“Let’s just say we fell out of a tree.”
Genius, right?

	Unfortunately for us, Akela was already waiting—radiating the fury of a jungle leader who’d just missed lunch—flanked by a squad of group leaders ready to send us home.

	That very same day, our parents were called to pick us up.
What an adventure.
What a scout experience.

	 

	Every summer, our family would also go on a trip to the Belgian coast.
And no, not to a luxurious hotel or some charming bed & breakfast—
but to Koksijde!

	Yes, Koksijde: that picturesque little corner of Belgium with two main features—sand... and being far away from everything.

	We stayed in a bungalow park built specifically for military families,
which kind of ruined the holiday vibe, because you always felt like you were under surveillance by a bunch of grumpy sergeants.

	The beds in our bungalow were strictly military grade:
metal bunk beds with spring mattresses that felt more like trampolines than sleeping surfaces.

	And the blankets?
So rough you had to wonder if they’d once been repurposed army tent fabric.

	But hey—there were loads of kids, the playground was massive, and there was even a cinema!

	And the absolute best part?
It was only 10 kilometers from the beach!

	So, if you felt like jumping into the sea, you had to wait until Dad felt like driving you to that icy mass of water.
But for him, it was the perfect setup: he dropped us off, drove straight back to the bungalow, and spent the rest of the day blissfully buried in his newspaper.

	We jumped, dove, and splashed around—the water was cold enough to make a polar bear shiver, but who cared?
Hours in that freezing sea and we came out as wrinkled as an old paper tissue.

	But luckily, there was always something to boost your mood: warm waffles or soft serve ice cream!
Back then, you couldn’t just find soft ice cream in our villages—it was like discovering a diamond on the beach.
I looked forward to it all year.

	And then there were the Arcade—now those were a proper party.
We roamed around like hungry wolves, while my pocket money evaporated within five minutes on the most useless junk ever invented in the history of toys.

	But hey—those little flip pictures in the machines!
You had to tilt them back and forth to see two different images.
Pure magic! I was absolutely fascinated, collected them all, and proudly built my own solo collection album.

	On the boulevard, the booths offered prizes so unrealistic you had to wonder if they’d ever actually hand them out.
But there was one thing that mattered: the skateboard race.
If you were fast enough, you could win a brand-new, beautifully painted skateboard.
Not one of those cheap plastic things I was forced to ride.

	With trembling knees, I stood at the starting line.
“3... 2... 1... Go!”

	I pushed off with so much force it felt like my feet were chewing through the pavement.
I was flying—but the course was shaped like a plate of overcooked spaghetti littered with pebbles.
My skateboard shook like a straw in a storm.

	A few seconds later, I landed face-first with a half-flip,
and my skateboard collapsed into some sort of geometrically inspired disaster.

	My front tooth?
Gone.
Probably lying somewhere far away—keeping company with the other lost souls of the skatepark.

	With bloody knees, I limped off the stage, the laughter of my “opponents” echoing in my ears, and the concerned looks from adults who probably knew I needed to report to my mother for a new skateboard.

	But unfortunately, that came later.

	When I got home, I didn’t get scolded for the gaping wounds on my knees—
no, the real crime was the rip in my pants.

	That was the real problem back then: a torn pair of trousers!
Nowadays, they’d rush you off in an ambulance.
Back then?
Ah well, a bit of tearing wasn’t considered a tragedy.

	Thankfully, there was always something to do.
The next day, we went to the fish auction, which was amazing!

	Fishing boats coming in, nets full of sharks, starfish, and creatures that looked like something out of a horror movie.
What a spectacle!

	Until I slipped on the wet dock floor, risking my life like a kamikaze pilot on a giant, slimy ice rink—sliding straight toward the water.
Luckily, my dad had just enough strength to grab my jacket in time—before I became fish food.

	That made two near-death experiences under my belt.

	And it wasn’t the first time I’d been in danger—
think back to the school bus incidents in Germany,
where the doors suddenly clamped shut on my foot and I had to hop alongside the moving bus like a deranged kangaroo.

	The driver never even noticed!
Thankfully, some heroic mothers saved me from certain doom.

	But anyway—after all those near-disasters, we’d always end the day at the campground disco.
Of course, I wasn’t allowed in—too young!

	Instead, I went with my mom to the campsite restaurant,
where she’d order us both a Rodenbach beer with grenadine.

	That was her “specialty.”
Sugar in alcohol—to weaken the booze, she said.

	Apparently, the secret to a sweet coma on New Year’s Eve
was dosing the kids into a deep sleep,
so the adults could celebrate the evening in secret while we drooled on the couch.

	But hey, we had bingo!
And I won—twice!
A fruit juicer and a bottle of red wine! What a jackpot!

	There was also a circus, but that turned out to be a disaster:
elderly trapeze artists who looked like your grandpa’s poker buddies,
a clown with a beer belly, and two lions who clearly thought they were already retired.

	Still, we had fun.

	Yes, that was the Belgian coast holiday.
Packed with adventure, chaos, and an endless quest for the ultimate treat—
which usually ended in dramatic failure.

	Ah well, that was childhood vacation.

	But we came home tan, exhausted, and (somehow) refreshed—
and I was happy to see my friends again.

	Because in the neighborhood where we lived, every day was a party.
And no, not the kind with quiet coffee chats and civilized conversation—
but a daily brawl for the title of “Toughest Street Warrior.”

	Our playground was more of a battleground than a play area—
a warzone of sandpits, jungle gyms, and, for a few of us,
knots of rope and sticks that served as our personal arsenal.

	Bruce Lee, Chuck Norris, and the legendary duo Bud Spencer & Terence Hill were our gods,
and our mission was simple:
try to kill each other in the most spectacular action scenes imaginable.

	Picture this:
a sandpit where we launched flying kicks that would defy belief even in slow motion,
climbing frames transformed into stunt platforms for acrobatic flips straight out of kung fu films,
and stick-and-string weapons that were supposed to be nunchakus—
but in reality were just wobbly wooden tools that couldn’t knock over a bag of sand, let alone another boy.

	But we didn’t care.

	Bruises, scrapes, holes in our heads from missed flying kicks?
Those were badges of honor.

	The parents? They didn’t even blink.
They wouldn’t lift an eyebrow from their knitting or their newspaper.

	They had probably long realized that the neighborhood kids were more likely to end up with their own hospital ward than a spot in swimming lessons.

	And then, of course... there were the girls.
Ah yes, the girls.
That’s where the real challenge lay for me.

	Not that they did anything in particular—
just their mere presence was enough to send my nervous system into full-blown panic mode.

	See, for all my friends, it was perfectly normal to smile at a girl, chat a bit, or—if you were really bold—share a kiss.
But for me, it was like trying to communicate with an alien species... without a manual.

	Every time a girl looked in my direction, I turned into the human version of a traffic light.
And not the mellow yellow that says, “Hey, I’m chill!”
No—bright red.
Fire truck red.
And not one of those sleek modern fire trucks either—
I mean the clunky old ones with the massive sirens on top.

	And the drama didn’t stop there.

	My friends had all kissed someone by then,
and for me, that felt like climbing Mount Everest—without oxygen.
So close, and yet impossibly far.

	It was like a dream only meant for the cool kids—
definitely not for someone who went through more facial color changes than a sped-up time-lapse of a tomato.

	Confidence-wise, I was about as stable as a wasp stuck in a bicycle wheel.
I figured everyone went through this—right?

	What I didn’t know then was that I didn’t just feel inferior because I lacked any clue about lip-to-lip protocol—
but also because of the brilliant, stubborn, and sideways way of thinking that’s typical of someone with ADHD.

	I had somehow convinced myself I was less than the others,
as if it were some kind of automatic reflex.

	It was like I had bought all the presents from the shop, but never unwrapped the box.
A terrible idea—but hey, I was just a kid.

	And then, years later, something funny happened when I ran into those same girls again...

	Not “funny” in the ha-ha sense,
but funny in the “wait—what?!” sense.

	Apparently, I had come across as arrogant and disinterested back then.
Yeah, I know. Arrogant.
Me. Arrogant!

	The only thing arrogant about me was the sheer terror I felt whenever I tried to talk to a girl—
while they, apparently, thought I believed I was too cool or something.

	Oh, and let’s not forget my fantastic nickname: “Fatty.”
What a treat that was!
A nickname gifted to me by my brothers, which I wore with pride—
as if it was a universal excuse for everything I felt inferior about.

	Because when you’re called “Fatty,” it means you don’t need to worry about the little things in life—
like confidence, or not humiliating yourself on the school playground.

	And the worst part?
I believed it.

	I saw myself as a rolling ball of self-loathing,
but what was really going on was that I was stuck inside my own head.
And believe me, I’d need the rest of my life to untangle that head.

	Then there was the bullying,
the pre-installed software of childhood:
I got my fair share—both at home and in the schoolyard.

	You didn’t see yourself as fat.
You just were “Fatty.”
And that was that.

	At home, space was scarcer than a cool breeze in the Sahara.
We slept four to a room—my sister and eldest brother (who apparently could do math) had their own little kingdom.
The rest of us—the less privileged tribe—camped out in a bedroom where you could smell each other before you saw each other.

	The room was so small that even the air felt claustrophobic.
We slept in bunk beds—
which is to say: two metal disasters with adventurous spring mattresses that really only qualified as “beds” because they looked like them.

	The sound they made?
Like a barking dog with a drumstick performing a one-man concert every night.

	Of course, I slept in the bottom bunk, which was fine—
as long as you weren’t too attached to the universal laws of physics,
which dictate that everything that falls—like, say, your brother—might eventually land on your head.

	See, my brother had this unexplainable habit of falling out of his top bunk every single night—
like some kind of human meteor, crashing down with a velocity and force that could wake the neighbors.

	Sometimes I’d catch sight of him mid-air,
a chaotic explosion of limbs and panic,
followed by a crash so loud it made the bunk bed tremble and my soul temporarily leave my body.

	And as a final flourish, he’d always let out a scream that could make a lion blush.

	Half-asleep and crying, he’d crawl back up like a drunken robot walking in the wrong direction,
and begin the long, pitiful climb to the top bunk again.

	And then it was my turn—
to give that miraculous protrusion under his butt a good, well-aimed kick.
Because I figured he should at least get something in return for his nightly kamikaze landings.

	And yes—you guessed it: I pretended to be asleep.
It was the most brilliant strategy in the history of bedtime trilogies.

	 

	School, oddly enough, was the perfect escape from the emotional and physical chaos at home.
There were actually some pretty entertaining moments—especially if you approached school subjects with a sense of humor.

	Take art class, officially called visual education,
but in reality, it was more about crafting sentences only understood by toddlers while smearing glue on your elbows.

	My favorite part was painting.

	I had an artistic streak from a young age—especially around Santaclaus time,
when I would unleash an avalanche of crayon creations and drop them in my shoe daily.

	Finding the perfect drawing was an art in itself,
though I’m pretty sure Sinterklaas was never truly impressed by my “masterpieces.”

	In class, I wasn’t exactly showing signs of becoming the next Picasso,
especially not compared to the other “artists” in the room.

	Their drawings weren’t just good—they were flawless,
mini-masterpieces that made my work look like cave art drawn by someone with no hands.

	But I didn’t give up.

	Clay was my salvation.

	Not the smooth, pastel-colored Play-Doh stuff you find today—
but the kind of clay that looked like it came straight out of the ground: half-dry, brown, and full of character.

	I was convinced that if I just poked at a lump of clay long enough,
a masterpiece would eventually emerge.

	What came out usually looked like a wrecked animal,
but hey—I gave myself permission to fail.

	It was about the feeling!

	I felt Zen, happy, and absolutely certain I was going to be the next Michelangelo,
even though I had no clue what a lion was actually supposed to look like.

	And then there was music class.
What an adventure!

	The recorder was a must-have for every child,
but since my brothers had already thoroughly spit-blasted every flute in the house before I came along,
I ended up with a “vintage” model—
coated in a crust of dried spit and mystery paint flakes that flaked off with every wrong note I blew.

	Still, practicing Morning Mood from Peer Gynt was a straight-up disaster.
I’m pretty sure the neighborhood is still wearing ear protection.

	But I did it!
More than thirty years later, I’d still be able to pick up a recorder and create a full-blown symphony—
though I fear it would sound more like a symphonic ambulance siren.

	Our musical talent?
Yeah… not exactly Carnegie Hall level.
It was chaos.
Pure, glorious chaos.

	Especially when we put together our “orchestra.”

	The xylophone briefly stole the show—
but the triangle and the hand drum were the real drama queens.

	We didn’t care about music theory.
The joy was in the mess.

	And when we weren’t creating musical mayhem, we were singing in front of the class.
Which was great fun—for everyone except those who had to listen to my tragically off-key voice.

	I can assure you: I was not a budding opera singer.

	And then there was the unforgettable religious education class.

	Now, you should know—we weren’t exactly devout churchgoers.
But that wasn’t a problem.
Because every week, we had the opportunity to cleanse our souls—
a.k.a., we went to confession.

	What does a child even have to confess?
That you gave your mom a dirty look once?

	But we had to come up with something, because apparently no one is without sin—
so we stood in line for the confessional, nerves running all the way down to our toes.

	My confessions were always weak excuses:
“I swore. I hit my sister.”

	The priest must’ve thought we kids were a very special kind of species—
because our sins were so trivial, even God would have struggled to come up with a proper punishment.

	And the church itself?
Honestly, I always found it a creepy place.
Cold and empty—like a hallucination from a bad movie.

	That holy atmosphere?
Yeah… cold and empty, with every fart echoing like a cannon shot across the stone arches.

	One of my classmates had a theory:
“The church is cold because hell is so hot.”
Oddly comforting.

	It was as if, even as a child, I was already getting a preview of what it meant to live somewhere between belief, chaos, and a general state of confusion.

	But hey, it wasn’t about what happened up there in the sky—
it was about what you could make with your own hands,
even if that was usually a clay monster with four crooked legs.

	But then there was… Dutch class!
For me, it was the equivalent of pure joy—
like a kid being handed a box of fireworks for the first time.

	Words were like friends you could hold in your hands, shape, and suddenly bring to life on paper.

	Writing wasn’t a chore—it was an adventure,
a search for silly inventions and bizarre twists from the depths of my imagination.

	Why?
Because I was just good at it.

	Yep, it’s true.

	My talent for writing probably didn’t come solely from some mysterious artistic gift I believed I had—
but also because, thanks to an extraordinary transformation of fate,
I had written thousands of pages of punishment assignments.

	Mostly for math.
A subject where I always managed to turn “concentration” into something more like a surrealist art form.

	Punishment work was my destiny,
but at the same time, it became my palette.

	Mr. Janssen, hero of the hour, stood before the class like some kind of zen master—
always patient, always smiling, and never far from a joke.

	While we sat there like a bunch of little monkeys wrestling with grammatical nightmares,
he was the Yoda of the Dutch language—minus the green face and the lightsaber.

	He had a gift for correcting the most horrific grammatical disasters
with a smile that seemed to say,
“Ah well, at least you gave it a shot—and that’s what counts.”

	Everyone respected him.

	But my respect for him was mostly based on the fact that he somehow always managed to correct my flaws
in a way that didn’t feel like correction at all.
He did it with a kind of flair that could even wrap my shame in a warm blanket.

	And then there was the legendary punishment work.
You know the one—
that moment during a dull math lesson when you ask, “Why are bananas curved?”
and feel the uncontrollable urge to write it down,
even though you know full well you’re probably digging your own grave.

	Because I was that classmate—
the one constantly distracted (I mean, how can you focus on fractions when you’ve got an entire universe in your head?)—
I was always the one who had to fill hundreds of pages with:
“I must pay better attention in class!”

	It was misery.
But also… an opportunity for my creative soul.

	Because after a few pages, I stopped writing the sentence word-for-word.
Instead, I started to genuinely ask why bananas were curved,
why Willy Alberti kept singing in my head,
and—best of all—why Wimpy Willie was everywhere.

	You know, that one hit by André van Duin that had everyone laughing till they cried—
except me.
I was probably the only one who took it seriously and actually wrote it down as some kind of metaphysical essay.

	And yes, it was undeniable:
my thoughts were running completely wild.

	I started writing stories about flying saucers,
and how to fry the perfect sunny-side-up egg—
an epic tale that, in my mind, was destined to reshape the literature of the future.

	But alas, something interrupted my glorious, handwritten adventures:
Kristina.

	She was the girl of my dreams—
the blonde beauty who sat next to me in class,
but whom I never dared to look at, let alone speak to.

	No, I was too shy, too clumsy, too... basically everything except the cool guy she probably imagined in her head.
So instead of talking to her, I decided to express my love in another way: through my punishment assignment.

	Yes, that’s right.
I dedicated an entire page to my love for Kristina.
In it, I described the glorious future we would have together—married, with children, living in a gigantic castle straight out of a fairytale.

	But hey, it was all fiction, right?
I mean, who on earth would ever see it?

	And then it happened—the kind of moment you pray will never happen, but deep down you know is inevitable.

	That catastrophic moment when the school secretary walked into the classroom...

	Oh yes, him—that always impeccably dressed man who entered every room like he was the Prime Minister himself,
always carrying a stack of papers no one ever understood,
but which, without fail, sent the entire school into panic.

	We had to stand up and chant in unison:
"Good morning, Mister Secretaaaaaary!"

	The tension in the room was thick enough to cut with a plastic spoon.
You could feel the announcement brewing.

	And sure enough—it came.

	The secretary held something in his hands—something that made my heart stop.

	“I have here a punishment assignment from Stefan,” he declared,
as if he had just uncovered the greatest treasure since the Mona Lisa.

	My face turned the color of a ripe tomato.
My jaw literally dropped.
Shame crashed through my body like a waterfall.

	I had to sit there for the next twenty minutes while the secretary read aloud my masterpiece,
complete with passionate rants about André van Duin, Urbanus van Anus,
and my fiery thoughts about everything that had no business being in a punishment assignment.

	The whole class burst out laughing—including the teacher, who couldn’t keep it together.
Even the secretary had to pause multiple times, gasping for air because he was laughing so hard.

	It was pure comedy.
Basically the best stand-up show you could imagine—
and I was the unwilling headliner.

	I didn’t know whether to cry or laugh,
and luckily, I couldn’t do both at once.

	But surprisingly, in the end...
it wasn’t the disaster I had feared.

	No—quite the opposite!

	My teacher and the school secretary agreed on something astounding:
that I had a huge imagination and should one day become a writer.

	What? A writer?
Was that the secret to my existence?
Was this a universal stamp of approval on my… creativity?

	My shame was suddenly replaced by a strange sense of pride.
It felt like I had made it.

	And even now, more than forty years later, I still remember it.
It was the first time I found my place in the world of words.
More than that—it was the moment I realized that even the biggest blunders in life
can eventually lead to something truly meaningful.

	When the storm had passed, I became the hero of the day.
My classmates thought I was brilliant—I had delivered the laugh of the day.

	And there she was: Kristina,
that blonde, charming girl sitting beside me.

	She looked at me, the corners of her mouth lifted,
her eyes sparkling—
and it felt like, in that moment, she really saw me for the first time.

	She smiled.
Not mockingly—gently.

	And my head—oh, my head—turned redder than ever before.
Was I now the hero of the story,
or just the poor soul who had elevated shame to an art form?

	Who knows?
But one thing was clear:
my punishment assignment had taken an unexpected turn.

	Later, when I told the whole story to Mama,
she had tears in her eyes from laughing.

	My mother, let’s just say, was not exactly a fan of long academic studies.
She openly admitted that she hadn’t exactly carved out a career in science—
and that made her deeply sad sometimes.

	But then again, what choice did she have?

	My grandmother, her mother,
was a kind of walking health professor—
only without a medical degree, and with an impressive list of “acute illnesses”
that flared up at completely random moments.

	Whenever Grandma was lying in bed again, waiting for her next dose of attention—
always accompanied by a healthy shot of whisky—
my mom had to drop everything and run to the pub to help her.

	Poor Grandma had pain everywhere—
except when it came to her whisky stash,
which was always in top condition.

	And the doctor?
He had offered the brilliant advice that she should take her medication with whisky.
Whether it was some kind of miracle cure or just a way to keep Grandma quiet, the result was the same:
my mother was tearing her hair out trying to keep the pub running.

	Then there was my mother’s younger sister,
the self-declared queen of anything remotely related to school—
she had the wind in her sails.

	She actually finished a proper education,
and apparently grew up with that magical phrase:
“If you don’t know it, just pretend you do.”
And it worked for her!

	While my mom progressed through school
with the speed of a snail who thought it was in a marathon,
her sister was out making brilliant career moves.

	But all of this didn’t change my mother’s grocery list,
which just kept going, business as usual.

	She had met my father in the pub—
and man, that was a story you couldn’t make up,
not even after a few drinks.

	It was toward the end of World War II,
and my father was sitting at a table with a beer,
as if the world around him wasn’t collapsing into rubble.

	As my mother always told it,
she had her eye on him for a while,
and she was convinced he knew.

	My father, on the other hand, swore till his dying day
that he was completely innocent and only looked at her
because he thought she was trying to steal his beer.

	Who was right?
We’ll never know.

	But looks were exchanged, that much is certain.

	Not subtle looks, mind you.
No—these were the kind of stares you normally only see in cowboy movies,
right before someone yells “Draw!”

	My mother, never the type to sit back and wait,
decided the moment had come to give fate a little push.

	Or, well, she would have—
if the German occupiers hadn’t ruined the whole thing.

	My father had just finished his last sip and was about to get on his bike,
when—out of nowhere—a German soldier appeared.

	his soldier—clearly not in top form—
decided he urgently needed a bike,
and yanked my father off his with a clumsy swing.

	My father, always polite and not exactly the heroic type,
mumbled something like “Enjoy it”
and was fully prepared to make a discreet exit.

	But my mother had other plans.

	She stormed outside, eyes blazing,
armed with a broomstick that looked like it had just been pulled out of a chimney.

	Without hesitation, she went straight for the soldier.
She whacked him—on the head, the back, and probably a few places I won’t mention here.

	The poor guy, clearly not used to this kind of furious assault,
took off like he was being chased by a pack of starving wolves.

	His boots clattered over the cobblestones
as my mother, still swinging the broom, ran after him.

	My father stood there
like he was watching a play written and performed just for him.

	Once the coast was clear,
my mother returned—still panting from the effort.

	“Your bike,” she said,
handing him the thing like she was awarding a trophy.

	My father looked at her, half shocked and half smitten,
and simply said:
“Would you like to have a beer with me?”

	And just like that—it began.

	The story of how my mother beat up a German soldier with a broom
and won my father’s heart became family legend for decades.

	And honestly—if that’s how your relationship starts,
you know it can survive anything,
even a world turned completely upside down.

	Every day, with a creativity only someone with a gift for chaos could possess,
she wrote grocery lists that would give the entire Dutch language institute an aneurysm.

	While my mother trudged through school at the speed of a snail
who thought it had signed up for a marathon,
her sister was climbing shiny career ladders.

	But none of that ever changed my mother’s grocery lists—
because they just kept coming.

	“Better one letter too many than one too few!”
That was her life motto.

	And you could see it in those lists—
you never really knew if you were reading a grocery list or the opening to a novel.

	Scratch that—a novel?
This was pure poetry.

	You had gems like:
“Colla,” “bekon” (which was probably meant to be Bacon, but who knows?),
and the absolute masterpiece: “orranjes.”

	And then there was “benenes,”
which always made me wonder—was she trying to write “Bananas”
or had she picked up her spelling skills from some wild west crash course?

	Of course, I had my own limitations—
as you may have guessed, my memory was about as reliable as a soap bubble in a hurricane.

	If I could remember one thing, that was a major achievement.
Two?
That was a miracle.

	So when I’d take my mother’s grocery list to the local corner shop,
there I’d stand—
like a human Post-it note having an existential crisis—
panicking in front of the butcher’s counter,
like a wireless phone salesman who can’t remember where he left his customers.

	And then he would show up—the butcher.
A man who clearly believed he had missed his calling as a stand-up comedian.

	That brute!

	He’d snatch the list from my hands with a big grin and say,
“This’ll be quicker!”

	Oh, no.
For him, this was the performance of a lifetime.

	He'd read every single mistake aloud with the enthusiasm of a karaoke host,
at a pace that would make any dictator jealous.

	“Colla… bekon… and let’s not forget—orranjes!”

	And believe me, the whole line of customers—
everyone just trying to get a decent piece of meat—
burst into laughter.

	And there I stood,
face redder than the afternoon sun in full meltdown mode,
staring down at my shoes like they could somehow rescue me from social annihilation.

	And what did I do?

	Exactly.
I forgot what I came for.

	Because the only thing I could remember was that I never wanted to see that butcher again.

	So I went home,
that ridiculous story burning in my brain,
and told my mother—hoping she’d understand just how horrific it was
to be laughed at by the slaughter comedian of the century.

	But no.

	My mother—the ever-cheerful, ever-self-deprecating heroine of my childhood—
just burst into laughter
and couldn’t stop.

	“Oh, that’s nothing!” she howled, almost manically with laughter.
“Let me tell you something that was actually worse!”

	And then came the story I’d already heard a hundred times—
the legendary “pillow-plum” incident in Germany.

	She had to go to the store,
armed with her not-quite-perfect German,
and asked for “Kissen mit Pflaumen”—
which means “pillows with plums.”

	Yes.
Instead of fluffy feather pillows,
she had accidentally requested some sort of breakfast cereal.

	It must have felt like a genius moment at the time.

	The shopkeeper looked at her—confused, but polite—and probably just said:
“Entschuldigung?”

	My mother realized she had said something wrong,
but thought:
“Oh well—what can they do to me?”

	Until the day she had to buy a bottle of wine in another store.
She had no idea what the brand was,
but she remembered that there was a label with a kid’s bare butt on it.

	And then my father gave her the best advice ever:
“Just ask for the wine with the kid’s arse on it.”

	Oh yes.

	So she walked into the store,
and—without a hint of shame—asked:
“Eine Flasche Arschloch, bitte!”
(One bottle of asshole, please!)

	She had no idea she had just drawn that much… bare attention.

	Those stories were the soundtrack of my childhood.

	My mother was the queen of absentmindedness,
the woman who tamed life with jokes so painfully awkward
they became brilliant by default.
She never took her own blunders seriously.

	Whenever she tried to call one of us by name,
it was always a round-the-room roulette of wrong guesses before landing on the right one.

	“Tomi, Stef… Stefan—no… oh right, Jantje!”

	And I started wondering:
Did I maybe inherit her ADHD?

	It wouldn’t surprise me one bit
if I someday discovered I’m a direct genetic product of her beautifully scattered mind.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 3: My Teenage Years

	 

	When I was fourteen, my family decided we finally deserved something nice.
We moved to another town — and believe me, this wasn’t just any move.
No, this was the kind of relocation you only make if you’re under the delusion that your old house had once been part of a noble estate, even if there was zero evidence of it.

	Our new home wasn’t just a house — oh no, it was a monstrosity of a “Manor.”
The sort of place you can't even picture yourself in as a kid, as if the architect had knocked back half a bottle of whiskey and accidentally copied the dimensions of a castle, only to plop it down in the middle of a residential neighborhood.

	When we arrived at the new house, what happened?
My eyes ballooned like hot air balloons.
You’d think I had inherited a private estate!
This thing was gigantic.
It had five — F I V E — basement rooms.
I mean, how many basements does one family need?
I was constantly worried that if we didn’t draw up an officially certified treasure map, I’d one day get lost in one of those godforsaken basements and never be seen again.
And believe me, I wasn’t in the mood to lower myself down every day with a rope and bucket just to retrieve a missing sock.

	The living room was so long it made you wonder if it had been built for running marathons.
Ten meters!
I could’ve hosted a full-on field hockey match in there.
Playing a game of hide and seek in that room would’ve been the pinnacle of luxury!
We could’ve spent half a day just scouting out the hiding spots.
“Oh, I’m behind the curtains!”
“No, those are twenty meters down, keep going!”

	But it wasn’t just the length that blew my mind — no, it was also the five-meter-high ceilings.

	Five meters! You couldn’t even look up without getting dizzy.
If you weren’t careful, you could end up with a neck injury just from glancing at the chandelier — which, to be honest, probably had its own postal code.
I also had the urge to yell everywhere in that house, simply because my voice would vanish into the cavernous space, only to return moments later as a kind of holy echo.
It felt like living inside a massive Catholic cathedral — minus the prayers.

	The number of bedrooms was so overwhelming you didn’t even know where to stop.
At last, we had enough rooms for every family member to have their own space.
And this — this was the teenage dream: your own room, your private kingdom where you could do whatever you wanted without anyone interfering.
My brothers and sister thought it was all a hassle.
But I didn’t care, because I was the king of the sixth room!

	And you’ve never seen anything like it — putting your bed in a space so large that you couldn’t even reach both corners with your arms spread wide.
Honestly, it was too big for words.
Sometimes I’d go on an actual expedition just to find the far end of my room, convinced I might never reach it.

	And then there were the five attic rooms — which, as was proper in a “manor,” had once been meant for “the staff.”
The staff? Was there really a time you needed a maid to polish your shoes and hold up a mirror while you sipped your morning beverage?
As a kid, I always imagined the attic rooms as some kind of secret clubs.
But no, the staff had long since abandoned the idea of serving the master of this echo chamber and had probably fled to the city.

	What was even more fascinating was that these attic rooms weren’t just rooms — oh no.
They offered a view so majestic that even if you were a sitting member of parliament, you’d be compelled to stand.
From the attic window, you could overlook the entire neighborhood.

	 

	It felt like I was an eagle surveying its kingdom from the sky — just without the wings, the sharp vision, or the ability to actually fly anywhere.
When you looked outside, you didn’t just see the neighbors mowing their lawns — you saw the entire street.
This wasn’t my neighborhood — this was the neighborhood, visible only from my personal kingdom.

	Now, as every teenage brain tends to believe, this wasn’t just a house.
No, this was the stage for my upcoming music career.
In the most spiritually confused way imaginable, I decided — along with some friends — to start a punk band.
Naturally, we picked one of those glorious attic rooms as our HQ.
You know, the kind of attic where you couldn’t accidentally knock over your parents’ precious porcelain while thrashing away on a guitar trying to spark a “revolution.”

	Unfortunately — or maybe fortunately, depending on your perspective — I wasn’t exactly the musical prodigy of the group.
My singing voice wasn’t just off-key; it was the kind of off-key that even the punk scene couldn’t tolerate.
Like a musical crime, my vocals were described as the auditory equivalent of a washed-up opera singer haunted by his own nightmares.

	But we didn’t give up.
We rehearsed every single day.
And even though our music sounded like four teenagers desperately trying to drive their parents insane, it was fun!
We always had a crate of beer at hand, and that made everything okay.
The band wasn’t going anywhere — but that wasn’t the point. It was about the vibe.
And, of course, about being up in the attic with your mates every day, free to pretend you were too cool for the “real world” outside.

	So there I was, in my attic room, doing my best to make something of my life while literally keeping my head above the rest of the neighborhood.
And more importantly, we were always busy with something — without any responsibility, without society’s pressure, and absolutely without the slightest clue what the hell we were doing.

	And that — that — was the essence of the years my friends and I spent in that gigantic manor.
We never really achieved anything with it, but I ended up with a truckload of memories involving a massive house, terrible music, and lots and lots of beer.
What more could a teenager want?

	But… I was sent to a special adaptation class!
Yes, that was the new status of my educational career.
There were five students in that class, but if you asked us, it felt like we were part of an exclusive club.
And not just any club — oh no — this was the elite league of outcasts.
We, the five rebellious teens, were the kind of characters you’d expect in a comic book: three boys and two girls, all in the thick of puberty, hormones firing in every possible direction, and yet somehow united in the cozy chaos of our shared academic struggles.

	It was like we’d been tossed into a room filled with such meaningless educational leftovers that not even a seasoned lawyer would know how to argue our case.
Luckily, I was no longer the only weirdo in the room.
No, we were one big, messy collection of misfits, all trying to learn in ways that I couldn’t have imagined even in my worst pedagogical nightmares.

	Everyone had a learning delay.
Some lagged by a few months, others by what felt like several decades — but it didn’t matter.
We were all in the same boat: the ship of “you’ll probably never catch up, and that’s okay.”
Not that anyone really cared, because that year felt more like a “let’s-make-this-memorable” initiative than a legitimate educational pathway.

	So what did we actually do?
Well, we weren’t exactly being prepped for higher education — let alone groomed for some dramatic university breakthrough.
No, we were parked in a space of pedagogical pity, but that didn’t bother us.
We had our own rules.

	My future?
Oh, that was a problem for another time.
I got along with everyone just fine, and if I ever achieved something down the line, well, great.
And if not? Who cared?

	It turned into a laid-back year, filled with exactly the kind of activities teenagers eagerly embrace.
In our youthful innocence, we embarked on a journey of so-called “masculine” pursuits that — at least in our minds — would lead us straight to the path of manly perfection.

	And how did we do that?
Well… through woodworking, of course!
Because what screams “I am a man” more than wielding a saw like you know what you're doing, while in reality you have no clue whether you're building a piece of furniture or just sawing a plank in half?

	The answer is simple: absolutely nothing.

	We handled those saws like seasoned carpenters, though the only things we actually destroyed — besides our proud wooden planks — were our parents' hopes of us ever becoming skilled tradesmen.
But hey, that didn’t matter!
To us, it was a project of epic proportions.
At least in our minds.
We sawed with confidence, eyes blazing, turning wood into as many pieces as we possibly could.
Did it look good?
We’d worry about that later.
As long as it was wood, it was fair game.

	And if, during the process, we came to realize that this might not be the most brilliant idea after all, we’d simply gaze nonchalantly into the distance, toward a sun that wasn’t quite setting, and think:
“Hey, maybe this isn’t how I’m going to earn my carpenter’s diploma.”

	But that was fine.
Because we could always pretend we were working toward some noble goal.
After all, by that point, we had already amassed an impressive collection of failed projects adorning the back walls of our garages — and we were only just getting started!

	And then, of course, there was always the “feminine” side of the spectrum — because let’s be honest, back then we just called things what they were, without worrying about gender stereotypes.
That meant cooking classes, first aid… and knitting.
Knitting!
Yes, ladies and gentlemen, knitting!
The one activity no self-respecting teenage boy wanted anywhere near his to-do list — not just because it reminded you of the hours your mother spent on her lumpy homemade sweaters, but also of your grandma, who lovingly churned out soft, cozy creations you wouldn’t have worn even under threat of death.

	In the tangled chaos of our hormonally-charged adolescence, this wasn’t exactly cause for celebration.
And yet, it got even better — or worse, depending on your perspective.
There were moments when, with broken pride, we’d loop the final pathetic thread around the needle and toss it toward the teacher with all the confidence of a squirrel attempting quantum physics.
Naturally, it was all one big ostrich strategy — heads in the sand, hands in the yarn.
Because what else could you do?
The alternative was reliving the trauma of woodworking class, where — like a clumsy toddler — you’d spend the rest of the day in a whirlwind of sawdust and splinters, achieving absolutely nothing.
The karma of a broken plank always outran your own patience.

	And still, it didn’t matter.
Because we didn’t just learn how to endure it — we learned how to laugh about it.
We carried with us the wisdom of a bunch of completely clueless teenagers who couldn’t care less about what was actually important.
It all felt like one long summer holiday, and we barely noticed we weren’t developing a single real skill.

	We’d glance at each other and see the same thought mirrored in our eyes:
“Doesn’t matter. It’s basically vacation. What even is school again?”

	Looking back, we really were a bunch of lazy sods wasting our time on activities that did nothing to prepare us for any kind of future career — let alone academic life.
But it was such a gloriously relaxed period of my life that I honestly can’t even remember what the hell I was supposed to be learning during those few scattered months in the classroom.

	The rest of my school years were a blur — a slow, meandering stream of forgotten facts and pointless tasks.
But I still remember the smell of overcooked vegetables during cooking class, the endless scarves we knitted that no one would ever wear, and the crushing disappointment of yet another failed woodworking attempt.

	Maybe it wasn’t indifference or laziness after all.
No — maybe it was the quiet satisfaction of realizing that, during those years, we were learning the most important lesson of all: the ability to survive.
Even if that meant putting up with crooked blocks of wood and ugly hand-crocheted disasters.
And if that’s not the foundation for a rich future, then I don’t know what is.

	And then there was Theo.
Theo wasn’t just another classmate — no, Theo had connections.
Not the kind you brag about at school just to look cool, but real connections that made every other boy in the schoolyard turn green with envy.
His family owned one of the two cinemas in town.

	The other one?
That was owned by the man — the big boss, the untouchable, the kind of theater overlord who would never, ever let a bunch of teenagers claim a corner of his sacred palace of film.

	But Theo’s family?
They were the royal suppliers of our happiness.
And on Tuesday evenings or Wednesday afternoons, I got to be the special guest — the chosen one who could sit with Theo in the cinema, no one else allowed. Just the two of us.

	And who ran the projector?
You guessed it: Theo’s older brother.
The wizard behind the magic curtain, the one who made the adventures come to life while we stood by the snack counter, helping ourselves.
There were crisps, popcorn, and best of all… every new release, straight from Hollywood!

	We saw everything, and that didn’t just make us the coolest kids in the neighborhood — it made us absolute legends, the worst kind of playground terrorists, running around with exclusive film knowledge no one else had.

	But the best moment of all?
That was the premiere of the legendary Jaws.
Oh yes — the first time I saw that shark, it wasn’t with my parents or my friends.
No. It was with Theo. And it was perfect.

	To me, it felt like a private screening for connoisseurs only — a premiere reserved for those who truly understood the finer things in life.

	 

	Of course, the next day on the schoolyard, we strutted in with the most casual swagger imaginable and spilled the entire plot of the film to our classmates.
We knew they were jealous — we could read it all over their sour little faces.
“That shark, he just did this— and that— and did you see the scene where…”
Believe me, if you share your cinematic experiences on the playground with that kind of ‘sensitivity’, you’re instantly crowned king.

	And guess what? We’d also seen Porky’s — a movie you had to be eighteen to watch.
Not that it stopped us.
No, we actually enjoyed letting the school’s authority figures know we’d completely bypassed the rules.
Every Wednesday afternoon!
That was our sacred time — watching the latest blockbusters.

	
No packed theaters, no disapproving giggles, and definitely no annoying strangers glaring at you.
Nope — in our cinema, there was only silence, snacks, and a heaping dose of jealousy from everyone else at school.

	I felt like a star, soaking up all the attention.
And me? I just sat back, quietly basking in the exclusive glory of the real movie experience.

	But I’d also made friends in my neighborhood by then.
Ah yes, the neighborhood!
Where friendships form like hot chocolate on a cold winter day — and the memories we made together were like burnt fingers from touching the oven too soon.

	Anyway, I’d made friends — not just any friends, but the kind you remember for the rest of your life.
You know, the kind who later remind you of all the things you never should’ve done, but that are hilarious to retell forty years later.

	Ah, the eighties.
That magical decade when we were all just a little bit confused — with our oversized clothes, wild hairdos, and an excessive dependence on the word “radical!” (or “vet!” in our case).

	But let’s talk about the five teenagers who, in 1980, wandered the streets of our neighborhood like a low-budget soap opera cast — slightly tragic, mostly absurd, and completely unforgettable.

	We were the shiny, padded jackets of the future.
The know-it-alls who, in hindsight, were really just a bunch of innocent drama queens in training.
Let me introduce you to the crew: Peter, Tim, Wouter, Erik, and… well, myself.

	Peter – The Non-Existent Superhero
Peter was the kind of boy who always gave off the impression that he got life.
Whenever he said something, it sounded like the wisdom of the universe had seeped into his ears and accidentally escaped through his mouth.
“Guys, you always have to think like a winner!” he’d declare, while simultaneously trying to hold up his pants with a belt two sizes too big.

	Peter had the unmistakable charm of a kid who thought he was going to change the world, but would forget where he was headed every time he looked down at his shoes.
His hair was always a mess — as if he’d been caught in a storm of ideas, entirely against his will.
But hey, no problem!

	Peter was convinced that the key to success in life was wearing a blue T-shirt with a logo on it. And he had that logo.
You have to understand, in the eighties, that was the teenage equivalent of owning a Ferrari.

	Tim – The Boy Who Knew Too Much (or Nothing at All)
Tim was the guy who thought he knew everything — especially about things you absolutely didn’t need to know.
Like how to rewind a cassette tape with a pencil, or why you shouldn’t drink cola after eating “something suspicious.”

	He always had that look in his eyes that said, “I know stuff, but I can’t help you,” while his pockets were full of random junk his mother had left lying around the house.
Tim was the kind of teenager you’d mock for having the worst haircut (something resembling a madman’s tail), but who’d always jump into the middle of a discussion with a comment so absurd you instantly knew it was brilliant.

	Picture the kind of kid who could explain the final episode of Knight Rider as if he was KITT.

	Wouter – The Clumsy Crash Magnet
Wouter was always that one kid who, no matter how well-intentioned you were, somehow managed to take things just a little too far — and ruin everything in the process.
He was the kind of guy who could trip over a cordless phone, knock over a milk crate pyramid just by looking at it, or manage to fall up a flight of stairs.
More than once, he tried to impress us with a skateboard trick, only to end up entangled in a hedge, claiming he “meant to do that.”

	His energy was unstoppable, like a Labrador puppy with ADHD and too much sugar.
And yet, we couldn’t imagine the group without him.
Because with Wouter around, something was guaranteed to happen — usually something catastrophic, but always hilarious.

	When it came to the latest fashion trends, Wouter proudly sported a mottled T-shirt featuring a rock band no one had ever heard of — yet he acted like he’d seen them live in concert.
Somehow, the shirt was always stained.
Everything Wouter did was just slightly off: he’d forget all the answers during a quiz, but made the most entertaining sound whenever he slipped and landed face-first in the mud.
His memory was like a fishing net in the ocean — everything just slipped right through.
And even when we’d completely given up hope, Wouter would still insist he was definitely good at something.
What that something was, no one knew.

	But that didn’t matter, because we loved him — the clumsy butler of our teenage gang.

	Erik – The Philosophical Mystery Figure
And then there was Erik — the mysterious teenager who always said something to the group as if he were sharing a secret so profound, even the universe hadn’t figured it out yet.
He always wore that look, the one that said, “I know something you don’t,” even though it was pretty clear he didn’t understand it either.

	Erik was the kind of guy who could turn any social situation into an existential think tank, like we were co-hosting a podcast called What Even Is Life, Bro?
“What if,” Erik would ask, “the world doesn’t really exist, and we’re just simulations laughing philosophically at each other to pass the time?”

	We never had a clue what he meant.
But if you asked him to help build a treehouse, he’d show up with a plank of wood and declare,
“If we don’t finish it, we can always dismantle it and build something else.”

	Made sense? Not really.
But somehow, it felt right.

	And Then There’s Me – The Boy Who Always Lost, but Somehow Won Anyway
I was the kind of kid who’d start a passionate speech about Star Wars and only realize halfway through that I’d gotten the entire storyline wrong.
But I was always there, always watching.
Like a camera tucked in the corners of chaos, quietly observing, waiting for the next cringeworthy moment to unfold.

	While the rest of the group was flailing around trying to impress people with grand gestures and raised arms, I sat there — confused hair sticking in all directions — just hoping I wouldn’t accidentally put on a necktie and look like I was heading to a funeral instead of hanging out with friends.

	I loved our talks about what we’d do when we grew up.
Most of us — myself included — had absolutely no clue.
But that didn’t matter, because in the eighties, the future was just a big blur of bad haircuts and surprise seashell earrings, and we were all for it.

	Together we were a jumble of fear, clumsiness, and misplaced confidence, yet always with the unshakable belief that one day we’d enter the grand club of eighty-year-olds — the ones who were too late to remember their mistakes — with a smile and a slightly confused dance move.

	That was the kind of friend group I had: a bunch of deranged, ridiculous, and mostly not-so-bright weirdos who got together to watch horror movies.
You’d think — horror movies! Sounds thrilling, right?
Wrong.

	We were talking about those old black-and-white films so mild that even your grandma might chuckle politely.
It was the classic Saturday night ritual: five teenagers crammed onto a couch in a living room so cluttered with pizza boxes, chip bags, and empty cola bottles that you had to wonder if the floor still existed.

	The lights were dimmed.
The house was so quiet you could practically taste the tension — though in truth, that silence came mostly from the fact that none of us knew how to work the remote control.

	“Okay, guys,” said Peter, flashing the kind of overconfident grin only a teenager can pull off,
“Tonight’s gonna be one for the books. We’re watching the ultimate horror film: Revenge of the Spinning Phantom Car.”

	A heavy silence fell over the room.
Everyone looked around, unsure whether to laugh or panic.
Wouter wiped chip crumbs off his face with the kind of theatrical flair that suggested he thought he was in an actual movie.
“Spinning Phantom Car?” he asked, his voice dripping with skepticism. “That doesn’t sound… scary.”

	“Oh, it’s a classic!” Tim insisted, with the half-hearted confidence of someone pretending they knew what they were talking about — even though we all knew he’d screamed and bolted the day before when a cat jumped into the garden.

	The film started with a gloriously awful logo in blinding neon colors, followed by dramatic synth music that would’ve made even the cheesiest ‘80s teen film blush in shame.

	The plot, as expected, was utterly ridiculous.
It followed a group of friends — as painfully stereotypical as the film itself — who accidentally stumbled upon a haunted car in an abandoned parking lot.
The car, a rusty old Peugeot from the sixties that probably couldn’t survive a ghost inside it, turned out to be possessed by an angry spirit.
Why the spirit was angry, no one knew — though we suspected it had something to do with being eternally trapped in a hopelessly outdated vehicle.

	“This movie is so bad,” said Erik, his voice trembling — not from fear, but from the emotional trauma of witnessing special effects that could induce a migraine.
“That car looks like it was stolen from a giant’s trash heap.”

	We kept watching.
The next scene was a tense confrontation between the teens and the phantom car.
The five friends stood bravely — or stupidly — armed with nothing more than a few flashlights and some half-empty matchboxes, facing off against the Peugeot.
The sound of an engine sputtering — despite the fact that no actual engine seemed to exist — filled the room.

	“There! Look! The hood’s moving!” Tim shouted, eyes wide with terror.
But I knew it was just the shoddy camerawork that had short-circuited his brain.

	Onscreen, the haunted car slowly came to life.
The Peugeot — a demonic vehicle that definitely wouldn’t pass an emissions test — began to creep forward without a driver.
The engine noise was so atrocious, it sounded like someone gargling gravel through a megaphone while standing in a plastic bucket.

	It was all so absurd we nearly burst out laughing — and yet, somehow, the tension still lingered in the air, like the smell of the paprika chips we’d completely forgotten to eat.

	Wouter was the first casualty.
“Oh no,” he gasped, “the car’s coming for me!” — and he leapt off the couch in a panic.

	The rest of us watched, baffled, as the ghost car onscreen slowly pursued the ‘brave’ friend — the kind who’s always the first to die.
He ran, tripped, fell dramatically, and then got hit by the slowest-moving Peugeot in cinematic history.

	He was launched into the air like a paper-thin fruit peel, while the car — propelled by nothing more than a few jittery shots of its smoking engine — lumbered toward him with the kind of delayed menace you’d expect from a wind-up toy that had lost its key.

	“What was that?” I asked, glancing at Wouter, who crawled back onto the couch with a pale face and eyes like he'd just seen the ghost of a parking ticket.

	“Great horror film, huh?”

	Wouter nodded, but his eyes darted nervously toward the door.

	“That was... that engine,” he said, voice trembling. “It had something... sinister.”

	Erik, who had been sitting stoically the whole time, finally sighed.
“Ever heard the phrase ‘almost scary’?” he said with a wink. “Because this... this was exactly that.”

	We carried on watching, as the absurdity spiraled to even greater heights.
The group of friends got picked off one by one by the possessed Peugeot — which, while lacking any believable supernatural threat, somehow delivered just enough low-budget drama to keep us hooked.

	But the true highlight of the film came when the Peugeot decided — for no logical reason — to blow itself up.
The explosion looked like a kid had raided the fireworks aisle at the local toy store.
Flames shot into the air, sound effects boomed with a kind of homemade thunder, and the whole thing sounded like the Air Force having a seizure in a tin can.

	My friends, now mildly traumatized by the car’s aggressive meltdown, stared at the screen in awe as a dramatic, utterly fake smoke cloud slowly billowed out while the camera panned over the deserted parking lot.

	“It’s over,” said Tim, barely able to suppress a grin.
“The ghost was defeated by… a poorly built Peugeot.”

	The credits rolled, and we all stared at the screen in silence.
No one dared to speak.
It was too embarrassing to admit that we’d actually found it kind of suspenseful — even though we all knew this was, without a doubt, the worst film we’d ever seen.

	And then the silence broke — and we all burst out laughing.

	And that, dear reader, was the real horror:
Not the car, not the ghost, but the realization that we’d just sat through something so utterly ridiculous, so mind-numbingly stupid, that even a scared teenager from the sixties would’ve said, “Yeah, I’m out.”

	But of course, we couldn’t stay stuck in horror mode forever — what’s a gang of teenage boys without a bit of good old-fashioned idiotic humor?

	So we switched over to the classics: Jerry Lewis films.

	And let’s be honest — the laughter was so explosive, people were literally rolling off the couch, sometimes with tears in their eyes, stumbling into the kitchen to shove more cookies into their mouths like starved raccoons.
“That man’s not an actor, he’s a walking chaos-monster!” one of us yelled, with the gravity of a Shakespeare scholar mid-soliloquy.

	The way Jerry Lewis managed to completely self-destruct in every single scene never ceased to amaze us — and left us with a belly cramp from laughing so hard.
He didn’t act in comedies — he was a comedy. An actual personified mess wrapped in a suit and pratfalls.

	What made those nights even more unforgettable was the omnipresent holy grail of our teenage gatherings: cola.
Glasses of fizzy, sugary nectar lined up like sacred relics — each one a bubbly symbol of the chaotic energy we thrived on.

	But we weren’t just drinking cola — oh no.
We played Russian Cola Roulette.

	You’re wondering what that is?
Simple: among the identical glasses of cola, there was one filled not with soda... but with Maggi.
Yes, Maggi. That salty brown liquid normally reserved for soups and bad kitchen decisions.
Color-wise, you couldn’t tell the difference. Taste-wise? A swift descent into trauma.

	So, like the fearless lunatics we were, we’d all pick a glass, plug our noses (so the smell wouldn't give it away), and down it in one go.
And as soon as the first sucker took a bold sip — it happened.
The room exploded with laughter.

	Because it was guaranteed that one unlucky bastard would hit the jackpot of disgust and sprint to the toilet, gagging and swearing vengeance.

	Naturally, the rest of us would follow, roaring with laughter like we were part of some deranged traveling circus — just without the safety nets or any adult supervision.

	And between movie screenings, of course, we needed breaks.
Because even teenage minds needed to rest after the psychological strain of haunted Peugeots and gag-inducing prank cola.

	And what do hormonal teenagers do when finally catching their breath?

	Well… obviously, we smoked.

	But this wasn’t just smoking — oh no — this was our kind of smoking.
A group of five wannabe addicts-in-training, five cigarettes in total.
But — and here’s where the magic happened — one of those cigarettes had a little firecracker stuffed inside.

	You couldn’t tell which one, of course. The "banger" was lovingly tucked deep into the tobacco like a booby trap designed by an arsonist with a sense of humor.
It was like playing dice — but with fire and the purest form of teenage Schadenfreude.

	So there we stood, trembling fingers holding cigarettes like they were sticks of dynamite, waiting for that moment.
Not immediately, of course. The knaller liked to take its time.
And if you were unlucky, it exploded right in your face, leaving you with a singed eyebrow, a ruined cigarette, and a dramatic puff of black soot that made you look like a Warner Bros cartoon character post-detonation.

	It was basically adolescent Russian roulette — but with tobacco and zero chance of a heroic death.

	But it wasn’t about winning or losing.
It was about the group, the laughs, the ridiculousness of it all.
It was glorious.

	We set up tents in the garden — those wobbly disasters that never quite stood up straight but made you feel like you’d built a fortress.
And then, after all the chaos — the Russian Cola Roulette, the smoking games — we moved on to the real adventure: storytelling.

	But not just any stories.
No, these were spooky tales, the kind that gave you subtle goosebumps, the kind that lulled you into sleep — only to wake you hours later, heart pounding, thinking:
“Was that noise in the garden real? Or just my imagination?”

	No smartphones. No tablets. No PlayStations.
No social media to distract us or tell us what was trending.
Just raw, unfiltered fun — and a genuine interest in what your friends had to say.

	Our ragtag gang of misfit teens — so undeniably “grown-up” in our own strange universe — decided the time had come for the ultimate contest:
The Burning Pants Challenge.

	Not just any contest.
No, this was the kind of event that would make the village's oldest queen sit bolt upright in her grave.

	And what did it involve?

	Well… we lit farts on fire.

	An age-old tradition no one really understood, but everyone had heard about — usually involving someone’s cousin’s friend’s neighbor who had done it once… and somehow survived.

	The idea, naturally, came from Wouter — the guy who always pitched the most idiotic plans, but, bafflingly, also managed to make them happen.
His eyes sparkled as he unveiled his latest masterpiece.

	“Picture it,” he said. “You fart… and then boom — you light it up. KABOOM!”

	“That’s… brilliant,” said Tim, always the first to get excited about any plan without thinking at all about the consequences.
“How do we do it? What do we need? A lighter?”

	“No, no,” Wouter said, reaching into his jacket and pulling out something that looked like a cross between a mini flare gun and a cursed toy.
“We use this.”

	It was the kind of contraption you’d expect to see in a circus act or clutched in the hand of someone who genuinely believed they were Harry Potter.
“This baby is made for lighting air. It’s specifically designed to set... well, gas on fire.”

	“That’s insane!” Peter yelled — the eternal skeptic who always voiced concerns, yet somehow still ended up going along every single time.
“What if you... you know... set your pants on fire? Or worse, your ass-cheeks?”

	“It’s all about timing, Peter. Simple,” Wouter said with the soothing tone of a man selling cursed artifacts to children.
His smile was so suspicious even a feral cat would’ve run the other way.

	So there they stood: Wouter, Tim, Peter, and the rest of our not-so-bright teenage squad, poised to enter the sacred, forbidden realm of the Burning Fart Challenge.

	We were in the garden, of course — not because we were worried about safety, but because someone (probably Peter) said, “If anyone dies, at least let it be outdoors.”

	All eyes turned to the heavens.
Tension crackled like static.

	Tim, bold as always, was the first to step up.
He bent over slightly, let out a fart that sounded like an air raid siren in a nursing home, and — without hesitation — aimed the pyro-device squarely at his butt and pulled the trigger.

	And then…
Nothing.

	“What the hell, Tim?” Peter shouted.

	Tim looked panicked. The kind of panic usually reserved for astronauts whose eject button just popped off.
Wouter was already waving his arms in frustration like a deranged orchestra conductor trying to summon fire from teenage flatulence.

	“Did you prime the spark?”
“What the hell is ‘prime the spark’?”
“Did you at least eat beans this morning?!”

	Chaos. Pure, juvenile chaos.

	And it wasn’t over yet.

	“I told you it’s all about the timing! You pressed too late! You’ve gotta hit it right after the fart!”
“Who knew this would be so complicated!” Tim cried in desperation.

	But Wouter wasn’t about to give up.
He paused for a second, then pointed with renewed confidence.
“Peter! You’re up!”

	Peter rolled his eyes but stood tall, the reluctant hero.
He took a deep breath and — with the focus of a monk and the digestive force of a thunderstorm — unleashed a fart so powerful the echo bounced off the trees.

	And without hesitation, he pressed the trigger.

	KABOOM!

	What followed was a small but glorious explosion.
Flames shot into the air like a miniature volcano erupting in someone's underpants.
We all hit the ground — screaming, laughing, howling in disbelief.
It was beautiful. It was terrifying. It was deeply stupid.

	And somehow, against all odds, no one died.
No eyebrows lost, no pants permanently fused to flesh.
Just singed pride and a deep, lingering smell of burnt denim and chili-flavored snacks.

	Once we finally stood up again, brushing grass and idiocy off our clothes, all we could say was:
“That was… maybe not such a great idea.”

	We looked at each other — eyes gleaming, faces smudged with smoke and awe — realizing we had probably just pulled off the dumbest stunt of our lives…
and more importantly:
We survived.
And in our world, that was all that mattered.

	The next idea came, as all bad ideas do, from the combined brainpower of a group of teenagers who had heard one too many times from their parents:
“You’re not going out in the rain at night!”

	Naturally, the perfect solution was to voluntarily trap ourselves in the creepiest location imaginable:
a graveyard.

	And not just any graveyard.
The graveyard.
The one whispered about by grandparents.
The one that “always felt a little strange,” according to the older generation — the kind of place where even birds didn’t dare land, and where every second gravestone leaned just enough to look like it might fall on you on purpose.

	It was perfect.
Because what’s more thrilling than hiding behind rotting wood and moss-covered stone in the dead of night, convinced that your teenage skin is somehow invincible?

	Exactly. Nothing.

	"I told you, it’s all about timing! You didn’t time it right! You have to press just after the fart!”
“Who knew this would be so complicated!” Tim said in despair.

	But Wouter wasn’t about to give up.
He paused, then called out, “Peter! Your turn!”

	Peter rolled his eyes but stepped forward.
He took a deep breath and… released a fart so massive it echoed through the trees like thunder from the underworld.
Without hesitation, he hit the button on the device.

	KABOOM!

	What followed was a small but gloriously dramatic explosion.
Flames shot into the air as if a miniature volcano had erupted in someone's pants.
We all hit the ground, screaming with laughter and shock.

	We were stunned by our own success — though, in hindsight, it was probably a miracle no one was seriously injured or spontaneously combusted.
When we finally got back on our feet, all we could say was:
“That was... really not such a great idea.”

	We looked at each other, our eyes gleaming with the realization that we had just pulled off one of the dumbest stunts in teenage history — but more importantly:
We survived.

	And in our world, that was the only thing that mattered.

	The idea to sneak into the graveyard at night was born from the collective brain mush of a group of teens who had heard one too many times from their parents:
“You’re not going out to play in the rain at night!”

	So naturally, we decided to do the exact opposite — but worse.
What could possibly be more exciting than locking yourself into the creepiest place imaginable on purpose?

	Exactly: a graveyard.

	And it only got better when mixed with that unmistakable teenage feeling of bravery — the kind you only get when hiding behind damp, rotting wood and chipped headstones, convinced you're immortal.

	Now, this wasn’t just any cemetery.
This was the cemetery.
The one the older generation always said “felt a little... strange.”

	And “strange” was a polite way of saying:
You always felt watched — as if the stones were staring back.

	And feeling strange was really just a polite way of saying: you felt watched, as if the dead might actually look back at you.

	So there we were, sneaking between the gravestones, trying to pretend that no sins had ever been committed near the geranium-covered moss, all while our fingers brushed the sharp, crumbling edges of headstones as we tried not to make a sound.

	What didn’t help was the constant presence of sound:
the rustling of trees,
your own breathing echoing inside your skull,
and of course, that persistent, unmistakable scent of decay — not the obvious kind, but the subtle, damp, earthy kind that clung to your clothes like a whisper.

	“Dude, we’re gonna scare the crap outta them!” yelled Joris — the undisputed teenage hero with way too much testosterone and never enough brain cells to filter his plans.
“We just wait till one of them walks by with a flashlight!”

	So there we sat, crouched behind a gravestone, armed with nothing but our nerves.
The silence was so thick you could slice it with your teeth.
Tension hummed in the air like an electric fence around a chicken coop.

	And then — the golden moment.
Someone walked past, flashlight in hand.
Their footsteps were the only sound not drowned out by the collective drum solo of our terrified heartbeats.

	And just then, at the perfect moment, we screamed.
Not like normal humans, but like feral cats having their tails slammed in a rusty gate.

	The flashlight beam jerked mid-air, the poor victim yelped, tripped over their own legs, and bolted like death itself was lurching after them in boots made of bones.

	But the real reward came after.
Because when you manage to scare an innocent wanderer so badly they nearly drop their soul — you earn something.

	And what do you earn?

	A painfully awkward silence…
followed by a very distinct noise: a fart.

	Not just any fart —
No, this was the kind of fart that only escapes when your knees are clamped together in full panic mode, praying you don’t unleash an entirely different kind of explosion.

	The fear. The tension. The laughter.
And, ultimately…
the smell.

	And then, years later, you find yourself sitting there, grinning at your own kids, telling them about that one time you snuck into a graveyard to add a little extra horror to your teenage years—conveniently leaving out the part about the smell that could haunt a soul for life.

	After that glorious year in the special education class — you know, the kind of class where even the most socially awkward misfits could learn a little more about themselves (without too much long-term psychological scarring) — it was time for the real deal.
The moment had come: I was finally allowed to join “real” school.
Where the big boys and girls sat.
Where the teachers wielded authority with such flamboyant conviction you’d think they secretly dueled the principal during lunch breaks just to maintain dominance.

	And me?
Well, I was just happy to finally be part of it all... if only it hadn’t been so unbearably awkward.

	Because — and here’s where the misery begins — I had a new enemy: my own voice.

	It was just an ordinary afternoon.
The sun was shining through the windows, I was wobbling on my chair, waiting for the perfect moment to unleash my usual dose of nonsense and well-timed sound effects to spice up the dullness.

	As always, our teacher, Mr. Van Dijk, was passionately explaining some mathematical formula no one in class understood — probably not even the person who invented it in the first place.
But that wasn’t the issue.
What truly mattered at that moment was the strange discovery I made:

	My voice had decided to betray me.

	Yes, you read that right: my voice.
It started subtly — a small, awkward crackle in my throat as I tried to talk about the latest Star Wars figures I’d picked up.
I had no clue what was going on, but suddenly my voice dropped five octaves.
No big deal, I thought.
Everyone gets a tickle in their throat now and then, right?

	But then... it happened.
As I attempted to say, “Dude, that Yoda figure is epic,”
what came out was not the usual chipper, boyish tone.
It was a deep, gravelly growl — the voice of a chain-smoking truck driver who hadn’t seen sunlight since 1983.

	I froze.
The entire class turned to look at me.
Even Mr. Van Dijk paused — mid-formula — his chalk hovering in midair like a magician caught in the act.
And in that eternal second of silence, I did the only thing my mutating teenage body could think of:

	I tried to say it again.
“Yo—Yoda is ep—”
SKREEEEEK-GRAHHHKKK
Like a pterodactyl gargling gravel.

	And that, my friend, is how I officially became the first boy in my school to hit puberty in public,
and sound like Darth Vader trying to cough up a sandwich.

	That was the moment the chaos began.

	A few heads turned in my direction, but I pretended nothing had happened.
You know, the classic “I’m cool, just leave me alone” face.
But it had zero conviction, because deep down I knew—I had absolutely no control over what was happening.

	And as my voice dropped lower and lower, becoming more and more like the disgruntled older brother of a second-hand driving instructor, I could feel the laughter bubbling just beneath the surface.

	Deep inside, I wanted to scream at the world — but my throat was far too dry for that kind of drama.

	What was I supposed to do?

	“Sir, is it okay if I go to the bathroom?” I asked — in a voice that now sounded like it belonged to a fifty-year-old man who once worked in a bar and still didn’t know what cufflinks were.

	“Hmm… yes, of course,” Mr. Van Dijk replied, with all the enthusiasm of someone signing off on a parking ticket.
It didn’t even register that I suddenly sounded like a forgotten TV character from a show whose creators had long since slipped into obscurity.

	When I raised my hand, it didn’t come with my usual too-loud, childish voice.
No — it was the vocal equivalent of a man who hadn’t spoken since 1991 and decided today was the day to try again.

	“I need to go to the bathroom… uh… sir,” I said, suppressing a smile while I was internally laughing my own sanity to pieces.

	What was happening to me?
This wasn’t normal.
There was no reasonable explanation. And I had no clue how to stop it.

	As I stood up, I noticed everyone looking at me — like a bunch of frogs crawling out of a ditch on a sunny day just to witness my transformation.
Suddenly, I felt like that one teenage character in a bad soap opera who shows up wearing his very first adult outfit — except without the safety net of a script.

	You know the type — someone who sticks out so painfully that even watching him feels like secondhand embarrassment.
And you’re left wondering: Is he really applying for a job at a call center? Or is he just hopelessly lost in the building?

	Did I know what was going on?

	Not a clue.

	No. Definitely not.
But I did know that I had to survive this awkward horror show without completely spiraling into madness.

	I walked on my toes in a clumsy attempt not to trip over my own feet as I made my way to the door.
As I left the classroom, I could hear whispers and quiet snickering behind me.
Instead of correcting it, I shrugged — as if this was all totally normal, and I was in the middle of developing some kind of mysterious, brooding new personality.

	Maybe this was my chance to stop whining about the taste of broccoli and the length of my socks.
Maybe this was the moment that would define me — a turning point that would mark my school years as a time of dramatic transformation.

	But no.
This wasn’t a time for self-reflection.
This was the moment when my voice decided it was going to live out the fantasy of being a washed-up rockstar with an unexpected passion for stamp collecting.

	I stopped in the hallway to test it out.
A few students wandered past, and I decided to confront them with my new vocal persona.

	“So,” I growled in my best grumpy-cop voice, “what do you think of my new style?”

	They looked at me, giggled, and one asked, “Hey, aren’t you that kid who always talked all high-pitched and squeaky?”

	“That’s right,” I said — my voice now a defiant echo of what once was a cheerful prepubescent squawk,
“but now… I’m the man.”

	I struck a dramatic pose, like a B-list actor in a low-budget film, and with that gesture, I officially introduced myself as the victim of a midlife crisis... at age fourteen.

	The rest of the day, I was doomed to roam the school halls with my new, horrifying voice — a voice I could no longer shut off.
It was as if my body, caught in some surreal prank played by the universe, had locked itself into a state of hormonal confusion and existential panic.

	Every time I tried to speak, I got weird looks from other students — like a group of chess players who had just lost to a toddler but still tried to look cool about it.

	“What’s wrong with you?” asked Tim, one of my best friends.
“Why do you sound like... like a grandma who’s just downed half a bottle of gin?”

	“I don’t know, man,” I sighed deeply, tilting my head a little, wondering if I’d ever be able to speak again without people questioning whether I had a secret side job as a late-night club DJ.

	And so the rest of the day dragged on.
Everyone had something to say about my voice, and I became the unwilling centerpiece of a conversation I wanted no part of.
I felt like a parody of myself — a walking, talking sketch character trapped in an episode of hormonal absurdity.
The only strategy? Wait it out.

	After school, when I finally made it home and collapsed into the safe haven of my bedroom, I let myself breathe.
Surely now, in this sanctuary of silence, my voice would reset, right?

	Of course not.

	There I sat, trapped with a voice that refused to go back to normal.
A voice I never asked for — but which now seemed to have been delivered by those mysterious cosmic forces that throw their hands in the air and shout, “Surprise!”

	But wait — that wasn’t even the worst of it.

	Oh no. That would’ve been far too easy.

	Because it wasn’t just my voice haunting me…
I was also under siege from those monstrous creatures we all know too well: teenage pimples.

	They were everywhere.
Behind my ears, on my chin, even on my shoulder blades.

	And if you thought they only attacked your face, think again.
My body had apparently decided to create an acne adventure trail — a sort of backwoods tourism route for the more exploratory zits.

	My face?
It was so riddled with those demonic little mountains that I half expected the postal service to assign them their own zip code.

	And there I was, sitting in class — surrounded by twenty-five new faces, all of whom seemed to already have thriving social lives — while I sat in the corner like an unwritten page.
Once again, I didn’t dare to speak.
Once again, I felt that same old fear of standing out, of being noticed, of wanting nothing more than to become so invisible even the teachers would forget I existed.

	Puberty, it turned out, wasn’t a phase.
It was a full-blown, slow-motion car crash… with a voice-over.
And unfortunately, that voice-over was now mine.

	Why was school always such a disaster?

	And then there were the subjects.
Math, geography, biology — basically everything I had zero interest in.
My brain just didn’t work that way. It was always hungry for adventure, thrill, and, most of all, things that were actually interesting.

	But if you expected me to sit still for twenty minutes and listen to a geography teacher who couldn't get to the point if his life depended on it — someone who preferred rambling about the political history of Liechtenstein or rainfall patterns in the Sahara — then yeah, my ADHD was practically standing on the desk.
But me?
I was already in another dimension.
And it showed… painfully… in my grades.

	Smoking was my great escape.
Sure, a fifteen-year-old with a cigarette in hand probably wasn’t the most responsible image.
But hey — if you spin it just right, smoking could pass for a life lesson.
Or at least, a lesson in pretending you’re not just looking for an excuse to escape your own thoughts.

	Of course, that was the last thing my parents wanted to hear — but they were too busy juggling their own drama to realize their kid was slipping out of school like it was Mission: Impossible, lighting up like it was the most important mission in human history.

	Every lunch break was an adventure.
That was the time my secret ninja life began.
Well, a ninja who smelled more like an ashtray than actual mystery — but who needs details when you can vanish from school like a nicotine-powered Houdini?

	The bell rang, and instead of going to the next lesson — math, history, or those miserable Shakespeare poems everyone claimed were “profound” but to me just read like scrambled Elizabethan nonsense — I decided the world outside the classroom walls was far more compelling.

	Lunchtime wasn’t just a break. It was an escape route, a magical portal into the secret world of bad choices and nicotine enlightenment.

	Like a ninja in the night — albeit one with a far less stealthy profile (turns out cigarettes don’t tuck neatly into your kimono) — I slipped out of school.
Not because I was brave, or rebellious in the poetic sense.
No.
Because math class was a trap.
And the alley behind school?
That was freedom.
Smelly, wheezy, slightly dangerous freedom.
But freedom all the same.

	No one noticed.
Or at least they pretended not to.
Maybe it was because I always acted like I was on some important mission.
Maybe it was just the fact that I stuffed my bag with snacks every break, so no one ever suspected I actually wanted to go outside.

	But I had a secret agenda — and it definitely wasn’t to buy a Snickers. Oh no.

	My smoking crew was always waiting.
They were just a bit cooler than the rest of the school.
They had that eternal rebel aura — the kind of people who arrived before the rules and left after spitting on them.
The only thing they respected was the delicate art of lighting a cigarette without burning your fingers.

	That, apparently, was the only skill I needed to master.
And I had never been prouder than the day I pulled out a lighter from my pocket and lit a cigarette like I had conquered something.
Like I had just claimed a small kingdom behind the bike shed.

	That first drag?
Always the best.
It scorched my lungs, but I convinced myself it meant something deeper.
Like: “Yes, this is it. I’ve finally found what makes life meaningful.”

	In reality, all I’d discovered was that the so-called grown-up world wasn’t all that grown-up.
They smoked too, so I figured — why not join the club?

	And for the first time, I actually felt like one of them.
After a few cigarettes, once the coughing died down and my fingers smelled just a bit more seasoned than usual, I’d slink back into school.
Like a ninja, obviously — one with a faint trail of smoke trailing behind him and a proud smirk tucked under his hoodie.

	But the truth?
Smoking was just the easiest way to get through the day without thinking too much.

	And the rest of the time?

	Well, usually it went like this: one cigarette… and then don’t go back to school.
The teachers?
They’d scold me, warn me about my grades, lecture me about the “future.”

	But honestly?
I couldn’t care less.

	Because really —
Who needed all that information anyway?

	Of course I was going to become a chef!
Who the hell needs geography to make tomato soup?

	The result?
Naturally, I didn’t pass that year.
My report card? An absolute catastrophe.
But in the spirit of a future kitchen legend, I thought, “On to the next course.”
Why repeat the same miserable year?

	Seriously — I had better things to do.
Like learning how to cook a steak without turning it into a makeshift dance floor, or pulling a perfectly golden croissant out of the oven like it was an Olympic achievement.
Because let’s be honest: school was fine and all, but I was more interested in pastries than in the geopolitics of South America.

	And so, with full confidence in my smoky lifestyle and my unshakable kitchen dreams, I stared into the future with zero guilt.
Because school?
School was never going to get me.

	Eventually, I stumbled upon something called a “learning contract” — a kind of vocational education program.
A loophole for kids like me who were allergic to classrooms but still wanted to do something.
And I managed to convince my parents to let me study restaurant management.

	Not that it took much convincing — they had already quietly buried the dream of me ever becoming a doctor or lawyer.
Honestly, they were probably relieved I’d found something that didn’t involve me setting fire to my own eyebrows or skipping algebra to smoke behind the gym.

	And just like that, my next chapter began.
Less math.
More meat.
And finally — a path that tasted like something I actually wanted to follow.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 4: My Restaurant Career

	 

	It was the kind of youthful fantasy that evaporates the moment you find yourself right in the middle of it.
I had always dreamed of being a kitchen chef.
Inspired by countless cooking shows where chefs theatrically tossed ingredients into the air with dramatic flair, I decided the kitchen was where my career would begin.

	But reality, as always, was slightly less glamorous.

	The dream kicked off in a hotel-restaurant near the Formula 1 circuit in Zolder — yes, that dream I had… was over, both literally and figuratively, before I even realized it.

	Five days working in a restaurant, my own hotel room, and just one day of school a week!
What a glorious future!
What could possibly go wrong?

	Well, as it turns out, quite a lot.

	The experience was less like a Michelin-starred meal and more like a soggy, overcooked disaster served on a chipped plate with a splash of cold ketchup.

	And that one school day a week? Definitely not a breath of fresh air.
It was half theory, half practice — all drudgery.
And if you think I sat in that classroom with mixed feelings, think again.

	No, the group I landed in was a band of fully unhinged school dropouts.
Or, to put it more diplomatically: “reintegrated learners” — now upgraded versions of the same people we used to mock during recess.

	But the real wake-up call came on the work floor.
While I dreamed of one day becoming a celebrated chef, I found myself stuck in a kitchen where the only “chef” was an aggressive, shouting man with a blazing red mustache.

	André, the head chef, was a man from Wallonia — which, right from the start, posed the first major obstacle.

	Because, you see, he spoke French.
But not just any French.
This was French as spoken by a wild animal marking its territory — full of guttural roars and snarling vowels that wouldn’t have made sense even in the deepest, darkest corners of the Ardennes.

	It was as if he were trying to communicate directly with nature itself, every sentence an explosion of vowels and consonants that couldn’t be traced back to any known dictionary.
He spoke with such force that even the kitchen walls seemed too intimidated to argue with him.

	But André wasn’t just a cook.
No — he was so much more than that.
It was as if he were some kind of culinary Viking, except instead of hailing from the icy fjords of Scandinavia, he came straight out of the Ardennes — and instead of wielding an axe, he swung a spatula.

	When André stormed through the kitchen, it sounded like a tornado of steamed potatoes and violently diced chicken tearing through the room.
Every movement was a dramatic flourish, as if he were in the middle of an epic battle with the gods of gastronomy.
And all of it delivered with a fiery red face so flushed you’d swear he’d spent the entire morning scrubbing himself down with a bucket of tomato sauce.

	If you were a young apprentice and saw André entering the kitchen, the first thing you did was duck behind the dish cabinet and pretend you were deeply engaged in anything else.
All you wanted was to stay out of his line of sight.
Because once André saw you, it was over.

	He had the uncanny ability to address you in a kind of French that not even the other cooks fully understood — let alone me.
And when he started shouting — and yes, shouting is absolutely the right word — it was no longer speech.
It was sound.
Raw, primal sound.
As if he was hammering his frustrations directly into the tiles.

	His instructions rarely went beyond a flurry of sharp gestures and strangled French idioms.
And there was always the smell of something burning — always just a few seconds too late to stop your dish from turning into a culinary funeral pyre.
If you were really unlucky, you’d even catch a whiff of singed red hair, because if there was anyone who would literally throw himself into the fire for a dish, it was André.

	But it wasn’t just his indecipherable language and terrifying presence that made André a legend.
No — it was his gift for creating total, beautiful, unrelenting chaos.

	He was like a culinary tornado — not only hurling meat through the air but also flinging away whatever illusions you still had about your cooking education.
If there was anyone who could stretch the limits of your concentration to breaking point, it was him.

	So yes, if you ever found yourself in André’s kitchen, your best bet was to stay in the shadows and never step into his direct line of sight.
Because once he saw you, you were done.
You were the next course — a trembling apprentice served up for verbal roasting in rapid-fire French, labelled an “imbécile,” while he moved on to his next disaster like a Viking charging into battle with a whisk.

	Every morning I began my shift with nerves wrapped tightly around my throat, because André — as you might imagine — was always already in the kitchen, his eyes redder than a traffic light after a three-day bender at the local bar.
When I finally gathered the steel in my spine to mumble a shaky “Bonjour, chef!”, it was barely more than a sound melting off my tongue in response to his arctic glare.

	The only time we spoke French properly was when customers were within earshot.
The rest of the time, when chaos reigned and tension boiled over, we switched to German.
Why? Because André also spoke German.
Did it help?
No idea.
It mostly made things worse — like trying to fix a broken oven by speaking Latin to it.

	And like any teenager who felt painfully out of place in his own skin, I did what came naturally: I declared smoking a lifestyle.
Every lunch break, I’d sneak out of the hotel for a breath of “fresh” air — the kind saturated with nicotine and poor decision-making.
A few cigarettes later, I’d return with the same level of clarity and motivation as a depressed houseplant.

	After two months, André had enough.
His frustration reached Michelin-starred levels of fury, and he decided to end my culinary career before it ever really started.
Apparently, he didn’t appreciate having a “tragic student” in his kitchen.

	So… off I went.
Into the dining room.
The service industry.

	It felt like I had hurled my dreams into the deepest grease trap of the kitchen and now, trapped in the purgatory of front-of-house, I had to endure what the world cheerfully referred to as “real restaurant experience.”

	And then came the service: a nightmare of its own.

	You’d think restaurant guests were nice people.
Let me tell you something — when you’re a fifteen-year-old boy trying to serve drinks between Formula 1 drivers and their ahem famously well-endowed lady fans, it’s less like working in hospitality and more like starring in a live-action episode of The Bachelor — only without the roses, and you’re the prize nobody wants to win.

	Between my nerves, my trembling hands, and my complete inability to pour wine properly (with more of the bottle ending up on the table than in the glass), I was a walking disaster.
But nothing — nothing — was as painful as the way I had to present myself as “the only waiter in the restaurant with an oversized bow tie,” which, according to my mother, looked “neat.”

	I looked like a walking caricature of a poorly dressed butler.

	And the wine-pouring fiasco?
I didn’t just spill a drop — I unloaded the entire bottle onto the guests and their pristine white tablecloth.

	Irony of ironies: the linen turned redder than my face as I stood there, frozen, trying to salvage the dignity of a table that now looked like a scene from CSI: Cabernet Edition.
Guests were shrieking, napkins flying, and I could see the deep wine stains becoming omens of cosmic failure in their horrified eyes.

	And me?
Oh, I’d already fled into the kitchen like a wounded animal — grateful that the unspoken complaints about my appearance and sommelier skills had been left at the doorstep.

	The rest of the evening I was barely visible, like a ghost in a bow tie.
The other waiter, much more composed and significantly less moist, came back out to handle the incident.
Looking back, though — that wasn’t even the worst moment.
Not by a long shot.

	Because what came next?
That was unthinkable.

	The most humiliating moment of my entire career as a waiter happened during breakfast service.
And yes, I know it sounds improbable — but I swear on everything I hold dear: it actually happened.
This isn’t one of those “Haha, sure, that’s funny, but obviously made up” stories.

	No. This happened.
And it was worse than any nightmare I’d ever had about spilling coffee, dropping cutlery, or accidentally giving a vegan guest a plate of bacon.

	This was raw, unfiltered, high-level embarrassment.

	My morning started like any other.
The smell of fresh bread, the clinking of porcelain, and that familiar wave of stomach-churning anxiety whenever someone handed me the breakfast trolley.

	But this time… something felt off.
My heart was already pounding before I’d even reached the first table.

	It was the room of a French Formula 1 driver.
Yes, you read that right: the big man himself.
The guy I’d only ever seen on TV, the one who threw his helmet in the air after every victory, captivating millions of fans with a single smug grin.
And this… this was his room.
My personal Waterloo.

	I hadn’t meant to get that close.
I didn’t want to get that close.

	With a volatile cocktail of nerves and overconfidence, I stepped into the elevator, pushing a breakfast trolley laden with innocent-looking bowls of cereal, toast, and jam.
My hands trembled slightly — partly from anxiety about meeting the driver, but mostly because I had no idea what the hell I was doing.

	I felt like a forgotten napkin in a five-star restaurant: never entirely sure of its purpose, but always terrified of being in the way.

	When the elevator finally reached the right floor, I had to pull myself together.
This was it — the room of the French Formula 1 superstar.

	Okay, sure, I wasn’t exactly the most experienced hotel waiter on the planet, but I figured I had at least a little professionalism in me.
What could possibly go wrong?
A crooked napkin fold?

	No. I had this.

	So there I stood, breakfast cart in front of me, and knocked on the door.
“Room service!” I called, far more confidently than I actually felt.
It sounded good. Smooth. Competent.

	But what happened next would have left even the most hardened hotel veteran gasping for breath and nursing emotional bruises.

	The door opened —
And there she stood.

	No, not the pilot.
But a completely naked woman, the kind you only ever see in luxury perfume commercials or Italian fashion editorials where no one actually wears clothes.

	And me?
I stood there like a leashed poodle with a breakfast cart, utterly paralyzed.

	My breath caught.
Every blood vessel in my face exploded simultaneously.
I could feel the pressure rising in my skull like a teakettle on full blast.

	My mouth went dry — desert-level dry — like I’d just wandered into the Sahara without a canteen.

	What was I supposed to say?
“Good morning”?
“Uh… I’m here with your breakfast”?

	No.
I said absolutely nothing.
I just stood there like a statue, staring at the breakfast cart as if it held the secret key to my survival.

	The woman smiled at me — calmly, politely — as if this was the most ordinary thing in the world, and simply gestured inside with a relaxed flick of the hand, the universal sign for “go ahead, put it down.”

	Every part of my being screamed: “RUN!”
But no — of course not.
I wasn’t just there to drop off breakfast.
Oh no.
I had to pour the coffee.

	Yeah. That was the final straw for my nervous system.

	But then — surprise!
A second gift from the universe: on the bed behind her…
Another completely naked woman.

	My brain short-circuited.
My mouth dried up even more — at this point, I could’ve choked on my own tongue.
My hands started shaking like a leaf in a hurricane.
I was, once again, a casualty of the cruel and merciless Law of Teenage Misery.

	The second woman looked at me with the same serene expression — as if I’d just wandered in for afternoon tea.

	“Good morning,” she said, casually continuing her morning routine as if this was perfectly normal.

	The coffee! I had to pour the coffee!

	Panic surged through me like an electric current.
My hands turned to jelly.
And, of course, the inevitable happened.

	The coffee overflowed the cups.
I spilled the milk.
Porcelain clattered like distant cannon fire — a fitting soundtrack to the slow collapse of my dignity.

	But the worst was still to come.

	As I stood there, stumbling over my own feet, hands trembling like I was auditioning for a jellyfish impersonation, I looked at the two women —
Who, bafflingly, didn’t seem to register a single thing as odd.

	There they sat, smiling peacefully, while I, in cinematic slow motion, attempted to pour coffee into a cup without unleashing a thermonuclear breakfast disaster.

	And naturally…
Everything went wrong.

	It felt like I was falling down an endless staircase of humiliation — and the fall wasn’t even close to over.
The door slammed shut behind me as I bolted out of the room, face blazing red like a traffic light, eyes wide with panic and disbelief.
Behind me, laughter echoed through the hallway — the delighted shrieks of the two women and the unmistakable thud of my self-esteem crashing into the floor.

	Coffee was everywhere, the women were cheerfully giggling the entire time, and I… I was nothing more than a clumsy teenager who took his first breakfast shift way too seriously.

	And what happened after that?

	Well — exactly what you'd expect.

	My boss and coworkers were waiting for me, grinning like wolves who’d just scented fresh prey.
They burst out laughing the second they saw my face.
It was, apparently, my initiation — in the most humiliating form imaginable.

	They loved my suffering.
They thrived on the awkward punches life had thrown me.
In today’s world, I’d probably be dragged into HR and accused of “indecent exposure by association” or something, but no — back then, I became a kind of local legend.
A symbol of failure.
The boy who delivered breakfast to the wrong room… and lost the ability to speak for the rest of the day.

	It had been my “big moment” to show the world just how good I was at breakfast service.
Instead, I delivered a tragic comedy worthy of a hotel-wide standing ovation.

	Looking back now, I wonder…
What if it had been two eighty-year-old women in there?
That image would probably still be burned into my retinas.

	It was during that chaotic period that I met my first love — Patricia.

	Well… “love.”
When you’re a completely unpolished teenager whose most intimate experience was an awkward hug from your grandma during the holidays, this felt like winning the lottery — minus the money, fame, or dignity.

	Noëlla was her name.
A girl, like me, working under a vocational learning contract in a nearby restaurant, and attending the same school.

	She was a brunette with a smile so wide you’d swear she brushed her teeth with sunshine.
And her eyes — those eyes.
Bright blue, glowing like she’d swallowed a constellation.
Honestly, I was convinced I’d wandered into the wrong movie.

	Instead of a boring school lunch, I suddenly found myself trapped in a romantic comedy I didn’t understand — but desperately wanted to live through.

	From day one, it was clear: we were inseparable.
Not in the “we got paired for a group project” kind of way or the “let’s team up for that industrial revolution assignment” nonsense.
No — this was the real deal.
Love at first sausage.

	And what happened during that lunch?
Pure magic.

	There I was, sitting alone with my shriveled, cold fries and a sausage so sad it looked like it had been emotionally abused in a microwave.
And then Noëlla appeared.

	She was clearly not the type to blend in.
She wasn’t part of the “sit down, eat quietly, behave like an obedient sack of potatoes” crew.
No — she dropped into the chair next to me with the confidence of someone who owned the damn cafeteria.

	“No one sitting here, right?” she asked, smiling at me with the kind of grin that could rival a sunbeam breaking through storm clouds.

	As she spoke, she started pulling her lunch out of a bag so enormous, I briefly wondered if she was secretly moving into the school.

	I wanted to say: “Nope, just me and my crippling teen anxiety, but go ahead.”
Instead, I managed a casual nod. “No problem, you’re in my class, right?”

	My voice sounded way too formal for someone who was, essentially, a barely functioning adolescent blob trying not to choke on nerves.

	“Patricia,” she said, extending her hand.

	“Stefan,” I replied, with a level of enthusiasm that even I didn’t fully understand — and which made it sound suspiciously like I said “Tevan.”

	I held her hand a bit too long, but hey — it was warm, and soft.
And for the first time in my life, I felt like I was shaking a hand that didn’t belong to a sweaty uncle or an angry school administrator.

	She glanced down at her shoes — shy, maybe?
But it was probably just the effect of my devastating teenage charm.

	“I see we have the same taste,” she said with a laugh, nodding at my tray.
Yep — my tray, stacked with what was clearly not the culinary pinnacle of the school: limp, wrinkled sausages that looked like they’d spent the summer locked in a sun-baked car trunk.

	"That's not exactly remarkable, considering the protein options here are basically nonexistent," I said, raising my eyebrow in what I assumed was a display of worldly wisdom — as if I were some culinary analyst of the schoolyard economy.

	“We can't live off sausages for the entire year!”

	Oh, and she had a point.
The sausages, as always, had been fried in bulk sometime before the invention of the wheel, and had the structural integrity of a soggy dishcloth.
Most students didn’t eat them out of affection — they ate them out of despair, survival instinct, or the haunting dread of another day of lessons without calories.

	The fries were no salvation either: they existed in some strange limbo between concrete and sponge.
School lunch was never something you approached with joy. It was more of a culinary dare.

	“I heard there’s cheap food at the ice rink,” I blurted out, pointing outside, where the ice rink shimmered in the distance like a mirage promising lukewarm burgers and artificial cheese sauce.
Was it the idea of food? Or skating with her?
Didn’t matter. In my head, it felt like the beginning of a plan. A real plan. A date-without-calling-it-a-date kind of plan.

	“Awesome! Want to go there next time together?” she asked with a look I could only describe as half-in-love — or maybe fully in love, but my hormonal radar was too overloaded to process nuance.

	And that was the moment my brain stopped working.
My internal dialogue was just: Yes! Yes! Yes! Okay! Do it!
I had no plan, no preparation, no clue — just pure enthusiasm rocketing me into the sacred land of First Relationship Moments™.

	That Monday became the day.
We had lunch together in the café at the rink.
And trust me — the food was as terrible as you'd expect: greasy, limp, and probably once part of a frozen food emergency kit.
But in her presence, it felt like a three-course meal at a Parisian bistro.
She made the whole sad tray of processed carbohydrates feel like romance on a plate.

	After lunch, we went skating.
Hand in hand.

	Yes, hand in freaking hand.
This wasn’t some awkward tangle of limbs and mistimed turns.
Okay, we fell — twice per lap, minimum — but it didn’t matter.
It wasn’t about balance or elegance.
It was about her hand in mine.
About laughing as we hit the ice together like a pair of collapsing penguins.
We were head-over-heels, whatever that meant at fifteen — giddy, clumsy, unstoppable.

	And in that moment, surrounded by fluorescent lights, bad fries, and melting ice…
It felt exactly like falling in love is supposed to.

	We glided across the ice like two swans in a romantic drama — although, truth be told, I had absolutely no idea whether I was supposed to skate… or just try not to crash headfirst into the wall.

	We were so wrapped up in our little skating adventure that we completely lost track of time.
School?
We couldn’t have cared less.
We had each other.

	So instead of returning to class, we collapsed on a park bench and spent hours talking.
About life, about the world, about sausages and the finer nuances of frozen food, about skating and how absurdly perfect it was to just be together.

	And so, in a textbook teenage romance, we simply refused to let time catch up with us.

	And that, dear reader, was the beginning of my grand love story with Noëlla — the brunette with the blazing blue eyes, the girl who, for as long as it lasted, seemed to be everything I’d never dared to dream of.

	She had her own hotel room at the place she worked.

	I was fourteen, deeply pubescent, and overwhelmed by what I then called “love” — which in hindsight was more of a hormonal smoothie mixed with a generous scoop of delusional overconfidence.

	That day, Patricia had whispered (far too casually) that she had a hotel room all to herself — which, in my hormonal brain, translated instantly to a secret midnight rendezvous.
How hard could it be to sneak into a bedroom unnoticed?

	Very hard, as it turned out.

	The plan was simple.
Simple… and monumentally stupid.
But on paper, it looked brilliant.

	At midnight, I’d climb out of my bedroom window, hop on my bike, and cycle over to her hotel.
My room was on the first floor, and there was a conveniently located tree right outside the window.
What could go wrong?

	Well, everything.

	Problem one: I didn’t have a rope.
So, naturally, I tied my bedsheets together — just like prisoners do in terrible prison escape movies.
What I hadn’t calculated was that my mom had just done the laundry.
The sheets smelled like lavender and were soapy smooth.

	Halfway down the tree, I slipped.

	And landed — with a bone-shaking THUD — straight into a bush full of unforgiving hydrangeas.

	The bike ride to Patricia’s hotel was a whole misadventure of its own…

	It was dark.
My bike light was dead, and I’d made the brilliant decision to wear a hoodie — which made me look less like a teenage romantic hero and more like a suspect in a late-night crime documentary.

	A nearby dog walker stared at me suspiciously as I passed.
I heard him mutter, “Kids these days…” under his breath.
Perfect. Just the vibe I was going for.

	When I finally arrived at Patricia’s hotel, phase two of my master plan began:
The Tree.

	What I hadn’t noticed in daylight was that the tree was basically a haunted mansion for spiders.
Every branch I grabbed came with a bonus: a web.
And not just the charming kind from children’s books — no, these webs came complete with spiders the size of small hamsters.
I tried not to scream, but let’s be honest: if spider courage had a rating system, I would’ve scored somewhere between toddler with a juice box and grandma at a Slipknot concert.

	Eventually, I reached her window.
And there was Patricia — or Sophie, as I mistakenly called her in my nerves — waving cheerfully and whispering, “Wow, you’re fast!”

	For a brief moment, I felt like a hero.
Romeo of the suburbs.
A legend in sneakers.

	Then I tried to push open the window.

	“It’s stuck,” I whispered.

	“You have to push harder,” she whispered back, encouraging me like I was about to deliver a baby rather than break and enter.

	I pushed harder.
The window didn’t budge.
The branch, however, did.

	With a shriek I would later describe as “masculine,” but that probably sounded more like a haunted accordion, I tumbled straight down —
Landing face-first onto a garbage bin with a metallic CLANG worthy of a cartoon soundboard.

	The motion-sensor light snapped on.
And there he was: Patricia’s manager, appearing in a bathrobe, staring at me like I was the physical embodiment of all his life regrets.

	“WHAT ARE YOU DOING HERE?” he thundered.

	“Uh… saving a bird?” I squeaked, as I sat up and removed the trash can lid that was now firmly wedged on my head like a medieval helmet.

	His wife appeared in the doorway, arms folded.
Patricia slammed the window shut in panic and yanked the curtains closed with the force of a stagehand ending Act One.

	After a long sigh — the kind that carries years of disappointment — he muttered, “Fine. Come inside.”

	And that’s how I ended up sitting at their kitchen table with a steaming cup of tea, getting a lecture about respect, privacy, and the underrated value of a ladder.

	Eventually, Patricia came downstairs — giggling, her cheeks glowing red from embarrassment. 

	Her mother, clearly torn between scolding and sympathy, asked if I needed a bandage. I needed a new life, actually. But sure, a Band-Aid would do. 

	Later that day, the inevitable happened: Our parents were called. There was a formal meeting. A sit-down. A “let's discuss your child sneaking out, injuring himself, and landing in someone’s trash can”-type conversation.

	 And just like that — the romance was over. 

	The great love story of Patricia and me, born from cafeteria sausages and ice rink bliss, ended not with a bang… but with a bruised ego, a sprained ankle, and an awkward silence during the parent meeting.

	 My career in Zolder? 

	Also over. One moment I was sneaking out like a hopeless romantic.

	 The next, I was expelled from love, from the kitchen, and from the region — in one fell swoop. 

	And that, dear reader, is how a sausages a window, and a trash can conspired to end my first true love story

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 5: The Restaurant

	 

	 

	It was a time of wild hair, endless beer, and a GPS in my brain that worked about as well as a broken microwave.
A time when I’d go to bed every night feeling like I’d accomplished something — only to wake up the next morning in a bed that wasn’t mine, with a hangover beating the sense out of me like a gang of thugs with blunt objects.

	This was the glorious start of my culinary career.
The days I spent working in the restaurant where my brother was the head chef.
And oh, what an experience that was.

	The restaurant itself was built on a “quantity over quality” philosophy — a place where profit margins were sacred, and ketchup counted as a vegetable.
Basic dishes, two sauces for everything, and the holy grail: the Sausage
If you were hoping for culinary masterpieces, you were better off ordering a pizza from the place around the corner and eating it in your car.

	But for someone with an ADHD-riddled brain like mine, this place was perfect.
Not because I learned much about cooking — I didn’t.
But because the kitchen ran at a speed that was like medication without the prescription.
It kept my mind on lockdown.
There was simply no time to think about anything except the last damn plate of spaghetti I had to get out the door.

	I worked days that started at 9 a.m. and didn’t end until 4 in the morning.
With a whole two-hour break in the middle of the day — which, to be clear, was less “break” and more “breathing in deep-fried air until your lungs gave up.”

	Let me tell you: I was criminally underpaid and spectacularly overworked.
If you think kitchen life is glamorous, you’ve clearly never done the dishes after serving 500 plates of steak and fries.

	Now, this might sound like the tragic memoir of a lost kitchen soul.
But no.
I was one meter eighty, and I weighed a whopping sixty kilos.
Pure muscle. No fat.
My superpower?
I could run through walls — but I was also light enough to be carried off by a strong breeze.

	And then came the weekends.
Buffets.
Four hundred people.
And all of them hungry.

	And believe me, the amount of meat we had to prepare during those weekends was not of this world.
While others slept, I was still in the kitchen, prepping buffet trays like a lunatic — gliding through the restaurant corridors with a kind of holy work ethic that made me look like a caffeinated ghost in chef whites.

	But the moment work was done?
I was out.
Straight to parties with my friends.

	This was smack in the middle of the New Wave era —
You know, that glorious time when your hair had to defy gravity using an entire can of hairspray, and your individuality was measured by how obscure your sleeveless band T-shirt was.
The more unknown the band, the cooler you were.
You needed an armband that looked like you'd survived a pirate attack in the 17th century.
That was fashion.

	Every weekend was an event.
Concerts by The Sex Pistols, The Death Kennedys, The Damned, and Bauhaus! became the soundtrack to my adolescence.
The pogo was our sacred ritual — not so much a dance as it was a full-contact, airborne brawl disguised as fun.
We hurled ourselves into the air, limbs flailing like malfunctioning robots, trying to knock each other over in a show of sweaty, bruise-filled affection.

	Plastic beer cups flew through the air like migrating geese.
I came home countless times soaked in a mix of beer foam, sweat, and mud — and somehow, it felt like victory.

	This was life.
Chaos.
Beer.
Music.
And the kind of physical activity that no gym class could ever recreate.

	And here’s the advantage of having a job:
Unlike my friends who were still in school and knew nothing of hard labor, I had the magical ability to drive to other towns for the truly legendary parties.

	Of course, we were self-declared experts in mixing alcohol with driving.
The rule was simple:
You could drive as long as you hadn’t had more than six beers, or — and this was key — you drank a glass of water between your boozes.
Science. Safety. Strategy. Right?

	This, dear reader, is where my beloved Ford Escort came into the picture.
A car that looked like it had tried to drive through a brick wall — and then apologized to the wall.

	. But hey — that was my ride, and you make do with what you've got.
It was the dead of winter, the roads slicker than a rookie’s palms during their first kitchen rush.
We were on our way to a party in another town, spirits high, volume higher, and IQ probably somewhere near room temperature.

	Then, in the distance — flashing blue lights.
“Shit, guys — police checkpoint!” I yelled, as if I’d had a psychic vision.

	“No worries, you only had five beers,” one of my friends shrugged, as if five was some kind of holy, legally endorsed number.

	And so we pressed on, in my dented-to-hell Ford Escort, which had less grip than a bar of soap on a marble floor.
But the universe, always with a sense of irony, had other plans.
Soon, we were tailing the back end of the actual police van.

	“Shit,” I thought. “Why now?”

	Then it happened.
The inevitable.

	One of the officers — a man who looked like he used his baton more as a dance prop than a tool of law enforcement — leapt into the road.

	And yes, despite the fact that the road was slicker than a frozen pancake sprayed with WD-40, I tried to swerve around him.

	I hit the brakes.
But my Ford Escort responded like a greased walnut —
it just kept sliding.

	The result?

	A majestic, slow-motion crash into the back of the police van.
Metal crunched.
Plastic shattered.
My stomach dropped like a bowling ball down a stairwell.

	“Where the hell did you learn to drive, kid?!” the officer barked, glaring at me like I’d just insulted his dog, his mother, and the entire Belgian judicial system.

	The submachine gun slung across his chest glinted threateningly — not pointed at me, but definitely saying, “Laugh and I dare you.”

	I looked up at him like a sheep who had just been mugged by a wolf.
“Uh… I… eh…” I stammered, fully out of words, out of breath, and out of charm.

	More officers appeared from both sides, assault rifles ready — because apparently they were on the lookout for an actual criminal.

	Instead, they found me:
A clueless teenager with a heart full of new wave lyrics, a half-sober brain, and a car full of beer-scented friends.

	All I’d done was badly park…
into a police vehicle.

	By the time the local police finally showed up, most of the alcohol had graciously tiptoed out of my bloodstream.
But, as fate would have it, I was still just a tiny bit over the legal limit.
Which meant… court case.

	And what happened?

	My driver’s license got suspended. For three whole weeks.

	Did I care?
Not really.

	Why?
Because I had three weeks of vacation lined up — in Spain.

	License or not, Spain sounded way more appealing than staying home with my busted Ford Escort and a reputation that now included "that guy who rammed a police van."

	It sounded like a romantic adventure.
"Let’s take the bus to Spain!" my girlfriend had said, her eyes sparkling like she'd just invented spontaneous joy.
She loved budget travel — or as I like to call it: organized torture.

	But I thought: How bad could it be?
A few hours on the road, some charming roadside stops, and then boom — cocktails and sea breezes on the Costa Brava.

	Spoiler alert: it was not relaxing.

	The misery began before we even boarded the bus.
We stood in line at the station surrounded by a chaotic collage of people — suitcases bursting at the seams, kids eating chips off the floor, and a driver who looked like he hated people and buses with equal passion.

	My girlfriend, ever the optimist, came prepared: snacks, a neck pillow, even a little travel game.
I, like a fool, brought a book.
Because yes, I actually thought I’d be able to read.

	The moment the bus pulled away, reality kicked me in the face.

	Behind us was a family with three children who had clearly decided that this bus was now their private jungle gym.
"Mama, kijk!" one of them shrieked as he leaned over the back of my seat and smeared a sticky lollipop across the nape of my neck.

	I hadn’t even waved at Spain yet and I already smelled like synthetic cherry cough syrup and defeat.

	My girlfriend, bless her eternal optimism, tried to lift the mood.
“Look! We’re passing Paris!” she said cheerfully, pointing at what may have been the Eiffel Tower or possibly just a particularly large radio mast in the distance.

	But I couldn’t see it.
Because the man next to me had sprawled into my personal space like a walrus on holiday, and was now breathing like a blacksmith trying to inflate a life raft — through his nose.

	The real chaos began when the driver casually announced that we’d be driving through the night.

	“Great! Sleeping on the road!” my girlfriend chirped, still clinging to optimism like it was an emotional support hamster.

	I looked at my seat — a space so compact it could barely accommodate a folded towel — and realized sleep would be about as likely as a seven-course Michelin-starred dinner served on this bus.

	By midnight, the air conditioning started making noises.
Not just a whirr or a click — no, this sounded like a raccoon had been sucked into the vents and was actively protesting.

	The temperature dropped to something Eskimos would describe as “a bit brisk.”
People began wrapping themselves in scarves, jackets, and existential despair.
One man opened his suitcase and cocooned himself in his entire summer wardrobe.

	“Can’t you just relax?” my girlfriend whispered, while I tried to contort my legs into a position that didn’t resemble medieval torture.
At that very moment, the bus hit a roundabout at the speed of a Formula 1 car fleeing a scandal.

	I slid sideways, grabbed her arm in panic, and she burst out laughing.
I did not.

	By sunrise, we stopped at a gas station somewhere in rural France.
The passengers disembarked like survivors of some kind of rolling catastrophe.
I ordered a coffee so strong I could actually hear my heartbeat saying, “What the hell is happening?”

	Meanwhile, my girlfriend nibbled on a croissant like this was all part of a charming travel documentary.

	When we finally reached Spain — after what felt like a pilgrimage through Mordor with added leg cramps — I was convinced the bus would become my final resting place.
But surprisingly, I wasn’t the only one who had made it.

	The driver, now seemingly human again, stood up as we disembarked in Barcelona, smiled at the crowd, and said,
“Well, that wasn’t so bad, was it?”

	I wanted to say something.
Something witty. Something cutting.
Maybe: “Fantastic, thanks for the mobile hypothermia simulator.”

	But my girlfriend squeezed my arm and whispered,
“We made it. And it was an adventure, right?”

	Yes, I thought.
An adventure.
A rolling sitcom with no toilet and a soundtrack of screaming children.

	And thanks to that sticky lollipop in my neck, I’d be carrying the memory for weeks —
in scent, texture, and emotional scarring.

	It was already late by the time we finally arrived at our hotel in Spain — a building that looked like it had more experience surviving earthquakes than hosting actual guests.
The facade was a delightful blend of peeling paint and structural cracks, practically whispering:
“We’re more ruin than resort, but come on in!”

	The receptionist, a man who looked like an estranged cousin from the Addams Family, greeted us with the kind of enthusiasm usually reserved for tax audits.
“Room’s on the third floor,” he muttered, handing over a key so large you could’ve used it to open a medieval dungeon.

	“There’s no elevator,” he added flatly.
Of course there wasn’t.
Why would a building that clearly predates electricity offer modern amenities like vertical convenience?

	So up we went.
Suitcases in one hand, our remaining dignity in the other, we began the ascent.
Every step up the creaking staircase felt like a personal attack on my knees.

	When we finally reached our room, I pushed the door open with the faint hope of encountering something vaguely comfortable.

	That hope evaporated faster than a free beer at a village fair.

	The room was... unique.

	The bed was tilted, as if it had a long-standing disagreement with gravity.
The mattress had more craters than the moon, and the sheets emitted a faint but unmistakable aroma — a mysterious blend of mothballs and discount aftershave.

	“This is… cozy,” my girlfriend said, in her trademark tone of optimistic delusion.
She tossed her bag onto a chair, which responded with an alarming creak and unleashed a cloud of dust likely untouched since the Franco regime.

	I went to open the window, desperate for some fresh air.
Big mistake.

	The “view” consisted of a wall so close I could have reached out and started a conversation with the bricks.
Strung between us and the wall was a clothesline of damp underwear, waving gently in the breeze like some passive-aggressive welcome banner.

	“Maybe the bathroom’s better,” I muttered, in an uncharacteristic burst of hope.

	Wrong again.

	It was a closet-sized chamber that only qualified as a bathroom because it had plumbing — technically.
The showerhead dangled by a wire like it had attempted to escape long ago.
There was one towel — thinner than an apology from your ex.

	“What do you think this stain is?” my girlfriend asked, pointing to a mysterious brown smear on the wall.

	I took a breath.
Paused.
"Art," I replied dryly.
"A tribute to the textures of traditional Spanish cuisine."

	By the time we finally made it to bed — or rather, attempted to stay on the bed without rolling into the crater in the middle — a sound drifted up from outside.
It started as a murmur, but quickly revealed itself:
Our room was located directly above a bar.
Not just any bar. A bar where karaoke wasn’t just encouraged — it was apparently mandatory.

	“That sounds like a dying cat,” my girlfriend winced, as someone below attempted to murder Despacito in cold blood.

	“Dying cat?” I said. “This is an entire litter of cats — in a blender — during a power outage.”

	The night was a dissonant symphony of hallway thuds, squeaky bed springs, and a relentless loop of Spanish karaoke hits sung by people who had clearly mistaken screaming for singing.
When I finally fell asleep, I dreamed I was trapped at a festival of off-key vocalists — and I was the headliner.

	At breakfast — which consisted of a rock-hard bread roll and a coffee that closely resembled used motor oil — the receptionist smiled and asked,
“Did you sleep well?”

	I stared at him.
I thought of the wall view, the suicidal showerhead, the mattress crater, and the 3 a.m. power ballads.
And I said, “It was... an experience.”

	My girlfriend nodded enthusiastically.
“And that’s why we travel, right? For the experiences!”

	Yes, I thought.
Experiences.
Especially the kind you only appreciate after you’re home and safe and fully disinfected.

	After breakfast, we set off to explore the beach.
It started as an idyllic plan — our first real day on the Spanish coast.
A dreamy mental postcard: sun, sea, and maybe a couple of cocktails under a thatched umbrella.

	What I didn’t realize was that this picture-perfect fantasy was about to turn into a tragicomedy, starring yours truly as... The Lobster of Costa del Sol.

	We arrived at the beach — my girlfriend glowing in her new summer dress, me proudly wearing a pair of swim trunks I’d panic-bought from a discount bin the night before.
It was perfect.
The sun was blazing, the sea sparkled like it had been personally polished, and I felt like I’d walked straight into a commercial for a budget travel agency.

	“Shall we put on some sunscreen?” my girlfriend asked sweetly, holding up the bottle.

	“Of course,” I replied nonchalantly, as only men with an overconfident self-image can.
“But I’ll grab a beer first.”
My girlfriend sighed, carefully applied sunscreen, and sat in the shade with a book.
I, on the other hand, didn’t have time for that kind of fuss.
I was ready to surrender myself to the ultimate beach fun.
Who needs sunscreen?
I mean, I’m already a bit tanned, right?
The first hours went great. I ran into the sea like an overexcited sea lion, built a sandcastle that looked like an architectural masterpiece (at least in my head), and then proudly dropped myself onto my towel. Life was good.
Around lunchtime I felt a light tingling on my skin.
“Ah, that’s just the sun doing its job,” I told myself.
That turned out to be technically true, but not in the way I had hoped.
When I finally decided to apply sunscreen after lunch, I discovered that my skin had already moved into an interesting color spectrum: somewhere between burgundy red and tomato.
My girlfriend looked up from her book, inspected my shoulders, and said dryly, “You look like a sunscreen commercial… showing what happens when you forget it.”
Around noon it got worse.
The sun blazed on mercilessly, and my skin felt like I was lying on a barbecue.
“Maybe you should sit in the shade for a bit,” my girlfriend suggested.
But I, in all my stubborn glory, decided I had to push through a bit longer.
What’s a vacation without a little sun, right?
By the time we got back to the hotel, my skin was a masterclass in shades of red.
Even the receptionist raised an eyebrow as I walked past, as if he was considering offering me a bucket of water and a fire blanket.
But the real drama began in the evening.
The shower, normally an oasis of peace, turned into a torture chamber.
Every drop of water felt like lava.

	My girlfriend watched as I fumbled with aftersun, trying to rub the liquid on my back while groaning like a wounded walrus.
The next day, wrapped in a beach towel like a medieval knight, I carefully walked onto the beach.
Children stared, a few people whispered, and I heard someone softly say: “Look, it must be his first time in Spain.”
I learned a lot that vacation.
But the most important lesson?
Applying sunscreen isn’t optional.
It’s a survival strategy.
Because nothing screams “I’m a tourist” louder than the smell of burnt skin and a pile of aftersun bottles next to your bed.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 6: The Big City

	 

	It was a time of jeans so wide you could hide a chair in them, of sunbed-addicted types parading through the streets in greasy vests with epaulettes, and of bad choices you only make after downing your hundredth Jägermeister.
It was the end of the eighties and the beginning of the nineties, a time when you felt like a star even if you were just a lost soul swept away by the party vibes of Antwerp.

	I was completely done with that miserable restaurant where I stood day in, day out in a boiling hot kitchen, the smell of frying oil seeping into my pores and slowly burning away my soul.
It was like being a hamster endlessly running in the same circle, when all you really wanted was to find the exit from the cage.
The long workdays, the total lack of ambition – all of that had to stop.
The small-town air had suffocated me, the smell of cow dung had become too much.
I was a man of the world, and I was ready for adventure.

	And adventure, as you can imagine, wasn’t found in the fragrant grey cloud of my hometown, but in the city.
Not in the city itself, because that was for people who had enough money to rent a cardboard box with a view of the highway.
No, I found my luck just outside Antwerp, in a nice little tavern-restaurant that maybe didn’t serve the finest cuisine, but had something I considered a real outlet: three snooker tables.

	Ah, snooker.
For me, it was the ultimate relaxation – shooting the ball into the corner with a cue was my way of blasting the stress off my soul.
And I found a way to make some extra cash with it, too.

	I waited until a match was underway, with players who didn’t know me.
I watched for a few minutes and made the right noises: “Nice shot,” and “That was unlucky, mate.”
That’s the key, you see – making people think you’re just as much of a fan as they are.
And then came my moment.

	Ronnie-in-training looked at me and said, “Wanna play a game?”

	“Oh, I’m not that good,” I replied with a smile I had rehearsed for exactly this kind of occasion.

	He looked at me the way a shark looks at a swimmer with an open wound.

	“Come on, I’ll take it easy.”

	Easy, my ass.

	The first game, he completely wiped the floor with me.

	He laughed, ordered a drink for himself, and suggested another game.

	I took a deep breath, sipped my pint, and decided it was time to turn the tables.

	“Maybe we make it a bit more exciting,” I said in my innocent ‘I have no idea what I’m doing’ voice.

	“Tenner on it?”

	His eyes lit up.

	He was probably already thinking about how to spend that ten – probably on another round of beer for himself.

	The second game was different.

	Suddenly the balls started landing exactly where I wanted them.

	My “oops” shots turned out surprisingly accurate, and my “I hope I hit this” moments were so perfect it looked like the balls had followed a secret tutorial.

	His face changed from amused to surprised, to angry, and finally to something resembling pure despair.

	By the end of the game, I stood there grinning from ear to ear, as I sent the final ball gently into the corner pocket.

	
“That was luck,” he muttered, reluctantly putting the tenner on the table.

	“Luck? Absolutely,” I said with my friendliest smile.

	“I didn’t expect to win. Really.”

	I finished my pint, gave him a pat on the shoulder, and walked out of the place, slipping back into the kitchen through the rear entrance.

	The fresh evening air felt wonderful on my face.

	Hustling isn’t my habit, but hey, sometimes a man earns his beer in creative ways.

	And if I’m honest: that tenner felt heavier in my pocket than the best cue in my hand.

	It wasn’t the bustling city itself where I ended up, but it was close enough that I could take the metro on the weekends and never had to explain why I drank twice as much beer when I looked halfway decent.

	It was the early nineties, so you had people in wide jeans and even wider behavior.

	In my case, I wore a shiny suit, a watch that could give you a hernia (no, it wasn’t a Rolex, but try saying that without laughing), and I felt like the king of the night.

	The city was mine – and belonged to anyone who had the guts to dive into the bar after midnight.

	Those early weeks in the tavern were like bathing in a pool of my own carefree spirit.

	The hours flew by, and I found myself behind the bar more often than in the kitchen.

	Which, let’s be honest, wasn’t such a bad career choice.

	I mean, who wants to be stuck in a kitchen, under the constant threat of a chef who might grill you (with his stare, not the flames), when you can have just as much fun pouring beers and chatting with your colleagues?

	The kitchen was for the hard workers, but the bar was for people who wanted to relax while pretending they had everything under control.

	It was there, in that tavern, that I began to understand what real life meant.

	Real life wasn’t the day – it was the night.

	Especially “Lost Monday” was the moment when everything turned upside down; in every pub you’d get apple fritters or sausage rolls.

	There was no time for slavish hours in the kitchen.

	No, Lost Monday was for bar hopping.

	A solid walk through the city, a free sausage roll or apple fritter with every stop – it was like culinary training for the alcoholism that was now spreading freely through my bloodstream.

	In one place they gave you sausage rolls, in another a piece of pastry, and best of all: you knew the nachos were free everywhere – as long as you stayed long enough to finish your drinks.

	Without anyone really noticing, we started hopping from bar to bar.

	The only goal was to get as much alcohol into your system as humanly possible, eventually leading to one of the most memorable moments of your life: the moment the trams started running again and you didn’t care one bit about the sleep you’d missed.

	Because you had a mission.

	You didn’t have time to sleep at home.

	There were drinks to be drunk, friends to meet, and stories to create—stories that, once you finally landed in bed, would be the only reason you even remembered you’d gone on this adventure at all.

	We were always those typical “Antwerp Sinjoorkes.”

	You couldn’t miss us: the guys with sunglasses way too expensive for their paychecks, the girls with so much makeup on that they barely looked human anymore—more like living disco balls.

	We flaunted our designer clothes and fake Rolex watches, which were just as phony as the promise of a new version of a popular band on karaoke night.

	But that was the magic—we all thought we were ‘the shit,’ and that was all that mattered.

	Midway through the night we always stopped by “Mama’s Garden.”

	The name alone made you crave a feast, and believe me, that turkey shawarma was the best thing my stomach had ever known.

	Honestly, if I even catch a whiff of that shawarma today, I still get butterflies.

	As we sat there filling our stomachs, soaking in the eternal aroma of fresh herbs, we all felt that sneaky little thrill that we were on the verge of losing ourselves in a glorious eruption of unstoppable eating.

	But let’s be real—the highlight of every night was always the karaoke bar.

	I mean, in theory, it was fun.

	It always started out innocent enough.

	I’d be standing at the bar, sweaty but satisfied after a night of dancing that had burned more calories than a week on a treadmill.

	My beer felt like a well-earned trophy, and the night seemed perfect.

	Until it happened.

	Someone—God knows who, but one day I want to meet that person just to understand why—decided it was a good idea to queue up ‘My Way’ by Frank Sinatra on the karaoke machine.

	The first notes echoed through the room like an ominous siren of impending doom.

	It started with a man who looked like he’d been rehearsing his drunken Sinatra impression his entire life.

	He grabbed the microphone with the confidence of a surgeon doing his ten-thousandth appendix removal, but with the finesse of a gorilla trying to decorate a cake.

	The first words came out—“And now, the end is near…”—and I immediately knew my night was over.

	But it got worse.

	A woman, radiating the energy of an aunt who’s had one too many sherries at Christmas, decided she wanted to make it a duet.

	She snatched the second microphone from the hands of a stunned bartender and launched into a note that sounded like a cat stuck in a vacuum cleaner.

	The audience turned—not in admiration, but in sheer disbelief.

	I looked around, desperate for fellow witnesses to the horror, but no…

	Everyone around me seemed entranced, as if caught in some kind of mass hypnosis.

	People who had been staggering moments before were suddenly standing tall, singing along at full volume.

	It was like watching the initiation ritual of a cult, with off-key singing as their sacred duty.

	The man turned to the crowd and lifted his glass dramatically, as if he truly believed he was addressing a pub full of adoring fans.

	Meanwhile, the woman attempted something that could only be described as a dance move—a kind of wobbling spin that ended with a loud smack against the jukebox.

	The echoing off-key misery only grew worse.

	It felt like I’d been locked in a soundproof torture chamber made entirely of musical failure, and my beer suddenly tasted like it had been poured out of sympathy.

	And then came the chorus—“I did it myyyyy wayyyy!”—

	At that moment, the entire pub apparently decided they were Frank Sinatra too.

	I didn’t know it was physically possible for so many people to sing off-key in unison, but apparently this was some kind of world record attempt.

	I couldn’t take it anymore.

	With the last shred of self-preservation clinging to my soul, I stumbled toward the exit, the off-key chorus trailing behind me like a foul stench.

	Once outside, I took a deep breath of fresh air.

	“Never again,” I muttered.

	But deep down, I knew this wouldn’t be the last time a night ended in musical catastrophe.

	So, somehow, I found myself outside, lighting a cigarette, inhaling the cold night air, and exhaling my sins into the ether.

	It all felt so close, but deep down I knew—it was just a way to escape the chaos.

	All in all, those years were my time to grow—not in any way you’d find in a self-help book, but in the way real life teaches you.

	Because real life isn’t neat and tidy.

	It’s the art of getting lost and finding your way back again, trying to sing while drunk and unable to remember where you left your keys.

	The city was everything I’d hoped for—and more.

	And of course, a little window shopping in the Red Light District couldn’t be left out.

	The idea had seemed brilliant at the time. “You’ve got to see the real city,” said my friend Maurice—a man with the subtlety of a bulldozer and the impulse control of a hyperactive squirrel.

	We were already pretty drunk when Maurice suggested what he called a “cultural excursion,” which in practice meant beer, hookers, and shawarma.

	Maurice looked at me with a sparkle in his eyes.

	“You and me, we’re going to the red-light district.”

	It sounded like a command—or a threat.

	I tried to protest: “Why can’t we bring the girls along?”

	Maurice laughed like I’d told a joke.

	“Our girls aren’t going anywhere, mate.

	But here? These are women of the night. Pure Antwerp culture!”

	We said a quick goodbye to the group, claiming we were off to play some pool at another bar.

	We ended up in a street that clearly knew its reputation—and made no apologies for it.

	The façades shimmered with neon lights, and every window display looked like a bizarre hybrid between a nightclub and a high-fashion boutique.

	There were curtains, red lights, and women who looked like they had just stepped off a catwalk straight into a disco.

	I immediately felt uncomfortable.

	Not because of the women—they looked like they were just going about their day—but because of myself.

	I felt like I was walking around with a blinking sign over my head that read: TOURIST, WITHOUT A CLUE.

	Maurice, on the other hand, walked like he was the mayor of the street.

	He nodded politely to a woman in a glittery bikini and said, “Good evening, fair lady.”

	She smiled politely, probably because he looked like a lost uncle at a wedding.

	“Come on,” Maurice said, pulling me into an alley.

	The alley was not exactly reassuring: narrow, dark, and with a smell that suggested someone had tried to hide a secret there long ago—and hadn’t done a good job of it.

	Halfway through, we were approached by a man who looked like he’d just stepped out of an action movie, where he played the role of the villain.

	“You guys looking for something special?” he asked, with a smile that was too wide to be genuine.

	I wanted to say no, but Maurice was quicker: “What do you mean by special?” he asked, with the curiosity of a child in a toy store.

	Before I knew it, we were invited into a building that looked like an innocent café from the outside, but on the inside… let’s just say it wouldn’t be featured on a Christmas card.

	“This isn’t my thing,” I whispered to Maurice, as a woman in a feathered costume walked toward us.

	“Relax!” he shouted, as he was pulled into a chair.

	The woman looked at me, raised an eyebrow, and said, “Are you the well-behaved one of the two?”

	“That’s one way to put it,” I muttered, trying not to panic.

	Meanwhile, Maurice was deep in conversation with a man offering us something that sounded like a cocktail, but smelled like a chemistry experiment gone wrong.

	“It’s time to go,” I said, trying to drag Maurice up from his seat.

	But just as I almost had him convinced, I tripped over a loose cable and fell backward—straight into a curtain.

	The curtain collapsed, revealing a room with... let’s put it this way: things I never expected to see in an interior design magazine.

	The music stopped. Everyone stared. And Maurice laughed so hard he nearly knocked over his chair.

	“You found the VIP room!” he bellowed, as I tried to peel myself off the floor while mumbling something about privacy.

	We were politely but firmly escorted outside, with Maurice still chuckling beside me.

	“That was fantastic, wasn’t it?” he asked, while I tried to explain that my heart rate was still somewhere in marathon territory.

	“Next time, I’m picking the outing,” I said. “Something quiet. Maybe a museum.”

	Maurice nodded thoughtfully. “Sure. But not too quiet, right? We have to live a little.”

	Yeah. I had noticed that...

	I lasted three years.

	Three full years of nights that never seemed to end—but always started far too early.

	I was the unofficial king of the nightlife.

	Every bartender knew my name, every bouncer let me through without a word, and I knew exactly which cocktails struck the balance between flavor and an acceptable hangover.

	But after three years, something started to gnaw at me.

	It started innocently enough.

	One night, while I was leaning on the bar with a glass of whisky—pretending to be nonchalant, but really just giving my knees a break after another ridiculous dance session—I overheard a group next to me discussing... crystal healing.

	In a nightclub.

	The only crystal I had ever found useful was the one at the bottom of a glass of gin.

	But there they were, seriously debating the energy of amethyst while sipping mojitos through straws.

	That was the first crack.

	Then I started noticing how fake everything was.

	Every smile felt rehearsed, every compliment had the depth of a kiddie pool.

	It was like everyone was competing to tell the most impressive but entirely irrelevant story.

	“Oh, you know the DJ? Funny, I played golf with his manager in Marbella last week.”

	The irony? Most people I knew hadn’t seen real grass since their primary school field trip.

	City folks' behavior got more and more absurd.

	I remember one night when a woman looked at me with wide eyes and said she’d just had a “spiritual awakening” in Bali.

	When I asked her what that meant exactly, she proudly told me she hadn’t looked at her phone for three days.

	Three days.

	I was about to hand her a medal—until she tried to convince me that the moon had an effect on her credit score.

	The breaking point came during an exclusive party at some new rooftop bar.

	The kind of place where you pay for a cocktail that looks like a modern art piece and tastes like melted ice cubes.

	There I was, surrounded by people complimenting each other’s “minimalist” outfits, even though it was clear they’d spent thousands of euros to look like they’d just rolled out of bed.

	It was like I’d wandered into a sociological experiment titled: “Pretend you’re rich, but tell everyone you’re ‘super grounded’.”

	That night—somewhere between a guy explaining why his NFT of a monkey was “the future of art” and a woman trying to convince me she only drank champagne because water was “too mainstream”—something in me snapped.

	I had to get out.

	And so I did.

	Away from the fake glitter, the inflated egos, and the eternal pretend-interest.

	Now I sit here, in a bar where the beer is cheap and the conversations are about football and who just bought a new barbecue.

	And you know what?

	It’s glorious.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 7: Village Mentality

	 

	I was looking for adventure and ended up finding it in a rather unexpected place: a restaurant in a tiny, tucked-away village about thirty minutes outside of Antwerp.

	Now, picture this: it wasn’t exactly the kind of place you’d mention when people asked about the most exciting spots in Belgium.

	No, this was the sort of village where the annual mirror tent was the only event the local youth got truly excited about.

	And the rest of the year?

	Well, it was basically a countdown to the next mirror tent.

	You had a better chance of spotting a UFO than finding anything that remotely resembled city life.

	The restaurant itself was just like the village: familiar, cozy, and wrapped in an atmosphere you'd normally associate with a secondhand shop filled with faded sayings on antique plaques.

	The owners were fantastic, and I had an absolute blast working with them.

	It was the kind of place where you could take orders with your eyes closed, because you already knew the regulars that well.

	The kitchen staff was minimal—meaning I was basically a one-man whirlwind, keeping everything running with bursts of energy and creativity—and the front of house? Just two waiters.

	Two!

	Where most restaurants had staff juggling a dozen plates at once, here it was just two laid-back guys working with such casual ease that you sometimes wondered if they were actually holding anything at all.

	The regulars?

	Oh yes, they always came back.

	And they trusted me, the chef in the kitchen, completely.

	I didn’t need to hand them a menu; they knew they could sit down, commit their sins, and be rewarded with something delicious—no questions asked.

	It felt like I was the restaurant.

	This was my domain, my stage to shine, my place to pour every ounce of creativity I’d ever stored into the dishes I made.

	And the best part of all?

	Every Monday, the restaurant was closed, and that was the time when we, with the owners as our undisputed guides of adventure, would go out to eat at other establishments.

	Naturally, we always dined on their dime—yes, free!

	And the idea, of course, was to “get inspiration for our own menu.”

	That was always the intention.

	But the reality?

	We usually ended up in a bar somewhere far away from the restaurant, and after a few glasses—or, well, bottles—we’d start talking about recipes that were as far removed from our menu as the moon is from the earth.

	That’s when I first discovered the divine taste of a proper glass of Cognac.

	Oh yes, the top-shelf kind.

	Not that weak stuff you normally find in dodgy bars, but the real classy, ridiculously expensive brand.

	I usually stuck to two glasses after dinner, because those bottles could bankrupt you.

	One small glass of Rémy Martin XO literally cost me a week’s wages, but it had a flavor you couldn’t ignore.

	It was like discovering the sun after an eternal night.

	But unfortunately, that’s when I started to change.

	The life in the kitchen and the constant toasts with the owners began to take their toll.

	I started losing my social skills, and instead of thriving in the company of guests, I found myself more and more locked inside my own world, behind the rusty doors of the kitchen.

	The connection with people—the guests, the waiters, the regulars—began to fade, like the memory of a bad date you’re better off forgetting.

	And the hours?

	I had developed a talent for disappearing into my cooking, forgetting the rest of the world.

	I was like a recluse, tucked away in my own cocoon of fragrant herbs and risotto.

	I also noticed myself retreating further into my shell.

	Evenings that I used to spend out on the town were now filled with laziness and apathy.

	Where I once spent hours at parties or with friends on a terrace, I now often sat alone, staring at the TV—or worse, into my own thoughts.

	If the weather allowed it, I'd hop on my bike, but more to get through the day than out of pure joy.

	The outside world felt so far removed from the kitchen that it was as if I’d created an island in my own head.

	And that island was surrounded by water, but not waves of companionship.

	No, it was an island that had lost its identity—a kind of self-imposed exile, without the hope of return.

	The place was still a success, sure, but I had lost the connection.

	I was no longer the energetic brain of the restaurant; I was the person behind the pots and pans, a sort of scientist tossing knives and mixing spices, but no longer talking to guests.

	Those conversations about the world, the day, or simply the menu, had vanished.

	It was as if I had let go of real life and replaced it with the most meaningless thing of all: being a cook at the gates of my own isolation.

	So there I was, on a Monday evening, the scent of grilled duck in the air and a glass of Cognac in my hand, but my eyes weren’t focused on the guests.

	I was deep in my mind, lost in thoughts of those dinners with the owners, in the bar where we drowned ourselves in drinks, and the Cognac that brought me to a strange kind of nirvana—but the people, the customers—they were just silhouettes in the background.

	It was a beautiful place to work, but I was slowly disappearing.

	Maybe I’d had too much of that ridiculously expensive Cognac.

	Or maybe I’d just taken everything a bit too seriously.

	In any case, looking back on it now, it was a bizarre transformation.

	From an energetic chef leaping over the counter to swap recipes with guests, to a quiet recluse who claimed the whole kitchen for himself.

	And those thoughts?

	They always return—like a compass pointing home, even when you have no idea where you're going.

	Still, I did make sure to take care of my body by going running often and taking long bike rides.

	Sometimes I even went cycling with my neighbor, Bob.

	With that cycling, we ended up in the Netherlands, where I discovered that in a coffeeshop you couldn’t get coffee at all—only strange-smelling herbs.

	Still, Bob managed to convince me to step inside one of those “establishments.”

	I should’ve known better, but as usual, my judgment was as sharp as a soggy marshmallow.

	It started innocently, like all disasters do.

	Bob had bought something “special.”

	“Here,” he said, pulling out a joint the size of a tax bill from the Dutch IRS. “It’s organic. Totally natural.”

	Of course! Just like volcanoes are natural—and they can blow your life to pieces, too.

	But fine, I thought, why not?

	One puff.

	Maybe two.

	Spoiler: it was three.

	“I don’t feel anything,” I said confidently.

	That was the moment my evening started to tilt.

	Ten minutes later, I was slumped in a chair, feeling like my legs were tied to the moon with a rubber band.

	Bob noticed.

	Even the cat noticed—and gave me a look that clearly said, You’re in deep, buddy.

	And then the realization hit: I had to go home...

	Ten kilometers.

	On a bike.

	In my condition, it didn’t feel like a simple ride—it felt like the Tour de France, only with a head full of cotton and a sense of direction that had disappeared before I even got on the saddle.

	I staggered over to my bike, a wobbly city bike held together by more duct tape than actual metal, and began my epic journey.

	The first hundred meters went surprisingly well.

	I even thought for a moment I was a natural.

	But then it happened: the wind.

	It felt like I was biking into a hurricane—even though, according to the weather app, there wasn’t so much as a breeze.

	My legs were pedaling, but the bike seemed to be moving backwards.

	"The laws of physics no longer apply," I muttered to myself, while accusing a random bush of sabotage.
Halfway through the ride, the paranoia kicked in: every car that passed seemed to be coming straight at me.
A passing cyclist greeted me with a cheerful “Good evening!” and I responded with a panicked “I DIDN’T DO ANYTHING!” before taking a nonexistent turn and nearly ending up in a ditch.

	I took a short break on a bench to “reassess my strategy.”
This was a terrible idea.
I couldn’t ride. Maybe I should walk.
But how does walking even work again?
And why did it feel like my legs were arguing over who was in charge?

	While I sat there, a hedgehog waddled past.
I swear he looked at me like, This guy’s not gonna make it.

	Still, I got back on the bike. Five kilometers to go.
My stomach growled, and I was convinced it was a sign of imminent starvation.
Every lamppost looked like a potential snack, and the idea of eating the inside of my bike bag no longer felt absurd.

	The last kilometer was the hardest.
My legs were still pedaling, but my brain had checked out somewhere around kilometer six.
With each push, the bike seemed to groan: Why-are-you-doing-this-to-me?
I muttered back, “We’re in this together, bike. Shut up.”

	When I finally got home, I stood at my front door, key in hand, only to realize I’d been trying to check in like it was a transit card reader for the last five minutes.
Inside, I collapsed on the couch, avoiding the questioning look from my wife.

	And then it hit me—
Where the hell was Bob?

	I still kept in touch with the old colleagues from Antwerp, who would sometimes pick me up to go out clubbing.
And after a few drinks, I’d morph back into the cheerful, sociable guy everyone knew from the outside.

	It all started with an innocent phone call from my former colleague Paul.
“We should go out again,” he said, as if that was a perfectly reasonable suggestion and not a direct invitation to disaster.

	Paul was the type who never danced, but always stood with a beer in hand, watching the crowd like an anthropologist, muttering things like: “Fascinating how the human mating ritual evolves.”

	So there we stood, in front of the neon-lit entrance of Club Inferno — a name that could only promise misery.
It was immediately clear I didn’t belong here: I wore a shirt with a light floral pattern, while the rest of the line looked like they were auditioning for a music video where leather and glitter played the lead roles.

	The bouncer looked at me as if I had just asked if I could host a children’s party inside.
“Your shoes,” he grunted, pointing at my neat brown dress shoes.
“Not allowed.”

	Paul, always the diplomat, pulled a permanent marker out of his pocket and quickly drew some black stripes on them.
“They’re cool now,” he said to the bouncer, who sighed and waved us in.

	Inside, it was chaos: the music was so loud my eardrums wanted to retire, and the dance floor looked like a gladiator arena where glittering, sweaty bodies fought for territory.
“We’re getting drinks,” Paul shouted in my ear, which sounded more like a threat than a plan.

	I squeezed my way to the bar, a battle that earned me at least three bruises, a stray drink spilled on my shirt, and a serious loss of faith in humanity.

	When I finally made it, I tried ordering a beer, but the bartender only heard, “Waaah-bluh-bluh-wat-blah.”
Eventually, I was handed a cocktail with a name that sounded like a rare tropical disease.

	Paul had found a spot on the edge of the dance floor and gestured for me to come over.
“Come on, it’s fun!” he shouted, while moving to the rhythm like a broken washing machine.

	I tried to join in, but my movements looked more like a penguin standing on a banana peel.
The moment everything really went wrong was when a woman in high heels, with a look that screamed “I’m the queen around here,” stepped up next to me.
She spun in place, I stepped back, and my foot landed squarely on her heel.
She lost her balance, fell into a table full of drinks, and dragged me down with her.

	We ended up in a mess of broken glass, sticky cocktails, and what I can only describe as a particularly aggressive type of beer.

	The bouncer arrived within five seconds.
He was a mountain of a man, with a shaved head that gleamed like it was polished every morning.
“What’s going on here?” he boomed.
“He fell!” shrieked the woman, pointing at me like I had sunk the Titanic.

	“I’m sorry!” I stammered, trying to get up and salvage what was left of my dignity — both figuratively and literally, since the floor was sticky enough to nearly take me down again.

	Paul walked over at that moment, sipping his beer.
“What’s going on here?” he asked, like he was watching a nature documentary.

	“I’m getting thrown out,” I said, just as the bouncer grabbed me by the arm.
“This isn’t fair!”

	Paul looked at the bouncer and calmly said, “He’s a bit clumsy, but he means well.”
The bouncer thought about it for two seconds, sighed heavily, and shoved me toward the exit.
“Stay off the dance floor,” he muttered.

	Outside, I stood there — sticky, humiliated, and smelling like I’d just been steeped in a vat of cheap fruit.
Paul came out five minutes later, laughing.
“What a night, huh?”

	“Next time, you’re the one dancing,” I muttered, staring at my shoes.
Even the black marker couldn’t save them anymore.Bovenkant formulier

	But it stopped being fun, and after a while, those friendships faded away.
It felt like I was trapped in a poorly timed episode of a failed soap opera.
There I was, a hospitality hero in a small village, plagued by the financial crisis of my bar tab, working in a restaurant where the only customers were local retirees treating their weekly outing as their grand adventure.
I had no choice anymore; hospitality was ruining my life, and I had to think of something else.

	So there I stood, at five in the morning, in a steaming greenhouse, hands wrapped around a tomato plant that had soaked up a bit too much morning sun.
Tomato picking.
That was the side hustle that was supposed to save my future — or so I thought at the time.
The smell of freshly brewed coffee and warm bread didn’t come from a kitchen, but from a dusty trailer on the edge of the property.
And instead of waving around kitchen utensils, I was now swinging a brightly colored crate that wasn’t worth a dime.
My life goals had completely shifted — or at least faded into the background.

	The pickers were a colorful group of people you’d normally only see in a movie about society’s forgotten corners.
Most of them were of Indian or Moroccan descent, and their Dutch was as broken as the tomatoes we were harvesting.
I didn’t understand much of their conversations, but the smell of their lunches — a blend of spices and slow-cooked stews — was unforgettable.

	"Hey, Aziz, nice iron logo on your shirt," I once said.
Probably a result of a bit too much sun to the head, that comment somehow felt like the right tone at the time.
Aziz looked down at his shirt, then up at me, and burst out laughing.
"Yeah, that iron..." he began, reaching behind his back to point at a strange, burn-like symbol shaped like an iron.
"I was so busy on the phone with my brother — arguing about the best place to buy olives — that I completely forgot I’d left the iron on my shirt."

	I looked at the burn and thought: That must be love — to ruin your shirt for your family like that.

	But I simply said, "Sounds like a classic."
"You should try it sometime," Aziz replied, taking a big sip of his tea.
"Arguing and ironing at the same time — that's an art form, you know?"
I nodded in agreement.
It sounded like an adventure to try, but at the same time I dreaded the thought of seeing my own clothes fall victim to a household fire incident.

	Still, I had immense respect for Aziz.
He worked hard, sent money back to his family in Morocco, and if you asked me, that was by far the most impressive job of all.
There I was, with my life in chaos and a poorly paid side gig as a tomato picker, and there he was — a man who had left behind his whole circus in Morocco to provide a better life.
If I hadn’t been so consumed with myself, I might’ve felt guilty.

	But no — I was busy with myself, and not in the best way.
My self-respect was dropping as fast as the tomatoes I tossed into my crate.
It had become a morning routine: roll out of bed, the inevitable morning coffee, and then off to the tomato fields to gather my daily portion of misery.

	What had I done to myself?
From culinary talent in the kitchen of a fancy restaurant to a banal farmhand picking tomatoes.
And all because I thought the city was the answer to my everyday frustrations.
The city? I wasn’t a city person.
I was a tomato person.

	Aziz looked at me and nodded in a way that clearly said, “Man, you’re having a rough time, huh?”
He had the wisdom of someone who had seen life — even if he had no clue what I was going through.
"If you want, you can come to my caravan after work," he once said with a warm smile.
"Soup’s waiting. And if you’ve never eaten in a caravan, you don’t know what you’re missing."
It was the kind of offer I couldn’t refuse, though I wasn’t entirely sure I was ready for the full ‘Aziz experience’.

	The tomato picking went on for a while, as these things tend to do.
The days drifted by on a bed of thoughts that had nothing left to do with the glamour of restaurant life.
While Aziz told stories about his family and my mind filled with “what if” scenarios about a career I no longer wanted, I realized something important:
The real lessons in life didn’t come from luxury, from sipping Cognac or impressing guests — they came from work that people genuinely valued.

	And that realization didn’t arrive all at once, of course.
My body was too sluggish, my thoughts too tangled, and the tomatoes too red for my mind.
But somewhere in the constant sighing of my new life, I found peace in the repetition.
The endless tomatoes, the conversations with Aziz, the smell of the caravans — it all became a kind of symphony of simple joy I had never understood back when I wandered around with pretentious ambitions.

	And so life, as it often does, turned out not quite as expected — but maybe that was the whole point.
I learned to see it more simply, to laugh at the absurdities of my existence.
And maybe it was just that strange combination of tomatoes and Aziz’s life advice that brought me face-to-face with my own flaws.

	But, as with everything, time passed.
The tomatoes got picked, Aziz sent his money back home, and one day I decided it was time to leave the restaurant life behind and return to something new.
What that would be? That was the question.
But that’s a different story.

	Still, plenty happened at the tomato greenhouse.
“Nice, relaxing work,” my neighbor had said. “Bit of walking between the plants, bit of watering.”
He conveniently forgot to mention that I was signing up for what felt like the agricultural version of military training.

	On my first day, I reported to my boss, a grumpy man named Karel, whose only facial expressions ranged between “grumbling” and “furious.”
He gave me a five-minute tour that ended with: “Don’t overthink it, and stay out of Greenhouse 7.”

	Greenhouse 7? I had no idea what that meant yet, but I already knew one thing for sure: I was definitely going in there.
My first task was called "suckering."
This, it turned out, didn’t mean stealing tomatoes, but removing the small side shoots from the plants.
“Put on your gloves,” Karel warned, but since the gloves looked like they hadn’t seen a washing machine since 1998, I decided to work without them.
After three plants, my hands were green and sticky, as if I’d dipped them in a pot of glue.

	By mid-morning, I learned that tomato plants don’t just let themselves be picked.
Every time I grabbed a side shoot, the plant seemed to take revenge by slapping me in the face with a leaf full of dust and pollen.
By lunchtime, I had a cough that sounded like I’d spent three years working in a coal mine.

	Then came the inevitable moment.
Karel disappeared to “grab a coffee,” and I was left alone.
And there it was: Greenhouse 7, beckoning like a forbidden treasure chest.
What was so special about it?
Did it house magical tomatoes that never rotted?
Or maybe an illegal weed plantation hidden behind the cherry vines?

	I couldn’t resist the temptation.
The door to Greenhouse 7 creaked ominously as I pushed it open.
Inside, it was quiet.
Too quiet.
It felt like the plants were staring at me, waiting for my next move.
I crept inside and saw… nothing unusual, just tomatoes. Lots and lots of tomatoes.

	But then I heard a noise behind me.
I turned around and saw a machine—not a regular machine, but a huge, clunky contraption that looked like a cross between a lawnmower and a tank.
There was a big sign on it: AUTOMATED PRUNING MACHINE – CAUTION!

	Before I could process what that meant, the thing started humming.
A light began to flash, an arm lifted, and the machine came to life.

	"Oh no," I muttered, stumbling backward.
But the machine had already locked onto me. Well—“locked on”—I suspect it mistook my shadow for an overgrown tomato plant.
Within seconds, I was in the middle of a chase.
The machine tore through the greenhouse, flailing its arms like a hyperactive octopus, while I zigzagged between rows of tomato plants.
Leaves, tomatoes, and pieces of vine flew through the air.
“STOP!” I yelled, as if that would help.
The machine responded by speeding up.

	At one point, I tried to hide behind a large crate, but the machine seemed to smell my fear.
With unnerving precision, it knocked the crate over, burying me under a tomato avalanche.
I got up, slippery and red from tomato juice, and ran out of the greenhouse, followed by the mechanical beast hell-bent on ruining my day.

	Outside, I nearly crashed into Karel, who spilled his coffee and stared at me like I’d just stolen his car.
“What the HELL did you do?!” he bellowed, pointing at the chaos in Greenhouse 7, where the machine had just destroyed a shelving unit and was now parking itself in the corner as if it knew its job was done.

	I tried to say something about curiosity, but Karel cut me off.
“You’re not a gardener,” he said, pointing to the exit. “You’re a natural disaster.”

	As I walked home, dripping in tomato juice and with a newfound hatred for anything red and round, I decided this might not have been the best career move after all.
“Relaxing job,” I muttered to myself.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 8: Back to My Roots

	 

	It had become a familiar pattern: I was fed up with picking tomatoes, completely demotivated, and had no further ambitions other than finding something that would set my soul on fire.
What else can a person do when every morning you find yourself in the mud of a tomato field, your hands redder than a stop sign and your self-respect hovering somewhere near that of a malnourished rabbit?

	So I decided it was time for a change.
Out with the yellow picker gloves, out with the tomato smell in my nose and the muddy path to the workplace.
There had to be something better.
Something with more spice.
Or at least something less absurd.

	I found what I thought was the answer to my broken life: a factory, forty kilometers from my old hometown in the Kempen.
Ready-made meals and soups.
“This could be it,” I told myself, like a man taking his last sip of beer at a bar, convinced of his right to survive.

	In the factory, as you might expect, I wasn't exactly cooking, but more part of the mass production process.
We made meals.
But not just any meals — meals for people who didn’t have time to cook for themselves.
We were the unsung soldiers of the 21st century, food suppliers for the busy masses who believed "fresh" was just another word for "from the freezer."
The oven was our battleground, the ingredients our weapons.

	At first, the work wasn’t exactly culinary.
It was more... industrial.
But that didn’t matter, because I finally had something to pour my energy into.
And oh, did I have energy!
I danced from one department to the next, like some manic ballerina who couldn’t contain her passion anymore.Onderkant formulier

	It was a combination of ADHD, enthusiasm, and way too much coffee.
Every time I looked at the production line, I saw myself as the maestro of an orchestra.
“Make sure that lasagna hits the right temperature!” I shouted to no one in particular, throwing my hands up with a dramatic flourish as if I held a Michelin star between my fingers.
What a performance!

	The manager probably had no idea what he was dealing with.
Or maybe he just found it entertaining that something was finally happening on the floor.
Because before he knew it, I was promoted to team leader.
Team leader!
You’d think I had a dream I wanted to chase, but no — it was just the manager thinking I had what it took.
The idea of leading a team of twenty people seemed about as appealing as a bag of melted cheese left in the sun.
But the pay was better, and it probably wouldn’t get any worse if I just said yes, so… I said yes.

	And that’s when the real chaos began.
What if I had to hold a meeting?
Imagine twenty pairs of eyes staring at me, and there I was — my introverted self — feeling my confidence slip away like a tiny kitten in the rain.
How on earth was I supposed to infect these people with my energy without twitching like a wind-up toy?
Well, what did I have to lose?
Fear makes you creative, I thought.
So I decided to split everything into fives: smaller groups, smaller meetings.
That way, it looked like I was actually reaching people.
And who really enjoys big group discussions anyway?
No one, right?
At least, that’s what I thought — and luckily, my manager agreed.

	But then came the numbers.
The numbers! My personal enemy.

	Like an animal that always stays just out of reach — right when you think you’ve got it, you don’t.
I had dyscalculia, that was no secret.
Nothing to be done about it.
Mistakes with numbers?
That was practically my middle name.
Calculating percentages felt like trying to learn to dance on a trampoline.
It just didn’t work.
But hey, I was a creative soul, not someone who would let a bit of math stop him.
So I placed my calculator next to me and did the best I could.
My secret? Loads of enthusiasm, plenty of false confidence, and a bit of luck.

	After a few months as team leader, I finally found my rhythm.
I led my little army through the dark, winding halls of the factory like a seasoned general.
And then came the proposal that would change everything: the night shift.
The night shift!
The name alone sounded like something straight out of a Stephen King novel.
But the manager thought I was the right guy to keep the place running after hours.
So I said yes.

	The idea of working at night had always made me a bit uneasy.
Night was the domain of other people — night guards, secret smokers, wild partygoers.
But what did I have to lose?
Maybe I was a night owl. Maybe this was my true nature.
My dad always called me “Owl Boy,” so who was I to argue with biology?

	And so it happened.
The night shift was launched, and I became the ruler of my own shadowy kingdom.
With two coworkers under my wing, it was actually a breeze.
We worked together to finish the last pending orders of the day.
After about an hour, we were usually done, and we could spend the rest of the night sitting in the break room.

	It was as if we could stop time.
No pressure, no deadlines — just us and an absurdly long list of so-called “healthy” snacks.
Until one night, as we sat in the break room, drifting off into the stillness of the night, everything around us was suddenly swallowed by darkness.
The lights went out.
The fridge stopped humming.
And then we heard it.
The sound of something that just wasn’t right.
It wasn’t the peaceful silence of the night — it was the silence of impending danger.

	A cloud of smoke crept into the air, and before we knew it, we were face to face with a fire that seemed to be devouring the entire factory.
One coworker ran toward the fire extinguisher, but I was faster.
“No!” I shouted.
“Come on, we’re getting out of here!”
What followed was the kind of chaos you only see in movies: flames, smoke, fire alarms, and eventually fire trucks, police, and ambulances.
We stood outside, faces blackened from the smoke, coughing and gasping, like we’d just escaped from a really bad action film.

	The fire brigade got it under control quickly, but the aftermath was something else entirely.
As we lay in the hospital with oxygen masks on our faces, I started thinking about what would come next.
How would I explain this to my manager — while he looked at me with that familiar expression of silent despair?
What could I say?
What should I say?
But, as always in my life, everything would work out — or at the very least, it would make for one hell of a story.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 9: The Hospital

	 

	One day, I got terribly sick.
Of course, that’s a vague term — "terribly sick."
It sounds like something you’d say when you have a mild cold but really don’t feel like going to work.
But in my case, it was more than that.
It was that wretched, nauseating kind of illness where you feel your body slowly dissolve into a mist of inexplicable pain.
You get the sense you’ve been poisoned, like after eating a poorly made bowl of soup — one you don’t even remember eating, but in your gut you know something is wrong.

	I was lying on the couch at home, my eyes like two wilted rose petals that had fallen from their vase.
It felt as if my energy had literally been sucked out of me — like someone with a giant vacuum cleaner had hoovered up my life force.
My breathing was like a faulty engine — sometimes full throttle, then again not.
A sort of jazz breathing, but without the charm.

	“Right. Enough is enough,” I thought.
And so I made an appointment with my GP right away — the same GP who always looks at my file with a mixture of fatigue and resignation, as if he’s wondering whether we’re really going to have that conversation again.
He’ll never say it, but his expression says it all: “Oh. You again.”

	So there I sat, under the bright fluorescent lights at the doctor’s office, with a fever that seemed to be radiating straight out of my ears.
The doctor did his best to take the situation seriously, measuring my blood pressure with a casual flick of the wrist and jotting down my temperature.
“Yes, looks like you’ve got an infection,” he said. “Here, antibiotics.”
And that was it.
A quick prescription, and I was free to go.
What an anticlimax.
But alright — antibiotics. The miracle cure, right?
The answer to everything. Or at least, that’s what they always say.

	The days passed, but I didn’t get better.

	I actually felt worse.
My stomach churned like a washing machine stuck on a high-speed spin cycle.
I couldn’t keep anything down — not even a glass of water without immediately throwing it back up.
If someone had told me I’d become the unofficial queen of the toilet, I probably wouldn’t have even argued.

	So, in my most miserable state, I decided to consult my GP again.
The man clearly had no idea what to do with me.
He looked at my symptoms, nodded knowingly, and uttered the magical words that make any patient die a little inside: “You’re probably allergic to the antibiotics.”
“Wow,” I thought. “That was fast.”
He gave me a different prescription and ran some tests.
One of those tests I didn’t quite understand — it was a particularly personal exam I’d describe as a meeting between two of the doctor’s fingers and one of my own exits.

	Why?
Why was that necessary?
Wouldn’t it have been easier to just take a blood test and leave it at that?
But no.
Anyway, I was too far gone to object, so I just let it happen.
What else could I do?
I was feeling worse by the minute, and the clock kept ticking.

	Thankfully, my youngest brother came by.
He was shocked when he saw me — a shadow of the man I used to be.
I was sweating and shivering, with a fever so high I felt like a human candle.
He panicked so much that he immediately called an ambulance, which I later considered a very reasonable decision.
After all, when you feel like your body’s about to fall apart, you’d better get help.

	You know you're in trouble when you can’t tell if your body is simply reacting badly to life in general, or if you’re slowly being transformed into a living puddle.
That was exactly my situation.
My body had collected so much fluid that I started to wonder if I had accidentally become a new water source for some government project.

	The doctor looked at my chart, visibly panicked, and said with the seriousness of someone who’s just discovered their phone no longer works:
“You’ve got only two percent kidney function left, ten percent liver function, and the fluid is just below your heart.”

	I had maybe three seconds of stunned silence, during which I genuinely wondered if I had just stumbled onto a medical reality show, before the doctor continued:
“You need to be transferred to another hospital for dialysis. We don’t have the equipment here. So you’re being evacuated, my friend.”

	So there I went again — another ride in an ambulance.
But this time I felt a little better, maybe because I had stopped thinking my kidneys had just decided to retire after a rainy weekend.
The knowledge that I was “in good hands” calmed me down a bit.

	I had to go to a hospital in Genk, about forty kilometers away.
At one point in life, I’d taken a plane to Ibiza for less, but now this ride felt like a hellish road trip.

	In the ambulance, I was accompanied by a woman in her sixties, and a young guy who barely looked eighteen, with a facial expression somewhere between “just happy to be here” and “I honestly have no idea what I’m doing.”
The woman quietly observed me, exuding calm.
But the young guy? He had a mission.

	As we turned a corner, he suddenly looked at me with a grin I couldn’t have made up myself and said:
“Have you seen the nurses? Fucking gorgeous, right?”

	I looked at him, a bit dazed, thought for a moment, and answered with the kind of embarrassment I normally reserved for badly told jokes:
“Eh… no, not really in the mood to check out nurses right now. Or ever, to be honest.”

	He stared at me like I’d just said I thought water wasn’t wet, and blurted out:
“Why do you think I volunteer here? You couldn’t ask for better. These nurses, man — they’ve seen everything!”

	Then he leaned in, looked around as if to make sure his colleagues weren’t listening (which they clearly were, since we were all in the same space), and whispered:
“They’re not shy about anything, bro.”

	I swallowed.
Maybe this was the kind of information I could actually use one day.
Maybe I should write it down somewhere for future reference.
Like: “In case of emergency, forget the medical terms — ask about the charm of the nurses.”

	The rest of the ride passed in a blur of humor and fear, and finally, I was dropped off at the hospital in Genk.
This was the moment I wasn’t quite sure if I was entering a torture chamber or a hospital — the atmosphere was equally confusing.
I was parked in a bed and given the standard hospital treatment: waiting.

	The wounds hadn’t even been inflicted yet, but there was plenty of time for a diagnosis.
Two doctors walked in, and I almost laughed when I saw them enter.
They looked relaxed, like they had just come back from lunch and considered the hospital their favorite place to hang out.

	One of them pointed at my belly, which now resembled an abandoned watermelon, and exclaimed:
“Quite the hospitality belly you’ve got there!”

	Wait a second… a hospitality belly? A hospitality belly?
Was this a new disease exclusive to restaurant workers?
Would I be insured for this?

	Offended — and a bit shocked by the lack of medical precision — I replied:
“That ‘hospitality belly’ wasn’t there a week ago.
It came with express delivery.”

	The doctor glanced at my file and immediately turned pale.
Like he’d just seen a ghost.
He grabbed the chart like it was a poker hand and suddenly shouted:
“We need to get you to dialysis! EMERGENCY! Go, go, go!”

	Within minutes I was rushed to the dialysis room, as if I were on a medical rollercoaster.
The tension was thick enough to slice with a scalpel.

	And there, in the belly of the medical beast, the doctor began to explain:
“Okay, you’re lucky.
You got here just in time.
We’re going to perform a kidney dialysis.”

	“You’ll feel better right away, but first… the needle.”

	“Needle?” I asked, in full-on bewildered mode.

	“Yes, a needle. Don’t worry,” he said as he pulled out a monstrosity of a needle that immediately struck me as something that should not be legal under any circumstances.
The thing was so long I wondered if it was ever actually intended to disappear into someone’s thigh.

	For the first time in my life, I felt my body instinctively rebel.
My scrotum appeared to retreat at record speed, while my brain quietly questioned whether I’d ever enjoy a hot shower again without bursting into tears.
And then it happened: the needle entered my thigh — thankfully, I barely felt it, as if my nerves had decided to go on a half-hour vacation.

	When he started the machine, I could see my blood circulating through the tubes.
It looked like a science fiction movie, complete with strange graphs and noises that vaguely reminded me of the sound my mom’s washing machine made when I was a kid.

	Within ten minutes, I actually began to feel a little better.
This was literal magic — my body leaning on science, and for the first time in days, I could breathe again without fearing a full-blown organ revolt.

	Still, it wasn’t the physical relief that surprised me most.
It was the dramatic shift in atmosphere in the room.
About half an hour later, the doctor returned — this time accompanied by seven young nurses.
They all had the cheerful smile of someone who had just discovered a new type of knitting.

	As I struggled to focus my eyes, I realized something crucial:
I was not only completely naked…
I was also the medical experiment of the day.

	The doctor introduced them as trainee nurses — which was just fantastic, because apparently, I was the “Teaching Case of the Week.”
What an honor.

	The women smiled politely at me, but I couldn’t stop thinking:
“Why is all of this so incredibly awkward?”

	I felt like living proof that medical technology isn't always presented with grace.
Instead of using my usual dose of humor to break the tension — maybe a comment about the icy ambulance ride — I chose to keep it to myself.

	But anyway, after two weeks in the hospital, a few coughing fits, some hay fever-like symptoms, and fever dreams of dying smoke breaks, I was finally given the green light to go home.
This time, however, I wasn’t dragging my old habits with me — I was bringing a new lifestyle.
I bought a racing bike, in an attempt to rebuild my physical wreckage — and decided to cycle to work every day.

	There I stood, full of good intentions, with a racing bike that would take me to work.
In the snow. At minus six degrees. I was going to make it.
Why not? It felt like I’d transformed myself from a hospital patient into a marathon runner.

	And so, with my newly found physical health, I knew for sure: the “hospital swellings” had made way for something far better —
a man who finally mattered again.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 10: The Farewell

	 

	During that period, fate also struck my family — and especially my mother.

	One evening, my mother burst into my apartment, completely distraught: “Something’s wrong with Dad!” she cried in a panic.

	I ran upstairs, and there was my father, lying lifeless on the couch.
He was completely pale, and his tongue was hanging out the side of his mouth.
She had already called my brother, and the ambulance was on its way.
I tried to perform CPR as best as I could, but I could feel it was already too late.
In situations like this, I had the strange advantage of becoming completely calm and able to see everything clearly — something I had experienced before during other high-stress moments.

	My brother arrived within ten minutes, but the ambulance didn’t get there for another half hour.
They hooked my father up to the AED, but it had no effect.
I could already see in the eyes of the paramedics that they knew it was hopeless.

	My mother lived on the first floor, and the staircase was too narrow for the stretcher.
So the fire department had to be called to lower him through the living room window.
My brother and I stood at the window, watching the stretcher being lifted down by the fire brigade, and my brother whispered, “It’s kind of symbolic, isn’t it?”

	We lived right in the middle of a nightlife district, and the whole street — dozens of people — were watching, like some kind of farewell procession.
Finally, after an hour, the ambulance drove off with blaring sirens.
I don’t think those were really necessary at that point.

	My brother drove behind the ambulance with my mother, and I followed later in my own car.
Up until then, I had only been processing adrenaline — no emotions had surfaced yet.

	But five minutes into the drive, it hit me like a lightning bolt:
I broke down in uncontrollable sobs, as if years of bottled-up grief were suddenly erupting all at once.
I had to yank the car into the roadside in one sharp motion.

	A little while later, a deep sense of calm and acceptance washed over me.
I felt that he was in a better place.
My mother suffered until the day she died, seven years later.
All around the house were small altars with candles and photos of my father.
Until her death, she carried a huge hole in her heart.

	 

	Chapter 11: Immigration

	 

	When I got the chance to work in the Netherlands, I thought: why not?
I was already crossing the border regularly to shop in Antwerp, and I liked the Dutch vibe.
Everyone there seemed so relaxed and pragmatic, as if life was one long lunch break.
The job was near Rotterdam, a place where they try to combine coziness with architecture that looks like it was designed by a hyperactive child playing with Lego.
The position? Team leader in an ultra-modern factory.
This wasn't some old, dusty warehouse with grumpy workers in overalls cranking up noisy machines.
No, this factory was a technological paradise — a sort of Willy Wonka factory, but without the candy and with robots doing the dirty work.

	Production was split across three departments: first the bakery, where the products were made; then a cold room, which you could only survive in with Eskimo gear; and finally the packing department, where robots packed goods into boxes with surgical precision.
It was fascinating to see those mechanical arms in action — flawless, without complaints, without lunch breaks — I immediately knew this had to be my department.

	The best part?
No heavy jackets or shivering your way through a freezer room.
No, the packing area had a pleasant room temperature.
It felt like I had finally found a job where I didn’t have to warm my hands like icicles over a fan.

	But I quickly discovered that working in the Netherlands wasn’t all roses and robotics.
What surprised me most was the work mentality.
The Dutch had a kind of bluntness I normally associated with a badly paved cobblestone road in a forgotten village.
In Belgium, the boss was the boss, period.
You did your job, whether you liked it or not, and respect wasn’t optional.

	Here in the Netherlands, it sometimes felt like employees and supervisors were just old friends who happened to be working together.

	The first time I saw an operator openly debating with a team leader, I was stunned.
It was about something trivial — a lunch schedule, I believe — but the operator acted as if he were testifying in a parliamentary hearing.
The team leader calmly listened, as if he was actually enjoying it.
This was new to me.
In Belgium, an operator like that would probably be told to start looking for a new job — with a firm kick in the rear as a parting gift.

	There were surprises in my private life, too.
Apparently, the Dutch had an extraordinary talent for “coziness” — and it mostly revolved around food.
In Belgium, going out for dinner meant quality — a culinary experience, carefully prepared and elegantly served.
Here? Here, you went out to eat for quantity.
And that’s how I discovered the feeding barn.

	The feeding barn — even the word sounds like something someone invented after too much booze — was a phenomenon in itself.
A massive hall, often seating hundreds of people, filled with so much food that you’d think a small country’s food reserves had been plundered.
The concept?
All you can eat!
“Pay next to nothing and eat yourself into a stomach ulcer,” as my colleagues cheerfully put it.

	The first time I entered one of those feeding barns, I couldn’t believe my eyes.
The buffet stretched out like an endless runway of food.
Sushi, pasta, a salad bar, smoked fish, sausages (of course!), fresh wok dishes, and even a barbecue station where a chef grilled your steak right in front of you.
It was overwhelming.
My Belgian heart skipped a beat — not out of excitement, but out of pure disbelief.
This wasn’t dinner, this was a military operation.

	I sat down with my colleagues, who were cheerfully stacking plates as if preparing for a famine.
I tried to keep up, but quickly noticed the difference: the quality was, let’s say, “modest.”
In Belgium, we went out to eat less often, but when we did, it had to be good.
Here, the motto seemed to be: the more, the better.
Burgundians versus bulk eaters, if you will.

	But to be fair, it had its charm.
There was always a lively atmosphere, with children running around like it was a playground, and adults trying to outdo each other in how many plates they could empty.
It was more of a social event than a culinary experience.
And I must admit, after a few visits, I started to appreciate it — but once a month was more than enough.
My Belgian taste buds had their limits.

	Naturally, things went wrong again when I was standing in line for the wok station.
It all started quite innocently.
That evening I was craving shrimp with teriyaki sauce, but I didn’t expect to be served a portion of drama first.

	In front of me stood a man with the charisma of a wet mop, but the attitude of someone who thought he was Gordon Ramsay.
He was holding up the line because he felt the vegetables in his wok were overcooked.
The chef looked at him with a face that clearly said he’d rather be a cutting board than stand here with this customer.

	“How hard is it to keep bell peppers crisp?” the man sneered, tapping a sad piece of vegetable with his fork.
“Perhaps less hard than keeping you satisfied,” the chef replied with a polite smile that had so many passive-aggressive undertones I nearly applauded.

	That’s when the woman behind me decided to get involved.
“Well, if you want crispy peppers, maybe you should just cook at home,” she said in a voice sweeter than the honey-garlic sauce I’d been looking forward to.

	The man turned around as if he’d just been stabbed in the back.

	“And who are you to tell me what to do?”
“I’m someone who doesn’t want this whole line ruined over a bell pepper debate,” she snapped back.
I stood there, trapped in a battlefield of rage and wok sauce, seriously considering just grabbing a pizza instead.
But my inner drama lover won.
This was better than any cooking show episode.

	Then a young couple chimed in.
“To be honest, we always think the vegetables here are perfect,” said the guy, pulling his girlfriend closer, as if afraid the angry pepper-man might attack them with a sizzling wok.
“That’s probably because you like everything as long as it fits on Instagram,” the man sneered.
“Well, that’s still better than you, throwing a tantrum over a pepper!” the girlfriend shot back, pulling out her phone.
I was almost sure she was recording everything.

	The tension peaked when a staff member appeared with ninja-like speed.
“Sir, if you’re not satisfied, we can remake your dish or offer you a voucher,” she said with a professional smile that was probably required by the customer service manual.
The man mumbled something incomprehensible, but finally grabbed his tray and shuffled off to a table.
The woman behind me gave me a wink and whispered, “Some people only deserve raw vegetables.”

	Finally, it was my turn.
As I ordered my shrimp, I thought: the only thing spicier than the food here are the customers.
And honestly? That’s what makes it worth coming back every time.

	Another big advantage of Dutch dining habits?
You could skip the traffic.
Going to an all-you-can-eat place with colleagues after work meant you wouldn’t be back on the road until after six.
And then, miraculously, the highways were almost empty.

	The Dutch might have a strange way of eating, but they sure knew how to be practical about it.
My colleagues quickly became friends.
We went on outings, explored the Netherlands, and I began to truly appreciate the country.
Dutch cuisine might not be as refined as Belgian cuisine, but the multicultural influences made up for a lot.
From Chinese takeaways to Surinamese roti and Indonesian rice tables—you could find everything here.

	And so, slowly but surely, I got to know the country.
The Netherlands, with its directness, its all-you-can-eat barns, and its strange but charming habits, started to really grow on me.
It might not have always been sophisticated, but it was always cozy.
And as a Belgian, even I couldn’t deny that.
Even at work, the atmosphere was way more relaxed than what I was used to in Belgium.

	My new place of residence, on the other hand, was—to put it mildly—a total disappointment.
Two floors up in a gloomy apartment block, surrounded by concrete and hopelessness.
It was like I had moved into an architectural joke no one ever laughed at.
Back in Belgium, I had a cozy little house in the middle of nature, where the only nighttime sound was the content snoring of a hedgehog.
Here?
Here I woke up to the shouting of teenagers having their deepest, most existential crises in the park across the street—punctuated by the sound of bottles smashing on the pavement.

	From my bedroom window, I could hear them already: the teenagers in the park.
It was a nightly performance, an open-air soap opera with a script that never changed.
Shout, laugh, throw a bottle, repeat.

	But that evening, it was worse than usual.

	Apparently, they had recruited reinforcements, because the decibel level was making my windows vibrate.
One boy laughed as if he had personally invented a new form of noise pollution, and another seemed to be some kind of rapper who was making up his “lyrics” on the spot.
“YO, YO, I’M THE MAN OF THE STREET, YOUR MOM EATS MEAT!”
I found it unlikely this would ever earn a gold record.

	At first, I tried to ignore it.
“They’ll stop soon,” I told myself, as if I were talking about a group of chirping birds.
But no—these night birds were persistent.
The laughter and shouting only got louder, and my self-control began to crumble like a sandcastle at high tide.

	At 12:43 AM, I hit my limit.
I jumped out of bed, stomped over to the window, flung it open with a dramatic gesture, and looked down.
There they were: about ten teenagers in sportswear, who looked like they’d be just as at home in a music video as in a police report.

	“Hey! Can’t you make noise somewhere else?” I yelled, my voice trembling with frustration.
The group froze for a second, turned in perfect sync, and looked up at my window.
For a brief moment, I felt like a king addressing his subjects from a balcony.
But the spell didn’t last long.

	“Who? Us?” said a tall boy in a cap, casually popping open a can of energy drink.
“We’re not making any noise, old man!”

	“Old man?!” I spluttered, my blood pressure spiking to a level that probably warranted medical attention.
“It’s the middle of the night, and you’re out here yelling like it’s a music festival!”

	A girl in a bright pink tracksuit nudged another and whispered something.
They started laughing.
“Sorry, sir,” she said, in a tone so excessively polite that I immediately became suspicious.

	“We’ll be reeeally quiet, won’t we, guys?”
“Yeah, yeah,” the others mumbled, barely managing to hide their grins.
But the volume didn’t drop at all.
Instead, it turned into a game.
The guy in the cap suddenly started whispering very loudly.
“HEY, DID YOU HEAR THAT? THE OLD MAN WANTS TO SLEEP!”
“Maybe he should buy some earplugs!” the girl added.
The group laughed so hard I briefly considered sticking my head out the window and dumping a bucket of water on them.
But turning the park into a war zone didn’t seem like the best idea. Besides, I didn’t have a bucket.

	“You have no respect, that’s your problem!” I shouted, feeling my face grow redder by the second.
“What if I have to get up early for work tomorrow?”

	Cap-boy looked at me with an expression somewhere between disbelief and pure defiance.
“Work? On a Sunday? What are you, a baker?”
“It’s Tuesday, you idiot!” I snapped, my patience officially leaving the building.
“Oh, a Tuesday baker!” the girl howled.
The whole group nearly collapsed with laughter.
It was like they were putting on a personal comedy show, with me as the angry neighbor in the starring role.

	“Listen,” I said, trying to make my voice sound somewhat normal again,
“If you don’t stop, I’m calling the police.”

	That seemed to get their attention.
Cap-boy raised his hands like he was being arrested.
“Oooh, the police! Help, guys, I’m scared!”
“Better hide our chips before Officer Friendly takes them away!” someone else added.
They started mimicking sirens and ran around pretending to panic.
My anger reached boiling point.

	“This isn’t a joke!” I yelled. “I’m serious!”

	But somehow, my threat only made things worse.
“Alright, old man,” Cap-boy finally said, casually tossing his empty can toward the trash bin — and missing.
“We’ll leave. Chill out.”
They turned and walked away, slowly, with exaggerated gestures of remorse.
“Sorry, sir!” the girl shouted, blowing me a kiss.
I watched them until they disappeared, but before I could even close the window, I heard them shouting again one street over.
It felt like a victory as hollow as a chocolate Easter bunny.

	I shut the window, crawled back into bed, and tried to shake off the leftover frustration.
“Maybe I should move,” I mumbled to myself.
But even with that thought, I couldn’t help but laugh softly.
Because deep down, I had to admit they’d been pretty creative in stretching my patience.

	The shopping center downstairs might have been convenient — if you happened to need fast food and cigarettes in the middle of the night — but it was also the source of a constant stream of people, noise, and chaos.
The shops closed, but the racket continued, like some kind of soundtrack to my miserable new life.
Even in the dead of night, the neighborhood seemed to vibrate with activity.
It was as if time held no power here and silence was an outdated concept.

	My sleep suffered badly.
I usually didn’t fall asleep until around two in the morning, after trying to block out the noise by wrapping myself in a cocoon of pillows.
But at six, I had to be up again, which meant I spent most of my workday like some sort of zombie, with eye bags big enough to charge toll.
And as if that weren’t enough, my brain was working overtime.
My thoughts felt like a herd of hyperactive rabbits bouncing through my skull.
That constant buzzing, busy feeling was worse than ever, and I slowly began to understand how people went crazy in the city.

	Fortunately, there was Gert.
Gert was one of my colleagues and in every way a walking paradox.
He had both ADHD and Asperger’s — which you’d expect to be an explosive cocktail — but with Gert, it worked differently.
He was calm, focused, and seemed like some kind of Zen master who just happened to build robots.
And not just any robots: he designed them from start to finish, from the software to the tiniest screw.
Watching him work was like watching a surgeon performing life-saving procedures with microscopic precision — only he was saving robots, not people.

	One day, after yet another sleepless night, I decided to ask him for advice.
“How the hell do you stay so calm?” I asked him, looking more like a wrung-out mop than an actual person.
Gert looked at me with that typical gaze of his — somewhere between deep wisdom and total detachment.
“DEX,” he said flatly.
“DEX?”
“DEX-amphetamine,” he clarified, as if he’d just said he drank coffee.
“It helps a bit. But that’s not everything.”

	Gert turned out to be a walking encyclopedia of alternative ways to find peace.
Yoga, meditation, breathing exercises — you name it, he’d tried it.
He spoke about chakras as if they were vintage cars you could fix with proper care, and he could go on for hours about how mindfulness could reset your brain.

	While I was skeptical at first, I was also desperate.
Anything, really anything, was better than my current state — where my head constantly pounded like a music festival at full volume.

	Then Gert brought out his’ pièce de résistance’: a plant medicine from the Amazon.
He spoke about it with a kind of sacred conviction, like a missionary who had just discovered a new religion.
The medicine, he explained, had been used for over a thousand years by shamans to “confront your inner demons.”

	I wasn’t sure what impressed me more: the idea of an ancient ritual or the fact that Gert spoke about inner demons as if they were annoying roommates you could simply chase out with a broom.
“It’s a ceremony,” he explained, showing me YouTube videos.
“You sit down, drink the medicine, and then… it happens.”
“What exactly happens?” I asked, suspicious.
“Everything,” he replied with a smile that was both reassuring and downright terrifying.

	The videos were fascinating.
People crying, laughing, and sometimes screaming as they processed their deepest traumas, while a shaman in the background sang a kind of mantra.
It looked like a mix between a hippie festival and a horror movie.
And yet, the more I read and heard about it, the more it spoke to me.
It seemed like the ultimate chance to finally find the peace in my head I had been craving.

	“How do I set something like this up?” I eventually asked, not entirely sure whether I’d gone mad or was finally thinking clearly again.
Gert smiled and gave me the address of a center that organized these ceremonies, somewhere nearby.
“Take it easy,” he warned.
“It’s not a magical fix. It’s hard work, but it can help.”

	And so began my journey toward silence.
The idea of facing my inner demons was as terrifying as it was exciting.
Because let’s be honest: if you spend your nights listening to drunk teenagers and your days filled with racing thoughts, you could use a little help.
Whether it comes from a shaman or a robot builder.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 12: The Medicine

	 

	Eventually, I managed to attend an Ayahuasca ceremony.
Finally!
The chance to embark on an inner journey I had been anticipating for months.
Ever since Gert recommended the documentary “DMT: The Spirit Molecule,” I knew I had to try it.
It sounded magical: an intense, visual experience full of beautiful imagery and deep insights.
What could go wrong?
As I would soon discover: everything.

	It started with the checklist.
Not just a formality—no, this was like auditioning for a role in a spiritual thriller.
You had to explain your intention—in my case, something vague about “inner growth” because “I want to see how cool it looks” didn’t sound very convincing.
You also had to prove that you weren’t taking any medication and had no heart conditions, because apparently, Ayahuasca can literally and figuratively break your heart.
And as if that wasn’t enough, there was a strict diet: no pork, no caffeine, and to my great dismay—no sex.
In short, a week of monastic torment.

	I was doing it together with Gert—the enthusiastic culprit behind this whole adventure—and two women who had offered their home for the ceremony.
When we arrived, we were introduced to the shaman, a man with an impressive beard and a look that suggested he knew all the secrets of the universe.
He led us into the ceremony room, where mattresses were laid out in a circle, with a silver tray in the center that looked like it had just been rescued from a medieval auction.

	After a brief introduction and a series of solemn declarations of intent, the ceremony began.
The shaman poured a thick, reddish-brown liquid into small glasses.
It looked like congealed blood and smelled like someone had run a forest floor through a blender.
“Drink it ad fundum,” he said solemnly.

	I brought the glass to my lips and felt a bitter, earthy taste scrape down my throat.
I had to use all my strength to suppress the urge to vomit.
Luckily, there were mints on the table, and I immediately shoved about five into my mouth.

	There we were, lying in a circle on our mattresses, while soft spiritual music played.
The first half hour, I felt tipsy—like after two glasses of wine.
But then the shaman put on Peruvian Icaros, and everything changed.
The music seemed to come alive, like a wave of colors and shapes.
And before I knew it, I was being pulled out of my body.

	What followed was both beautiful and bizarre.
I heard a thousand voices at once, saw music in shapes and colors, and felt an all-encompassing love so pure I almost forgot to breathe.
But then came the purge.
A gut-wrenching cramp shot through my stomach.
My belly bubbled like a volcano about to erupt.
“The toilet,” I mumbled.
The shaman helped me up, and I stumbled toward the bathroom.

	There, on the toilet, I experienced one of the most intense moments of my life.
Years of bad eating habits left my body with a force that almost made me proud in hindsight.
While I expelled my soul (and a fair chunk of my dignity), the little family photos on the door seemed to talk to me.
The faces smiled at me, and I smiled back—despite the hellish sounds coming from my backside.

	When I returned, the shaman was waiting and guided me back to my mattress.
And then came the second round.
Another shot of that reddish-brown poison slid down my throat, just as bitter as the first time.
But now it worked faster.
I suddenly found myself in a vision where I, dressed in Egyptian robes, sat at a spinning wheel together with others.

	We sang along with the music playing in the room – only now I understood the lyrics.
As we sang, a pyramid began to form, layer by layer.
It was mysterious and beautiful.

	Around five in the morning, the Ayahuasca began to wear off physically.
We sat on our mattresses, exhausted but full of stories, and shared our experiences over a simple yet delicious breakfast.
My stomach felt empty but relieved, as if it were finally freed from years of abuse.
The love I felt was overwhelming.
Everything seemed connected, and I felt part of something greater.
In the months that followed, I was more confident than ever.

	In total, I would attend six Ayahuasca ceremonies.
Some gave me deep insights, others felt like a serious kick in the butt.
But one ceremony – the final one – truly turned my life around, 180 degrees.
And that story, dear reader, I will save for later.

	 

	Chapter 13: Deep Grief

	 

	But then came the hardest farewell of my life—so deeply impactful that it deserves its own chapter. And she deserves it, too.
I got a call from my sister telling me that my mother had been admitted to the hospital due to issues with her lungs.
I didn’t take it too seriously at first—over the past ten years she’d been hospitalized at least twice a year for treatment.
She simply had weak lungs.
But this time, it was different.
“It could be over at any moment,” I heard through the phone.
A lump formed in my throat, and I could barely manage to ask what she meant.
“Mama is dying,” she said, her voice breaking.

	I told her I’d come as quickly as I could and rushed to tell my boss the news.
He completely understood and said I should leave immediately.
I ran to the hospital room, praying I wasn’t too late.
When I entered, all my brothers and my sister were already there.
My mother lay motionless in the bed. I couldn’t believe it.
My first love, my greatest source of strength and comfort in both good times and bad.

	She was the person I had always been able to turn to throughout my life.
Whether I was celebrating or falling apart, she was there to soothe or to share my joy.
No matter what mistakes I made as a child or as an adult, she would always look at me with a smile, as if I were a mischievous boy who had pulled off an adorable prank.
She never judged me. Instead, she made it clear that she forgave me for everything—and that I should forgive myself, too.

	All those times I responded to her irritably when she just wanted to talk to me…
The bored, dismissive answers I gave her…
My heart still aches when I remember the pain in her eyes, though she never said a word about it.
Only a mother can make you feel what unconditional love truly means.

	I sat next to the bed and held her hand.
“She doesn’t respond to anything anymore,” my sister whispered softly.
Tears rolled down my cheeks.
I hadn’t even been able to say goodbye.

	But suddenly, her eyes opened.
She lifted her hand weakly to my cheek and smiled.
“Ha, my boy,” she said softly. Then she closed her eyes again, and her hand gently fell back onto the bed.

	She had waited just for me.
And although I was devastated with grief, that one moment gave me comfort and peace.

	Later, we had her cremated, exactly as she had wished.
After the service, my brothers, sister, their partners, and children all went to the cemetery, where we would place her urn next to my father's.

	Apparently, my family had decided that I should be the one to carry the urn.
The funeral director gave me thick gloves to wear.
The urn was warm—just like the warmth my mother had always radiated.

	As I placed the urn down, I saw my family smiling, the way you smile at a child who’s just been made happy with a new toy.
And as I did, a single ray of sunlight broke through the clouds and shone down on me.

	I wasn’t imagining it—I saw my family look up in surprise.
My sister beamed with joy and said, “They’re finally together again.”

	And I felt a wave of happiness flow through my entire body.
I knew it was my mother’s way of telling me everything was okay.

	And with that, a very important chapter of my life came to a close.

	Even now, twenty years later, I often catch myself wanting to pick up the phone to tell my mother some news.
Or when I mess up yet another relationship, I find myself wondering how my mother would have responded.

	I miss you terribly, Mom.
You were always an angel—and now, finally, you're back together with the great love of your life.
I love you, and I know you're always with me.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 14: The Quality Department

	
 

	But life went on...

	The vacancy for a quality control officer came as a gift from heaven. The prospect of trading that cold factory hall for a warm office seemed like a dream come true. No more freezing at minus ten, but comfortably seated, with a few short trips to the production line for some checks. I could handle that.

	There were a few candidates, but the QA manager, a laid-back guy with a dislike for formalities, was all for me. "You're cheerful, you make good jokes, and I see you fitting in here," he said, patting me on the shoulder. "Welcome to the team!"

	And so I started the following month in my new role, complete with a permanent contract. Though I already knew: a permanent contract is only permanent until they no longer want you.

	With full enthusiasm, I dived into the world of quality control, with Mark as my mentor. Measuring the acidity of pancake batter with a pH meter, checking the gas levels in packaging, adjusting metal detectors, and warning employees who thought it was appropriate to wear half a jewelry store on the line—it all sounded exciting.

	But honestly? The work was barely enough to fill an hour a day.

	So what did you do the rest of the time? Exactly: surfing the web, drinking coffee, and playing pranks.

	Mark and I quickly developed a strong bond, mainly based on mutual sabotage. I'd lovingly loosen the screws on his office chair, just enough to leave him balancing between a glorious seat and a humiliating fall. Or I'd take a screenshot of his desktop and set it as the background, leaving him clicking frozen icons for minutes. His work coat?

	I, of course, tied it up neatly with a dozen buttons, so that at the most inconvenient moment he’d be struggling like a fisherman with a knot in his line.

	But the best prank was still to come.

	Our cheerful QA manager left for another site, and in his place came Erik.
A stuck-up control freak with the charm of an inflated bulldog.
His nasal voice and flying spit made him the walking definition of irritation.
“That guy only has to talk to his lawn and it grows,” I thought during his first speech.

	My instinct was clear: avoid Erik as much as possible.

	But over time, Erik – surprisingly – started to appreciate my jokes.
Maybe it was Stockholm syndrome, but he even started laughing along occasionally.
That, of course, gave me carte blanche to execute my masterpiece.

	I knew Erik had a performance review with Mark the next morning.
A meeting that would take place at Mark’s computer.
Perfect.

	The evening before, I stayed a little later.
While Mark unsuspectingly packed his things, I got to work.
I opened the web browser on his PC and loaded up about ten tabs – all filled with the most explicit gay porn sites I could find.
Then I closed the browser without closing the tabs.
This was going to be a spectacle.

	The next morning, I sat strategically behind my desk, in the perfect position to see and hear everything.
There they came: Erik with his usual muttering, and Mark, blissfully unaware of the impending disaster.
They sat down, Mark turned on his computer, and everything seemed normal.
Until he opened the browser.
BAM!
Ten tabs full of glistening muscles and suggestive poses lit up the screen.

	Mark’s face turned redder than a fire extinguisher.

	Erik, who clearly had no idea how to respond, looked at him with raised eyebrows.
But the silence lasted only a few seconds.
Both of them turned their heads toward me at the same time.
Erik with a sheepish smile, Mark with eyes spitting fire.
I tried my best to look innocent, but the tears of laughter were already running down my cheeks.

	“He did this on purpose,” Mark finally roared, getting up and pointing at me like a Roman gladiator.
Erik said nothing—probably still trying to decide whether to laugh or fire me.

	“I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about,” I stammered between fits of laughter.
But my face gave me away.

	Mark grabbed my arm, twisted it around, and pretended to yank it out of its socket.
I squealed like a little kid, while Erik left the room, shaking his head.

	From that day on, Mark and I became legends within the company.
Erik—by then nicknamed “The Sprinkler”—never mentioned the incident again.
But Mark and I?
We often toasted to it, and he could laugh about it too.
Well, at least after his computer was cleaned and my arm worked again.

	Monday mornings were without a doubt my favorite time of the week.
An early start, already at 5 a.m., but it had its perks.
The place was blissfully quiet, as if the factory was still asleep and I had it all to myself.
My task was simple: make a full round through the building and take swabs after the weekend cleaning.

	Swabs were long sticks with a cotton tip—like giant Q-tips—packed in test tubes.
The job seemed simple.
You had to swipe key surfaces, pop the swab back into the tube, and send everything off to the lab.

	The reality?

	A potential goldmine for jokes.
Especially if you had a grudge against someone—like I did with the team leader of the bakery department.
A walking ego with a voice so loud it could drown out the metal detector.
He was constantly barking at his staff and felt the need to ridicule me, the quality control guy, at every opportunity.
"Nice cushy job you’ve got, huh? Just playing around with cotton swabs!" he would always shout.
It was like he was handing me a personal invitation to make his life miserable.
And who am I to turn down an invitation?

	That particular Monday morning, I was doing my usual round outside.
It had rained, and here and there were dirty puddles no sane person would mess with.
Except me.
Every puddle I came across was meticulously swabbed.
Mud, oil, and who knows what else—all of it went into the test tubes.
I then neatly labeled each one with the word “bakery”—a tiny masterpiece of sabotage.

	The lab results came in a few days later.
As expected, they were catastrophic.
Listeria, salmonella, and what could have filled an entire encyclopedia of filth showed up in the tests.
The result?
Panic everywhere.
The entire bakery had to be shut down and thoroughly cleaned from top to bottom.
The team leader was furious, but his shouting was nothing compared to the face of the plant manager.
It looked like the man was about to implode from sheer frustration.
“How the hell could this happen?” he shouted, glaring at the team leader with fire in his eyes.

	I, with my best poker face, suggested it might be a cleaning issue.
“Maybe give it a more thorough go next time?” I said, wearing my most convincingly concerned expression.

	The team leader mumbled something unintelligible and walked off with his tail between his legs.
Meanwhile, I was cheering on the inside.

	Of course, the bakery had to go through another deep cleaning, and I couldn’t resist dropping the occasional remark about the importance of my job.
The team leader?
He never said another word about the “easy life” of a quality control officer.
In fact, from that moment on, he greeted me with a level of politeness so forced it was almost theatrical.

	The magical effect of a few filthy puddles and a well-timed prank — pure art.

	The weekly rounds with the Rentokil guys were nothing short of slapstick comedy at its finest.
They were like a reincarnation of Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy: Johan, the dry-witted joker who barely spoke but always delivered the perfect one-liner, and Charlie, the heavy one, who saw himself as the big boss of “Rentokil.”
Or, as Johan preferred to call it: “Rent-to-kill.”
That pun alone was enough to send Charlie into a fury.

	“It’s not Rent-to-kill! That’s not what the name means!” he’d bellow every single time Johan made the remark.
Charlie’s face would turn beet red — a shade that clashed brilliantly with his always-too-tight white shirt stretched over his imposing belly.

	The contrast between the two couldn't have been starker.
Charlie, a man whose size clearly wasn’t the result of hard labor, always had a plan, an opinion, and an endless supply of instructions for Johan.
The latter, skinny and limber as a reed, half-heartedly followed them while casually sprinkling his trademark sarcasm.

	“Don’t wobble on that ladder, it’s not safe!” Charlie yelled one morning, as Johan was busy hanging flytraps.
Without even looking down, Johan replied dryly, “You can’t even get on a ladder.”
Charlie’s face turned a shade redder, and for a moment, he looked determined to launch himself off the ground.

	He held himself back, probably because the ladder wouldn’t be able to handle his weight anyway.
“You could cut back on the dry remarks,” Charlie finally barked, wiping a hand across his gleaming forehead.
“And you could cut back on the meals,” Johan shot back.
His tone was light, but the sting in the comment was unmistakable.

	I stood there, barely able to contain myself.
In my mind’s eye, they were a modern slapstick duo, complete with finger pokes to the eyes like in those old black-and-white films.

	Later that day, during our round along the mousetraps, Charlie really hit his stride.
As he inspected each trap, he launched into a never-ending monologue about the refined technology behind the devices.
He grabbed me by the elbow and poked me in the ribs every time he thought I was zoning out.

	Johan trailed behind us a few meters back, visibly irritated by Charlie’s rambling.
Whenever Charlie bent over to check a trap, Johan didn’t let the moment go to waste.

	“Solar eclipse!” he called out with a deadpan expression, pointing at Charlie’s massive backside.
His voice dripped with sarcasm, and it nearly sent me over the edge.
I clenched my eyes shut and tried to stifle the laugh bubbling up, with limited success.

	Charlie, blissfully unaware, kept talking.
Every mousetrap was a chance to showcase his “vast knowledge.”
Johan just shook his head and gave me a look of pure pity.
It was as if he were saying, “You’d better get used to it. He never shuts up.”

	When Charlie finally looked up, he had a trap in his hand.
“Look,” he began, “this is exactly why our company works so well.
Perfect engineering, effective and reliable.”
He emphasized our company as if he’d founded it himself, instead of being a slightly overzealous employee.

	Johan couldn’t help himself.
“Well, if you say so, boss,” he muttered with a half-grin.
The sarcasm was unmistakable, but Charlie pointedly ignored it.

	The rest of the round went exactly as usual: Charlie as the relentless chatterbox and Johan as the master of quiet mockery.
By the time we were done, I felt like I’d just spent hours watching a live comedy show.

	Johan and Charlie were the perfect duo—though that was probably the last thing Charlie would ever admit.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 15: The Amusement Park

	 

	We’d agreed with the team to do a day trip to an amusement park.
But not the Efteling again, or Center Parcs—we wanted something new.
After a “democratic process” (which mostly consisted of whoever could shout the loudest), we landed on Movie Park Germany—still called Warner Bros. Movie World at the time—in Bottrop, Germany.
The park was famous for its mix of roller coasters, live shows, and movie re-enactments.
For a film fanatic like me, it sounded like heaven on earth.

	With 25 people split across five cars, we cruised in an orderly convoy toward the park.
It was shaping up to be a smooth trip—until halfway there, my fuel light suddenly came on.
“That can’t be right,” I muttered, remembering I’d filled up just the day before.
I exited at the first gas station, and to my horror, the entire convoy followed.
I pulled up to a pump, ignoring the accusing stares from my colleagues in their cars.

	“I swear I filled up yesterday,” I told my passengers defensively.
Meanwhile, I inserted the nozzle into the tank and began refueling.
The shouting from the other cars I resolutely ignored.
I wasn’t about to let a few sarcastic remarks ruin my day.

	Suddenly, the driver in the car ahead waved at me.
He pointed toward the front of my vehicle.
It took a few seconds before I understood what he meant.
With a growing sense of dread, I walked around my car to look.
And there it was—gasoline was pouring out like a river from underneath the car.
Panicked, I yanked the nozzle out of the tank.

	Upon closer inspection, it turned out that a small fuel hose had come loose.
The entire engine was soaked in gasoline.
More than twenty liters had already leaked onto the ground.
With fuel prices being what they were, that was a painful chunk out of my day trip budget.
Luckily, it was just a simple clamp I could fix quickly.

	My colleagues, of course, didn’t stay quiet.
Their sarcastic comments and unfiltered opinions were hard to swallow, but I gritted my teeth and we continued the journey.

	Once we arrived at the park, my frustration quickly vanished.
The entrance alone was impressive.
Although the park had only been open for about six months and some attractions were still under construction, there was plenty to see and do.
From a distance, you could already hear the exciting sounds of the shows in full swing.
I caught a glimpse of the Batman and Robin show, and even the iconic Batmobile was there.

	But what had really convinced me to come to this park was the Police Academy show.
As a fan of the films—which I had watched over and over, laughing till I couldn’t breathe—I was beyond excited.
The Never Ending Story ride was also high on my list.
I’d seen that film dozens of times, and I wished its title had been more literal.

	We were strolling through a Wild West town when I was suddenly startled by thunderous laughter.
It came from a colleague’s wife, a broad-shouldered, jolly woman who was doubled over, pointing at a Native American performer doing a rain dance.
Her roaring laugh echoed through the entire park; even Santa Claus would’ve been jealous.
With secondhand embarrassment creeping in, I tried to create a little distance from the group.

	“You have to see this, Stefan!” she bellowed, pointing at the Native American.
Half the park turned to look at me.

	I forced a smile and nodded politely, while quickly ducking into a souvenir shop.
“Of course this would happen to me,” I thought bitterly, as I pretended to browse the shelves with interest.
I decided to separate myself from the group and headed toward the Looney Tunes Studio Tour.
As a kid, I had loved Speedy Gonzales, Bugs Bunny, and Daffy Duck—but my absolute favorite was Roadrunner.
The little cartoon town and the characters were so perfectly recreated that I felt like a child again.
With a big grin, I strolled through the studio, enjoying the robot animations.

	Of course, my moment of peace didn’t last long.
Before I knew it, I heard the unmistakable laughter and chatter of my colleagues in the distance.
It was like I was being magnetically pulled back into their chaotic orbit.
But at that moment, I decided to focus on the attractions and get the most out of my day.

	We went from show to show, ride to ride.
The Police Academy show did not disappoint.
It was an explosion of spectacle and humor, with stunts that would make even the most seasoned action hero jealous.
The NeverEnding Story ride transported me to another world.
The fairytale characters were beautifully recreated, and I felt a wave of nostalgia as I glided through the scenes.

	After the ride, the group managed to track me down.

	“Ah, there you are. Everyone’s been looking for you.
We’re going to grab a bite to eat,” said Mark, slapping me on the shoulder with exaggerated friendliness.
His grin had the unmistakable air of “you don’t really have a choice,” and before I could protest, I was swept along to the nearest theme park restaurant.

	As expected, the food prices were astronomical.
A basic schnitzel cost almost as much as a tank of gas—and that’s saying something these days.

	 

	There was nothing to complain about when it came to portion size: the schnitzel I received was so massive I could’ve used it as an umbrella—which turned out to be necessary, because of course it started pouring down rain.
The downpour forced us toward indoor activities, which in a park like this meant trying out the ‘Batman and Robin’ attraction.
It took place in a large cinema hall, where you sat in a moving seat in front of a gigantic screen.
It felt like being in the Batmobile—if you could accept that ‘Batman’ spoke with a thick German accent.
Luckily, my German was good enough to follow it, but my colleagues looked like they were witnessing an opera performed in Finnish.
The speaker volume was deafening, the on-screen action chaotic, and the disappointed expressions on my colleagues’ faces were so dramatic they could’ve been framed as modern art.

	I sat there, thoroughly irritated and with a growing urge to just be home on the couch.
But just when my mood hit rock bottom, the rain stopped, and we were finally able to enjoy the outdoor rides.

	Now, I’ve never been someone who gets a kick out of adrenaline.
While others scream and shout with excitement as they dangle upside down in a rollercoaster, I mostly feel calm.
Maybe my brain just works differently, but in stressful situations I always feel a strange serenity settle over me.
The rollercoaster ride felt more like meditation—at least if you ignored the screaming of my fellow passengers.

	“Could you all calm down a bit?” I wanted to shout, but I held back.
My colleagues screamed as if they were personally being chased by the Joker, while I gazed calmly at the scenery around us.
The contrast couldn’t have been more obvious.

	After the rollercoaster, I felt the urge to truly unwind—something quieter, free of chaos and shouting.
I set off in search of an attraction where I could be alone for a while, far away from my overenthusiastic coworkers.
I soon stumbled upon a cute little carousel.
It seemed like the perfect place to clear my head.
But as always in these kinds of situations, “peaceful” turned out to be an illusion.

	Just as I had found a spot on the carousel, two of my colleagues came running up.
“This looks fun!” they shouted in unison, and before I knew it, they were sitting next to me on the gaudiest horses the carousel had to offer.
The ride started to turn, and my colleagues fully embraced the moment.
They waved at bystanders like they were royalty, yelling things like “Look at us go!” while I tried not to leap off the carousel in despair.

	When the ride finally stopped, I decided it was time for a serious break.
I walked toward a bench near a pond, hoping to sit quietly for a moment.
But of course—because apparently it’s my fate never to be alone—I was quickly tracked down by Mark.
“There you are! We’re heading to the log flume. Come on!”

	I wanted to refuse, but before I knew it, I was being dragged along.
The log flume was exactly what you’d expect: wet, loud, and chaotic.
I was seated in the front, which meant I took every splash right to the face.
My colleagues behind me were having the time of their lives, while I sat soaked and semi-annoyed, enduring the whole spectacle.

	“You look like a drowned cat,” one colleague laughed as we got out.
I tried to come up with a sarcastic comeback, but all I managed was a frustrated snort.

	After the log flume, I’d had enough.
I joined a small group heading to the souvenir shop.
That seemed safe.
But even there, peace eluded me.
One of my colleagues decided to buy a ridiculously oversized hat and tried to convince me to get one too.
“It looks fantastic on you!” he said as he plopped a glittery cowboy hat on my head.
I gave him a look that said it all, but he just kept laughing.

	By the time the day finally came to an end, I felt completely drained.
As we walked toward the exit, I caught my reflection in a shop window.
My hair was sticking out in every direction, my clothes were still damp, and my face had the expression of someone who had just run a marathon.
But despite everything, I couldn’t help but smile.

	It may not have been the most relaxing day, but it was certainly memorable.
And somewhere, deep down, I knew that in a few weeks, I’d already be missing this whole circus.

	I finally managed to slip away, in search of a bit of peace and quiet.
That’s when I found Marienhof—a fully recreated film set from a popular German soap opera we used to watch at home.
As I walked through the gates of Marienhof, it felt like I was stepping right into the series:
The iconic bakery of the Horst family, the cozy café with pastel-colored terrace chairs, and the old newsstand with tabloids perfectly displayed.
There was even a working fountain in the square where a few children were loudly and enthusiastically splashing around.
“This is perfect!” I said aloud to myself, as I wandered through the streets.
Everywhere, I heard the soft thump of café music, the gentle murmur of visitors, and occasionally the sound of a ringing phone that clearly belonged to the set.
I felt like I was in my own soap opera.

	I decided to take a peek inside the bakery.
Inside, it smelled of fresh bread—although it was probably an air freshener—and it was surprisingly quiet.
I became fascinated by an old cash register and the perfectly arranged display cases full of (fake) pastries.

	When I stepped outside again, I realized something unsettling: I had no idea where the exit was.
I looked around, but nothing resembled the route I had taken.
The streets twisted and turned, and every alley looked like the next.
Had I passed that newsstand already, or was it a different one? Everything suddenly looked identical.

	I began walking around in a panic. Each street had a different theme: a butcher shop, a pharmacy with brightly colored pills, a flower shop with plastic roses.
I knocked on one of the doors hoping someone would answer, but there was no response.
A tightness began to creep into my chest—until I finally heard voices.

	“Finally!” I thought, but when I rounded the corner, I found myself face-to-face with a group of actors in the middle of a scene.
A man in a suit was yelling at a woman in an apron: “How dare you keep this from me?!”
I froze, stunned, and only realized too late that I had ruined their take.
The woman turned to me and hissed, “Wir drehen hier!” (“We’re filming here!”)
Blushing, I mumbled an apology and quickly walked away.

	After another half hour of aimless wandering, I finally spotted a man in a blue 'Warner Bros.' shirt.
“Entschuldigung, wie komme ich hier raus?” I asked in my best German.
“Das passiert oft!” he laughed kindly and pointed me back toward the fountain.
My fellow travelers were just arriving there, and I acted like nothing had happened, casually saying I was going to grab a drink on a terrace.

	Later, when the group came back outside, I let myself be convinced to join them for a rollercoaster ride.

	It all started innocently enough…
My colleague Fred, a man with the adrenaline addiction of a fighter pilot and the brain of a goldfish in a blender, had a brilliant idea:
“Let’s go on the rollercoaster. They say people come out with a whole new outlook on life!”
I should’ve known that “new outlook on life” didn’t necessarily mean a positive one.

	There we were, standing in line for The Lethal Weapon Pursuit, a steel monstrosity towering above the park like a deathtrap sponsored by chaos.
The thing looked like a construction worker with a hangover had stopped halfway through to grab lunch and never came back.
“Do you think those screws are supposed to be there?” I asked, pointing at a cluster of rusty bolts lying on the ground.
Fred waved it off.
“That’s just part of the theme. Adds to the atmosphere.”

	I glanced sideways at Fred.
He was the kind of guy who embodied “a dozen jobs, thirteen disasters.”
Let’s put it politely: Fred was generously built.
He always dressed like someone who had blindly pulled clothes from the closet in the dark.
And he was lazy—with a capital L.
Most people simply called him “Fat Fred.”

	The ride started off calmly: we were slowly pulled up the first hill, and I wondered whether the squeaking of the chain was part of the theme or a sign we were halfway into a disaster.
At the top of the hill, we paused for just a moment—just long enough for me to realize that my safety bar wasn’t fully locked.
“Fred,” I hissed, “this thing is loose!”
But Fred didn’t hear me. He was too busy taking a selfie.
“Thunder Dragon!” he yelled into his phone, just before the carts plunged downward at a speed that could only be explained by a furious physicist defying the laws of gravity.

	I’m not exactly sure what happened after that—it was a blur of sharp turns, unexpected loops, and at least three moments when I was absolutely convinced I would be flung into orbit.
Fred didn’t even scream; he was too busy scrolling through his photos, even when we were upside down.

	On the final drop, it started to rain, which felt like a facial exfoliation with a pressure washer.
A bird pooped on my shoulder, and Fred accidentally smacked me in the jaw while desperately trying to save his phone from falling to its death.
“I got it!” he shouted triumphantly, just before we screeched to a halt.

	We got out—or rather, Fred got out.
I rolled out like a soaked rag and just lay there while the world kept spinning.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	Chapter 16: The Holidays

	 

	It was Christmas—officially the most wonderful time of the year! (Well, after summer and spring, let’s be honest. Winter has its charm, but also its limits.)
This year, the whole thing was complete with a perfect five-centimeter layer of snow.
Everything looked like it had been dusted with powdered sugar by an overenthusiastic baker: the rooftops, the trees, the gardens in the street.
And there were Christmas lights everywhere—enough to trigger an epileptic episode.
What a time to be alive!

	My personal contribution to the neighborhood light show consisted of illuminated icicles hanging from my roof gutter.
At least, that was the plan.
In reality, half of them were yellow, and the other half white.
The result of my brilliant purchase at a chaotic Christmas shop where, of course, I had accidentally grabbed the “warm white” lights instead of “cold white.”
Return them?
No, thanks.
The line there looked like the aftermath of a zombie apocalypse.

	The neighborhood had once again outdone itself.
Mega Christmas trees in front yards, giant inflatable reindeer, and a life-sized Santa that screamed “Ho Ho Ho” on a mechanical loop.
Especially the neighbor with his glowing sleigh—he seemed determined to prove he had a secret contract with the power company.
Festive? Definitely.
Modest? Not even close.

	I had invited my family to celebrate Christmas at my place.
It had become a tradition: I cooked, they came.
And no one ever said no to my cooking.
That—and the fact they wouldn’t be stuck with a mountain of dirty dishes afterward.
Win-win, right?

	As always, my menu was a culinary masterpiece.

	No dry, tasteless turkey like the kind you find in some households, but a juicy showstopper.
I stuffed it with vegetables and two blocks of butter, placed a little pan of water in the oven, and basted it every ten minutes like I was some Michelin-starred chef.
Alongside it I served baked apples with homemade cranberry jam, hand-rolled potato croquettes, and a mushroom sauce I’d been simmering from a base stock made two days earlier.
My kitchen looked like a chaotic battlefield, but the result was undeniably divine.
After the meal, all that remained were licked-clean platters—a sure sign of success.

	The fireplace was prepped and ready, and the Christmas tree was a real beauty.
Well, after three attempts to put it up without it falling over or looking like it had been decorated by a sugar-high toddler.
But in the end, I got it just right: perfect.

	My friend Dirk and his wife were also joining us.
Dirk and I had been friends since kindergarten and practically inseparable ever since.
Every year, they’d stay with us for a week over Christmas in our guest room.
It was always wonderfully cosy.
Our conversations mostly consisted of one-word sentences or stupid puns that we found far too funny ourselves.
Our wives, although used to it by now, still often looked at us like we were a pair of idiots.
And honestly? They weren’t entirely wrong.

	This year was no exception.
While Dirk and I were preparing the turkey, the ladies sat at the kitchen table with glasses of wine, gossiping like their lives depended on it.
“Hold those legs further apart, man. How am I supposed to get this stuff in there?” I barked at Dirk.
“Pretty sure I heard you shouting that from the bedroom last night too,” he shot back dryly.
That earned a synchronized eye-roll from the women.
“Oh yeah?” I replied. “Funny, I usually don’t hear anything coming from your bedroom at all.”

	“Probably because that ADHD brain of yours is so full of noise you don’t even register the outside world,” he snapped.
“Better a lot of noise than that lonely echo bouncing around in your fat head,” I shot back.
There was the sound of chairs scraping.
The ladies had decided the living room was safer ground.
At least this time we’d been spared their usual comments about “fainting from all the testosterone.”
Most strangers would think we were about to kill each other, but this was just our way of bonding.

	“Dude, that chili con carne you made yesterday was way too spicy,” Dirk suddenly groaned.
“My entire ass is destroyed!”
“Oh? Sorry, man! How are you now?” I asked, trying to sound a bit concerned.
“Gay,” he deadpanned.
We burst out laughing, and we could vaguely hear the women yelling something irritated from the other room, but we didn’t care.
Our sense of humor was its own ecosystem, completely incomprehensible to outsiders—and that was fine by us.

	Once the turkey was finally in the oven and we’d tidied the kitchen as best we could, the ladies reappeared.
“Is it safe?” Dirk’s wife asked with a raised eyebrow.
“Don’t worry, we’ve hidden all the sharp objects,” Dirk replied with a poker face.

	The kitchen looked like a warzone after our overenthusiastic cooking session.
Half-cut vegetables were scattered across the counter, including a limp piece of carrot teetering in a puddle of bright orange juice.
A rogue onion skin clung to the edge of the cleaver, which had been tossed next to a dish containing the remains of a failed sauce.
The stove had clearly lost the battle: tomato sauce splatters everywhere, scorched spots, and one mysterious green smudge no one could identify.
One of the burners was still glowing faintly, as if it were quietly begging for mercy.

	On top of the dishwasher sat a towering stack of dirty pots and pans, with the handle of a heavy cast iron skillet hanging down dramatically like a guillotine.
The dishwasher itself stood open, half-loaded with a chaotic mix of knives, spoons, and a glass with a cracked rim sticking out at a dangerous angle.
The floor looked like it had witnessed a minor war: flour was scattered like a thin layer of snow, a broken egg lay in the corner like a sad reminder of a failed attempt, and a piece of pasta was glued to a slipper somewhere near the door.

	The smell in the kitchen was an undefinable blend of burnt cheese, garlic, and something strongly resembling charred bell pepper.
The extractor fan still hummed monotonously, as if it were sighing its way through the last of its duties.
And then, in the middle of it all, there I stood: a smear of flour on my cheek, a wooden spoon held like a royal scepter, and a satisfied grin—as if this entire scene was nothing short of pure culinary art.

	I had to quickly grab some groceries, so I asked Dirk to give me a ride.
His electric Renault Twingo was parked behind my car on the driveway.
Now, you should know: that car is a never-ending source of amusement for me.
It looked like a toy car and sounded even more modest.

	“What do you need from the store?” Dirk asked, casually spinning the steering wheel like he was a Formula 1 driver.
“Clothespins and playing cards, for starters,” I answered casually.
“What the hell do you need those for?”
“To attach to the wheels of your car—like we used to with the spokes on our bikes.
At least then your car would make a manly sound,” I said, bursting out laughing.

	Dirk, always the calm one, suddenly punched me in the upper arm without warning.
What followed was a fierce scuffle, with him barely keeping control of the steering wheel.
“Okay, enough!” he shouted. “The road’s already slippery—don’t make me crash!”
I surrendered, though more out of strategy than humility.
But Dirk wasn’t done with me yet: he slammed his open hand onto my thigh with such force my eyes teared up.
Laughing, he blocked my attempt at revenge with ease.

	Why we always turned into hormonal teenagers whenever we were together?
God only knows.

	When we arrived at the store, I asked Dirk to park right by the entrance.
“You wait in the car, I’ll run in quickly,” I said.

	The local shop—affectionately known as "the Sacristan’s Place"—was a nostalgic time capsule.
The owner was also the sacristan of the local church.

	As I was browsing the shelves, I suddenly caught a familiar scent.
There he was—the sacristan himself, drenched, as always, in his signature Tabac Original cologne.
It smelled like a seventy-year-old was getting ready for a wild night out.

	“I assume we’ll see you at the Christmas Eve service tonight?” he asked, wearing a mix between a pious smile and a mischievous smirk.
“You know I’m allergic to churches!” I replied without looking up, continuing my hunt for truffle oil.

	“But you’re a believer, aren’t you? Your parents put you in a Christian school for a reason,” he shot back.
I looked at him with an expression somewhere between pity and mild irritation.
“I’m spiritual, yes. But no one said I have to spend Christmas Eve in a cold, echoey building. Besides, with your wife, your son, and the priest, you’ve already got enough people for a card game!”

	The sacristan gave a tight-lipped chuckle.
Suddenly, he stretched out his arm, and I ducked instinctively, thinking he was about to hit me.
Instead, he handed me a bottle of truffle oil.
“This is what you were looking for, right?” he winked.

	With a polite nod and a muttered “thanks,” I ran back out into the cold.

	I yanked open the car door and buckled my seatbelt.
“Step on it, we’re late!” I barked.

	But nothing happened.

	I turned and looked straight into the kind eyes of an elderly man.
Confused, I glanced around—and realized I had just climbed into the wrong car.

	In front of me sat Dirk, grinning broadly in his Twingo.
In the rearview mirror, I saw his face beaming with pure schadenfreude.
With a thousandfold apology to the elderly man, I climbed out of the car.
But just as I tried to walk away, I felt a tug at my leg.
My seatbelt!
The man patiently pointed at the buckle, like he was dealing with a toddler.
I wriggled free and walked back to Dirk, face bright red.

	“In a hurry, are we?” he said with a grin only Dirk could produce.
On the way home, while Dirk cheerfully took the icy roads like he was in a rally race, the sacristan came up again.
“Why does that guy keep trying to recruit you?” Dirk asked.
“Probably because I’m a lost sheep,” I replied dryly.
“But honestly, I’m allergic to people who think God only speaks through them. Besides, if I sit in church, I’ll miss my favorite Christmas movie.”

	“That awful one with the talking dog?” Dirk asked in disbelief.
“Yes, that’s classic entertainment!”
Dirk shook his head. “You’re a walking enigma, you know that?”

	We reached my house without further incident.
As Dirk parked his Twingo by the door, I got out and shot him a look.
“Thanks for the ride. And don’t forget: next time, bring a car that actually makes a proper sound!”

	“Only if you promise never to climb into a stranger’s car again,” he shot back.
“Deal,” I said with a grin, and headed inside, ready to use the truffle oil for my next culinary experiment.

	Family members started trickling in as early as seven that evening.
“Merry Christmas!” echoed through the house, followed by wet kisses that lasted five seconds too long, and hugs that squeezed the air from your lungs.
That’s my family: loud, clumsy, and absurdly affectionate.
Huge Christmas packages with shiny wrapping and ridiculously oversized bows were ceremoniously placed under the tree, while compliments about my decorations rang through the room.

	“How many times did you redecorate it this year?” my brother asked with a knowing grin.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I snapped, fleeing to the kitchen to cool my irritation with a glass of wine.

	When the twelve of us were finally seated at the big table, it was a full-blown cacophony.
In our family, talking isn’t a means of communication, it’s a competitive sport.
Everyone tried to outshout everyone else, and within minutes the decibel level had shattered every legal limit.
My ADHD brain could barely process it all.
My cutlery creaked in my hands from how tightly I was gripping it, and red welts appeared in my palms.

	Luckily, my wife noticed.
“Guys, let’s be mindful of the neighbors,” she said sternly, glancing at the window.
Our neighbors were an elderly couple who spent Christmas every year with a glass of advocaat and a rerun of Home Alone on TV.
We invited them over every year, and every year they politely declined.

	My brother, the clown of the family, jumped at the chance.
“With the neighbors or with Jimmyyy ADHD?” he sang, sticking out his tongue at me.

	It took exactly two seconds for him to switch into full-on “A.D.H.D.” to the melody of “Y.M.C.A.”
And of course, the rest of the table followed.
Arms were flailing in the air, everyone doing the iconic dance moves with no shame whatsoever.

	My wife sighed and rolled her eyes. “Even the kids are more mature than you lot,” she muttered, pointing to the small table where the kids were quietly crafting away.
They seemed completely immune to the chaos around them.

	After dinner came the moment suprême: gift opening.
The kids went first, barely able to contain their excitement.
Little Patrick tore the wrapping off his present with a frown and stared in horror at the first edition of a PlayStation game.
“The second version’s been out for a month already!” he shouted indignantly.

	I rolled my eyes.
These days it was impossible to keep up with what was considered "new"; manufacturers seemed to time their releases specifically to empty our wallets by Christmas.

	Meanwhile, two-year-old Franky had tossed his craft box into the corner without a second thought and was happily playing with the box itself.
He had a grin on his face like he'd just won the lottery.
We might as well have thrown that money straight into the fireplace.

	When it was the adults’ turn, the gifts only got more ridiculous.
We had agreed to exchange cheap, funny presents.
My brother received a gigantic inflatable unicorn, and my sister-in-law opened a box titled The Guide to Zen and Calm, clearly meant as a wink to her high-strung personality.

	The evening continued with stories and wine, as everyone gathered around the fireplace.
Small groups formed, and the general chatter finally softened to a tolerable level.

	Suddenly, there was a loud bang, followed by a rain of burning wood chips flying through the room like projectiles.
The women screamed as if the apocalypse had begun, while everyone jumped up, spilling glasses of red wine all over each other in the chaos.

	“Oh my God! Did you put wet wood in the fireplace?!” my wife shouted, with a look that could only be described as murderous.
I looked at her sheepishly.
“But I only brought it inside yesterday. Doesn’t it dry in the fire?”

	A deadly silence followed. For a moment, I truly thought this was how I’d die.
But then everyone burst out laughing.
Apparently, they thought I was joking.

	“Yeah, right,” my brother said, wiping tears of laughter from his eyes,
“And next time, why not just throw a whole wet Christmas tree in there?”

	The rest of the evening passed in a haze of wine, laughter, and relentless teasing.
My wife kept shooting me looks that made it very clear the incident wasn’t forgotten.
But in the end, as always, humor prevailed.

	When the house was finally empty and I sat with a cup of tea in front of the smoldering remains of the fireplace, I sighed contentedly.
Christmas with my family was always a spectacle, and though it was often a challenge, I wouldn't miss it for the world.

	And what follows Christmas?
Exactly, New Year’s!
What could be more magical than watching an entire month’s salary go up in smoke, thanks to fireworks that are just as spectacular as your bank account is pitifully empty afterward?
Let’s not even mention the countless burns and eye injuries that come with it. But hey, tradition is tradition.
Especially those long Chinese firecrackers that get unrolled across the entire street, designed purely to make noise and give parked cars a fresh layer of decorative ash. Pure festive joy.

	As a kid, I had great memories of New Year’s Day.
We always went to Grandpa and Grandma’s, where the whole family would gather.
About forty people, including children, grandchildren, and a few stray partners no one was quite sure how they ended up there.
Grandpa and Grandma sat next to each other in their majestic reclining chairs, like a royal couple watching over their subjects.
Grandpa, with his thick crown of snow-white hair, had a regal air about him.
He barely said a word, but his gaze said it all: pride, love, and mild irritation whenever someone got too close to his bowl of shrimp cocktail.

	But this year, my wife and I decided to do things differently.
No fireworks, no family chaos, just a romantic dinner followed by a night in a luxury hotel.
I had made reservations months in advance at a three-star restaurant I’d been dying to try.
It cost me an arm and a leg—literally, I had to sell a kidney to afford the bill—but for once, it felt worth it.
We’d prepared thoroughly.
Bought new clothes, especially for the occasion.
For the first time in my life, I would wear a tuxedo.

	I felt like James Bond even before I had put the thing on.
My wife radiated elegance in her evening gown, and together we looked like the cover of a glamorous magazine.
Well… until we stepped out of our ancient Ford Fiesta.

	Upon arrival, we were greeted by a doorman in a tight suit.
He graciously opened the door for us, but the subtle smirk on his face as he glanced at our car didn’t escape me.
The thing looked like it had just survived a demolition derby, and the scratch on the side told a story I would never repeat.

	Inside, we were welcomed by a maître d’ in an outfit that closely resembled a penguin.
He led us to our table, and I could feel the judgmental glances of other guests burning into my back.
It didn’t take long before I realized why.

	“I think you’re a little overdressed,” my wife whispered with an amused smile.
“I told you this wasn’t the Oscars.”

	She was right.
I was the only one in a tuxedo.
Since when had that gone out of style?
Why didn’t I get that memo?
Still, I tried to ignore the stares and focus on the Haute Cuisine awaiting us.

	The first course was a metal structure with a foam sphere on top that looked like someone had had a dishwasher mishap.
My wife and I glanced at each other, completely clueless on how to eat it.
Cutlery seemed pointless.
Thankfully, we weren’t alone—everyone had the same menu.

	After watching the others out of the corner of our eyes, we figured it out:
You were supposed to slurp that little ‘Dreft’ bubble right off the plate.
So that’s what we did.

	To my surprise, it tasted amazing.
Mushrooms and thyme danced across my taste buds.
How on earth did they pull that off?

	I was impressed, even though it still felt like I was drinking sink foam.
The next course was a champagne glass containing just a few milliliters of liquid and a mysterious orb.
We waited patiently for someone else to go first so we could copy them.
The trick was simple: drink the liquid, then scoop the orb into your mouth with a spoon.
The ball burst, releasing a flood of concentrated chicken broth into my mouth.
It was like stepping into a culinary fairy tale.

	The following courses were less mysterious but equally impressive.
Tiny portions, beautifully presented, and with each bite the sting of the bill seemed to hurt a little less.
The waiters were incredibly attentive; every time I took a sip of wine, someone was right there to refill my glass.
By the third course, I was already slightly tipsy.
My wife looked happy, and that made everything worth it.

	Dessert came with new challenges.
A huge, purple ball of cotton candy was set in front of us.
“Marge Simpson!” my wife whispered, and I burst out laughing.
Unfortunately, that was exactly when I took a sip of red wine—now streaming down my white shirt.
My wife rolled her eyes, but couldn’t hold back her laughter.

	The waiter appeared with a blowtorch and lit the cotton candy on fire.
Within seconds, Marge was gone, leaving behind a tiny pastry.
It melted in my mouth, and I felt like a kid in a candy store.

	We ended the evening with coffee and a sublime glass of cognac.
Thankfully, the hotel was nearby because I was fairly drunk by then.
Our room was stunning.
The bed was so soft I started to wonder if clouds really could feel like that.
While I lay there basking in the luxury, my wife appeared in a new, sexy lingerie set.
She looked like she’d walked straight out of a movie, and even though my intoxicated brain could barely process it, I felt like the luckiest man alive.

	Two minutes later, we were lying next to each other—exhausted and snoring.
Romance? Check.

	The next morning, we enjoyed a lavish breakfast buffet.
While I was working on my third croissant, I knew for sure: the investment had been worth it.
We had ended the year in a way we’d never forget.

	And that, dear reader, is the true magic of New Year’s.

	 

	Chapter 17: Black Friday

	 

	Loaded down with two heavy bags and a shopping tote clenched between my teeth, I pushed my way through the crowd.
It was Black Friday at the shopping mall — the annual highlight of my life.
As a gadget and electronics freak, I’d been looking forward to this all year.
A new tablet, smartwatch, multimedia glasses — my wish list was longer than the script of a bad soap opera.

	It all started at five in the morning.
My wife called me insane, but I knew you had to be early to score the best deals.
I was prepared for everything: comfy shoes, a thermos of coffee, and the mental training to bulldoze anyone who dared get between me and a bargain.

	Upon arrival, the mall looked more like a medieval battlefield than a place for modern consumers.
People shoved, pulled, and shouted as if free gold was being handed out.
A woman with a stroller used it like a battering ram, while an elderly man with a walking stick gave me a glare that could only mean: “Don’t even think about it.”

	My first stop was the electronics store.
The door wasn’t even fully open yet when I was nearly trampled by a guy who clearly thought he was Usain Bolt.
I ignored him and dove inside.
And there it was — my prize: a brand-new tablet.
Only five in stock.
It was every man for himself.

	I grabbed the thing like my life depended on it, but right at that moment, a teenager lunged at me, trying to wrestle it from my hands.
“I saw it first!” he shouted.
“Like hell you did,” I snapped back, clutching the box to my chest like a mother protecting her newborn.
We stood there, both of us determined not to let go.

	Eventually, I shook him off with a perfectly timed spin and bolted toward the checkout.
A victory, sure — but at what cost?
My reputation as a fully functioning adult was officially ruined.

	Next stop: the smartwatches.
That’s where things nearly spiraled completely out of control.
A woman — wielding a baseball bat (where she got it from, no one knows) — was keeping everyone at bay while making her selection.
I decided to play it smart and strike from a different angle.
Like a ninja, I snatched a box, ducked, and rolled toward the register.
Okay, I was mildly drunk on adrenaline, but it worked.

	My shopping cart slowly began to fill up.
A pair of multimedia glasses, a wireless vacuum cleaner (“That one’s for you,” my wife had said sarcastically), and a ridiculously overpriced noise-cancelling headset.
“Perfect for ignoring you,” I had joked.
Her glare said enough.

	After two hours of intense bargain hunting, I was running on fumes.
My thermos was empty, my feet felt like they were made of concrete, and my mood was starting to nosedive.
Still, there was one shop left on my list: the gaming store.
My son had begged me to get the latest console.

	At the store’s entrance, it looked like the zombie apocalypse had kicked off.
People were banging on the windows, some crying, others yelling.
“How bad can it be?” I thought.
I’d find out soon enough.

	Inside, it was total chaos.
Boxes were flying through the air, people were literally wrestling on the floor.
I spotted it — my target — the last console, gleaming on the shelf.
My heart pounded in my throat. This was it.

	With a burst of speed I didn’t know I had, I sprinted toward the shelf.
But just as I reached out, a man leapt in front of me from out of nowhere.
“This one’s mine!” he shouted, clutching it with both hands.

	"I don't think so!" I shouted back, and before I knew it, we were locked in a duel.
In the end, I decided that brains beat brawn.
I pointed behind him at an imaginary "SALE" sign.
He turned his head — and I snatched the box right out of his hands.
"Sorry, buddy," I said as I bolted.
His string of curse words echoed behind me.

	At the checkout, the line was longer than the waiting list at the doctor’s office.
As I stood there, I finally felt the pain in my back and the cramp in my hands.
But when I looked down at my loot, I knew it had all been worth it.

	With my haul strapped to a cart and a bag in my mouth (because I had no free hands), I staggered toward the exit.
The security guard gave me a look like I had just stolen the shopping cart itself. I couldn’t help it — I grinned back.

	Once outside, breathing in the crisp air, I felt a mix of triumph and exhaustion.
My wife would probably roll her eyes at the sight of my purchases, but that was a problem for later.
And since I was already here, I figured I might as well shop for some new clothes.

	Two pairs of jeans, a dozen T-shirts, and — the cherry on top — a cool blue silk shirt.
The shirt cost as much as the twelve T-shirts combined, but hey, that didn't spoil the fun.
After all, it’s only Black Friday once a year.

	With my new treasures safely bagged, I made a pit stop at the sporting goods store.
A couple of stylish sweatpants and new gym shoes were on my list.
You can’t exactly wear the same shoes to the gym every day, right?
And even though my gym visits averaged twice a month, being properly equipped was important.

	Then I smelled it.
The unmistakable scent of freshly baked Brussels waffles.
As if guided by an invisible hand, I found myself standing in front of the food stall, staring at the menu.

	The noise, screaming children, and overly loud mall music suddenly disappeared.
My stomach had taken over.

	I ordered a waffle with fresh strawberries and a generous dollop of whipped cream.
With my treat in a flimsy cardboard tray — barely worthy of the term "tray" — I found a bench to sit down.
The edges of the box were already starting to soak through, but I didn’t care.
A waffle is a waffle.

	The first bite was pure heaven… until one particularly juicy strawberry, drenched in whipped cream, decided to make a break for it.
Right down the front of my brand-new, absurdly expensive, blue silk shirt.
It left a trail from top to bottom.
I let out a theological term I won’t repeat here, and immediately mumbled an apology upward, as if God himself had logged my blunder.

	With the napkin provided — roughly the size of a postage stamp — I tried to minimize the damage.
The result?
A lovely rose-colored streak running the entire length of my shirt.

	Frustration boiled inside me as I walked toward the exit, holding the shopping bag strategically in front of my shirt.
Even the heavenly taste of the warm waffle couldn't save my mood now.

	In a last-ditch effort to fix the situation, I dashed into the men’s restroom.
At the sink, I tried to scrub the stain away.
I waved my hands wildly under the faucet, but nothing happened.
After about twenty tries and testing every single basin, I realized they were foot-sensor activated.

	The paper towels were of the worst quality imaginable.
The moment they touched my shirt, they disintegrated into a mess of lint.
The hand dryer was one of those machines you had to stick your hands into.

	My only option?

	I took off my shirt and held it awkwardly under the dryer.
Of course, the restroom was packed.
And yes, here came the helpful bystanders.
"You should try using the hand soap," noted a red-haired man while peeing.

	My first thought?
"Are you seriously giving me advice while holding your genitals?"
I kept that to myself and muttered a sarcastic, "That was my first idea."

	"Looks like an expensive shirt — what a shame!" added the guy next to him.
My irritation hit boiling point.
"Peeing and preaching at the same time — what a gift," I thought, trying not to explode.

	After a few uncomfortable minutes, shirtless and exposed to the hand dryer’s weak, lukewarm breath, I decided I’d had enough.
I pulled the shirt back on, despite the prominent pinkish stain now stiffening across the fabric like a scarlet badge of consumerism gone wrong.

	With a mix of shame and frustration, I stormed out of the restroom.
My only consolation?
One day, this would make a great story.
Maybe.

	I finally reached the parking lot, and the spot where I’d parked my car was… empty.

	My brain short-circuited as I stood there, half tripping over my own feet.
My beloved red steed, my proud Ford, had vanished.
Stolen.
Gone.
Like snow in the sun.

	I stood frozen, staring as if someone had just told me coffee was now illegal.
This couldn’t be happening.
I looked around, spun in a few frantic circles like I expected the car to have hidden behind another vehicle — and then I lost it.

	 

	to forget this entire day as fast as possible. “I had found the perfect spot, right after the entrance!”
“Which entrance?” he asked flatly.
“What do you mean, which entrance?” My patience was wearing thin.

	He pointed with his filthy fingernail toward another entrance, about thirty meters away.
And there it was.
My beautiful red Ford.
Shiny, untouched, and exactly where it should be.

	My face turned bright red.
I mumbled something that resembled “Thank you” and stumbled toward my car, feeling the burning stares of my helpful audience on my back.
All I wanted, as I got in, was to disappear.

	But no — in true slapstick fashion, my awkward exit included screeching tires, like I was trying to win a street race.

	Two kilometers down the road, I pulled over.
My face was still glowing with embarrassment.
But nothing soothes pain like a brand-new gadget.

	I pulled the multimedia glasses out of the bag, connected them to my phone, and sank into a virtual world.
The projected screen was so large I had to turn my head from side to side to see everything.
Passersby looked at me like I was some kind of malfunctioning robot, but I was too far gone in my digital bliss to care.

	Once I finished playing, I realized I had a dozen new shirts in the bag.
Shirts I could’ve worn instead of driving around in the stained disaster I was wearing now.

	“That’s my life,” I muttered to myself, as I started the engine and decided to forget this entire day as fast as possible.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 18: Allerbis

	 

	I fully enjoyed the admiring — though mostly bewildered — looks from passersby.
They often stopped, just a bit too long, to inspect my latest masterpiece behind the window: my pepper tree.
It was a work of art, if I may say so myself.
The "traffic light" peppers hung cheerfully like Christmas ornaments from the branches, perfectly balanced.
Green, red, and yellow specimens sparkled in the sunlight, as if I had created a botanical miracle.

	Only when they looked a little closer and noticed the lemon and cucumber did the penny drop.
Their expressions shifted from admiration to confusion, followed by a faint smile or a headshake.
The highlight was an elderly lady with massive glasses who, upon spotting the cucumber, audibly muttered “Well then!” before waddling off, shaking her head.

	The truth behind my masterpiece was, of course, a little less spectacular.
A few months earlier, I had bought a beautiful lemon tree, full of shiny fruits.
It was the pride of our living room, and those lemons were indeed a great success — especially with tequila shots.
But like everything in life, once the party was over, only a bare, empty tree remained.
White blossoms appeared, only to wither and fall within a week, as if they were disappointed in my lack of gardening skills.

	Out of sheer boredom, I decided to raid the fridge.
Peppers, a lemon that had missed the tequila round, and a cucumber that was too crooked to use — they all got a place in the tree.
The result was, if I say so myself, an instant classic.

	From my armchair, I had the perfect view.
People would honestly stand in front of the window for minutes, some with a hand under their chin, as if trying to unravel a deep philosophical riddle.

	How many trees actually grow three colors of bell peppers at the same time?
I was doubled over with laughter — until my wife suddenly appeared in my line of sight.
She was standing outside the window, shaking her head slowly.
First, she looked at the tree, then at me, while her lips unmistakably formed the word “idiot.”
With a sigh, she walked inside.

	“Typical you,” she said, rolling her eyes so hard I was afraid they might get stuck behind her skull.
“By the way, has your brother called you yet?”
“No, why would he?” I asked, still half giggling about my masterpiece.
“He said he was coming over for a beer.
He called me because your phone went straight to voicemail.
Oh, there he is now.”
She pointed outside, where my brother was parking his car with all the subtlety of a tank navigating a China shop.

	Of course my phone was off.
I’d decided to spend my day off in total peace.
Well, so much for that plan.
My brother wanted to have a beer, which in his dictionary usually meant he was looking for a platform to brag about the night before.
Or, as he liked to call them, his “hunting stories.”

	Not that I had anything better to do, so I agreed to go along.
But not without hearing my wife call after me: “If you come home drunk, you're sleeping on the couch!”
A warning I accepted without protest.
Because if there’s one thing my brother is, it’s a walking adventure — or more accurately: a walking disaster zone.

	Later, as we sat at the bar in a pub, I threw the door wide open for his undoubtedly theatrical tale.
“Come on then, let’s hear your latest adventures,” I said, taking a sip of my beer.
He looked at me with a mock-surprised expression. “What do you mean?”

	“Do you think I don’t know we’re only sitting here because you scored with some girl again?” I shot back.
He grinned wide — the kind of grin you could almost feel as a gust of wind. “Even better! I was at a lesbian bar last night!”

	My eyebrow shot up like a faulty barrier gate.
“I know you’re a lesbo at heart, technically speaking, but I doubt you stood much of a chance in there.”
“That’s what you think!” he said, eyes sparkling with conspiratorial excitement. “You have no idea how many bi girls hang out in those places.”

	“And how do you even tell them apart?” I asked, skeptical, already wondering how deep this rabbit hole would go. “And how did you even get in? Isn’t it women only?”
“One day a week it’s unisex,” he said triumphantly.
I knew that wasn’t exactly the correct term, but I let it slide.

	“Anyway, I was there with Annette,” he added nonchalantly.
That got my attention.
Annette, an old childhood friend — now a prominent expat in the lesbian scene.
“How is she doing? I haven’t heard from her in ages,” I asked, genuinely curious.
“She broke up with her girlfriend,” he explained. “Said she felt suffocated in the relationship.”

	“Well, that’s something you two have in common,” I muttered dryly, which earned me an annoyed look.
“But go on then, tell me what happened. I assume you managed to score.”
He grinned like a cat who’d just nabbed a bird.
“You’ve got no idea how many gorgeous women hang out there.
And I was pretty much the only guy.”

	“You mean the only manlier-than-thou guy,” I mumbled.
His obsession with his looks had always struck me as oddly feminine — not that it ever held him back.
He snorted as if I’d insulted his honor. “We live in an age where women judge by appearance too,” he said solemnly.

	“But back to last night,” he continued, “I had some really great conversations with some lovely ladies.”

	“Some of them were definitely hardcore lesbian,” he said, “but hey, that didn’t spoil the fun.”
I had to admit — my brother could strike up a conversation with literally anyone, from grumpy bartenders to exhausted supermarket cashiers.
He had that kind of charm that kept people teetering between admiration and annoyance.

	“The first one I ran into wasn’t really my type,” he began, as if recounting a half-forgotten novel.
“Way too masculine. She was flirty and kept touching me. Made me uncomfortable. It felt like talking to a dude — rough and straight to the point.”
He puffed out his chest and struck a lumberjack pose, as if trying to recreate the whole scene in HD.

	“I got allerbis from it,” he concluded.
“Allerbis?” I asked, eyebrows so high they were practically in orbit. “That’s not even a real word.”
“It is now,” he said, with the smug expression of someone who just invented a new dialect.
“It means you’re allergic to real lesbians.”

	I shook my head as he continued, animated and beaming with pride.
Clearly, his night had peaked — even if it gave me a splitting headache just listening to it.
I looked at him, the ADHD inside me screaming to jump in and tear his logic to shreds, but I managed to hold back.

	“I assume you didn’t end up in bed with her?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.
“Of course not!” he said, offended by the mere suggestion.
“But later I met this absolute dream of a woman,” he continued, eyes lighting up. “Fucking gorgeous, and a killer body.”
His gaze turned dreamy.

	“She was a nurse and had two kids — not that you could tell from her figure!”
I gave him a deadpan look. “Most women do get their figure back after giving birth, you know.”
“Whatever,” he said, waving dismissively. “She was totally into my charm. We talked and flirted for hours.”
“And then you took her home — the end,” I cut in dryly.

	“Well, not exactly,” he said, pulling a pained expression.
I could already see where this was going. “You said something stupid again, didn’t you?” I burst out laughing.
He shot me a wounded look. “For your information, she looked at me with this dreamy, lovestruck gaze and asked if I lived nearby.”
“So it was going well then. Did she go home with you or not?” I asked, now fully invested in the disaster I sensed coming.
“I still don’t get what happened,” he said, genuinely confused.
“I told her I lived close by and wanted to take her to my place.
But I couldn’t just leave Annette behind.
So I told her I was going to grab my girlfriend real quick and then we’d leave together.”

	“She gave me this filthy look and just left!” he added, still baffled and slightly outraged.
I stared at him for a full ten seconds, mouth open. “You said you were going to get your girlfriend?”
It still hadn’t dawned on him.
“Of course she thought you meant you were inviting her for a threesome.
Why didn’t you just say ‘a friend’ or at least mention that she’s a lesbian?”
The look of sudden realization and crushing disappointment in his eyes was priceless.
That alone made the night way better than expected.

	I was starting to get hungry, and the bar wasn’t exactly known for its culinary excellence.
The menu consisted of boiled eggs in a murky glass jar — the smell alone could turn your stomach — and shriveled beer sausages that looked like they’d survived three world wars.
“Let’s walk through the city and see if we can find something edible,” I said as I downed the last of my beer and paid the tab.
My brother, always up for food, followed me out like a hopeful bloodhound expecting a Michelin-star meal.

	The first place I spotted was a pancake house.
The cheerful scent of fresh batter and warm syrup called to me like a siren song.
“Looks good to me. Pancakes aren’t too heavy, and I’m pretty sure there’ll be food waiting at home later anyway,” I said, hopeful.
His reaction was as if I’d just suggested eating broken glass.

	"I'm allergic to pancakes, you know that!" he cried indignantly, with a look like I’d just insulted his firstborn.
"You can't be allergic to pancakes," I replied, rolling my eyes so hard I nearly got dizzy. "At most, you can be allergic to something in them. And besides, you could just get a waffle."
He stared ahead thoughtfully, as if I had just asked him a life-altering philosophical question.
"Maybe waffles," he mumbled.
"Idiot! That’s practically the same batter!"
I looked at him with the same disbelief one might have upon hearing someone claim the Earth is flat. "The only difference is that it’s pressed in an iron!"
He shrugged and, with dead seriousness, offered: "Yeah, but it’s prepared differently, isn’t it?"

	At that moment, I realized that arguing with him about food was about as productive as trying to teach a brick to absorb water.
With a sigh, I gave up.
"Alright. No pancakes, no waffles. Shawarma then?" I suggested, half-expecting him to invent some obscure new allergy.
To my relief, he nodded enthusiastically, as if I’d just suggested a gourmet miracle.

	We stumbled into a dingy Shawarma joint that looked like it had been ripped straight from a 1980s film set.
The owner, a man with an impressive mustache and an accent I couldn’t quite place, greeted us with the kind of enthusiasm usually reserved for soap operas.
"Today’s special! Extra large Shawarma with everything on it!" he declared, raising a sandwich dramatically like it was a trophy.
My brother shot me a look that said, See? This is exactly what we needed.
We both ordered the special and flopped down on a plastic bench that creaked ominously with every move.
While we waited, I watched the owner slice the meat in what looked like a rehearsed dance, flinging sauces and toppings over the bread with the grace of a master chef presenting a work of art.

	"This is the kind of food you live for," my companion said, chomping down greedily on his first bite.
I couldn’t help but grin.
Finally, something we actually agreed on.
The evening ended with full stomachs and the satisfying knowledge that we’d just experienced a tiny culinary adventure—complete with comedic absurdities.
Sometimes, sharing a meal with someone isn’t just about the food.
It’s a slapstick performance you’ll remember far longer than the taste.

	 

	The next morning, I had an important appointment.
Some mornings don’t go the way you hoped, but this one felt like it had been engineered by a sadistic time traveler with a personal vendetta against my routine.

	It started the night before, with that cursed corned beef sandwich—a late-night snack that turned out to be nothing more than a sleepless night in disguise.
Whatever mysterious power that greasy meat held, it had me tossing and turning like an eel in a bucket.

	At two a.m., I gave up.
I stumbled downstairs, plopped on the couch, and decided to try transcendental meditation.
Why not? Maybe I’d finally discover what “inner peace” actually meant.
Just to be safe, I set my alarm for seven and closed my eyes, hoping my mind would purge the greasy memory of that beefy monstrosity.

	The next moment, I opened my eyes.
I felt groggy, as if I’d just tried to convince a steamroller to drive backwards.
Had I fallen asleep? I looked at my phone.
The soft glow read 06:15. Relief.
Still time... but hold on.
It was already light outside.
My fingers swiped the screen—
08:15. Panic.

	My appointment was at nine.
And not just any appointment: it was with an administrative office.
Being late was basically the bureaucratic equivalent of ringing the gates of hell.

	I jumped up, smashed into the coffee table, and scrambled to get dressed.
My pants seemed to have four legs, my socks fought with my back, and my toothbrush had gone into hiding.
I tore out the door like a man possessed—and was promptly met by a frosty surprise.

	My car was entombed in ice, thicker than a wedding cake at a Siberian reception.
It hadn’t frozen in weeks, and now, on this cursed day, King Winter had decided to mess with me.
I grabbed my scraper and started hacking at the ice like Jack Nicholson in The Shining.
My breath puffed out in clouds that seemed to whisper, “Why do you do this to yourself?”

	Within a few minutes, I’d cleared a slot in the windshield just wide enough to send a postcard through.
I started the engine, cranked the heater to “volcanic eruption,” and thought I was finally on my way.

	But of course, like the final insult in a slapstick farce, I noticed something was missing.
My windshield wiper—on the driver’s side, naturally—was gone.

	I got out and looked around.
No trace.
I even opened the hood, as if the thing had been magically sucked into the engine.
Nothing.
“Who the hell steals ONE windshield wiper?!” I shouted at the sky.
A passing cyclist gave me a side-eye usually reserved for public urination.

	Maybe it had come loose?
Maybe a bird had taken it for nest material?
I didn’t have time to figure it out.

	I drove off with a windshield that fogged up again within five minutes, turning opaque with salt and grime.
I had to stop every few kilometers to wipe a tiny porthole in the corner with a napkin.
It felt like I was driving a mobile igloo with no way to open a window.

	And this, dear reader, is why corned beef sandwiches should come with a warning label.

	On the way there, I prayed to every god that would listen, hoping no further disasters would strike.
But of course, they did.
When I finally arrived at my destination, I discovered another tiny detail that would complete my day: paid parking.
I had no idea what my license plate number was.
So I ran back to my car, which was buried somewhere in a labyrinth of parked vehicles, and eventually typed in my plate number with trembling fingers.

	At the reception, I was greeted by an unusually friendly woman.
“Feel free to grab a coffee while you wait!” she said with a smile that seemed almost suspiciously kind.
Coffee sounded like balm for my battered soul.
The only problem was that the machine meant to dispense this liquid salvation looked like the cockpit of a spaceship.
After a few minutes of frustrated button-pushing, I finally found an option that promised “Espresso.”
But, of course, the corresponding cups were stored in a spot you could only reach with a treasure map and a permit.

	When I finally had my espresso in hand and was about to take a careful first sip, my appointment suddenly entered the room.
I choked, spitting out a jet of scalding hot coffee, and wasn’t sure what hurt more: my burned tongue or the sheer embarrassment of the moment.
The friendly lady smiled again—this time with clearly restrained amusement—while I muttered apologies and tried to wipe the floor with a tissue.

	The meeting itself, thankfully, proceeded without further drama, though I smelled like coffee for the rest of it.
On the drive home, I had calmed down a bit, despite having to stop regularly to wipe my windshield.
I was even optimistic enough to make some plans: I’d eat breakfast, pull myself together, and finally replace that damn windshield wiper.

	But when I got home, the mystery of the missing wiper was solved in spectacular fashion.
There it lay, casually on the ground next to the passenger side of my car, as if it was trying to say:
"Relax. I just needed a little vacation."

	“Oh, were you looking for me? Here I am!”
I stared at it, my anger dissolving into an absurd blend of relief and disbelief.
“Seriously? You’ve got to be kidding me!” I shouted, just as a neighbor peeked around the corner, clearly intrigued.
The rest of the day felt like a hangover made of misery and absurdity.
But somewhere, deep inside, I had to admit: if I told this whole story as a joke at a party, it would probably bring the house down.
That thought—and a strong cup of coffee—was just enough to get me back on my feet.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 19: Management and Meetings

	 

	It had never been my dream to work in the fresh produce sector.
In fact, before I became a Warehouse/Transport Supervisor, I thought “P.V.F.” ( Potatoes. Vegetables. Fruits.) was either an obscure intelligence agency or maybe a new type of diet.
But a good friend—who knew my naivety and weakness for convincing speeches all too well—had talked me into it.
It paid well, he said, and it was a new challenge.
What could possibly go wrong?
Spoiler: everything.

	I had absolutely no experience in this field.
Still, I started with high hopes.
You can learn anything, right?
The transport coordinator and my team leaders were my saving grace.
They clearly had some idea of what they were doing.
I bombarded them with questions like an undercover journalist in a world I didn’t understand.

	At first glance, the warehouse looked like a well-oiled machine, but I quickly realized there was plenty of room for chaos.
My first attempt at understanding route planning and inventory management felt like trying to learn Russian by reading an IKEA manual.

	I figured I’d find the necessary manuals and documentation on the company computer.
That turned out to be a hilarious overestimation of my predecessor.
What I found were half-finished PowerPoint presentations, an Excel sheet titled “Banana Overview (?)” and a text file named “HELP!!!”.

	Apparently, my predecessor also had a touch of ADHD, because his system seemed to be a mix of brilliant insights and pure disorder.
It was up to me to bring structure to the chaos.
So I began documenting and noting everything myself.
That quickly became a herculean task, as the amount of information was overwhelming and my brain seemed designed to process everything except numbers.

	Most of my work took place in the office, which was a major adjustment for me.
Sitting all day staring at spreadsheets started taking its toll after just a week.
After about thirty minutes of staring at the same numbers, I began having visions of dancing potatoes and tap-dancing oranges.
That’s when I needed to do something else to clear my head.

	Luckily, there was always the warehouse—my refuge.
A quick walk through the cold storage did wonders, not just to refresh my mind, but also to escape the torment of Excel.
The loading docks were full of action, noise, and Polish humor.

	“Hi boss, all good?” shouted Jarek, our Polish team leader, grinning broadly as he approached with an outstretched hand.
I was still getting used to the fact that he consistently called me “boss,” despite my repeated requests to just use my first name.
That proved to be a hopeless mission.
Respect for one’s superior had clearly been spoon-fed to Jarek since childhood, and no modern workplace culture was going to change that.

	“All good with me, my friend,” I said, shaking his hand. “How are things here?”
Jarek shrugged.
“Lots of work and bad coffee, kurwaaaaaa!”
He burst out laughing, as if that alone solved all of life’s problems.

	“Lots of work means lots of money for the company, right?” I said, trying to be optimistic.
“Yeah, but I’m not the company, eh!”
His face twisted into a theatrical mix of misery and frustration.
“Two kids, boss—and another baby on the way. I’ve worked hard for years, but financially I’m not moving forward!”

	Despite the complaints, I couldn’t help laughing at how he delivered them.
He looked at me with mock drama, as if he expected me to double his salary on the spot.
I patted him on the shoulder.
“We’ll discuss your salary soon, my friend. And sorry about the coffee.”
“Thanks, boss. But don’t forget: good coffee, good work!” he shouted with a wink, heading back to the loading docks.

	Although Jarek and the rest of the team carried me through the days with their humor and hard work, my new position remained a constant challenge.
One day I felt like a hero steering a ship through a storm, the next I felt like a rudderless rowboat headed straight for a waterfall.
The workload was brutal, the details endless, and my lack of experience a steady source of stress.
But somewhere between the spreadsheets and the cold of the warehouse, I began to find my rhythm.

	The team’s humor, the sense of camaraderie, and the pride of a successfully delivered shipment made it all worthwhile.
Even if I came home half-frozen at the end of the day, dreaming of dancing potatoes and a Polish team leader yelling “kurwa!”
Maybe this was the challenge I’d needed all along.
And if I ever found myself standing in the supermarket again, I’d look at that shelf full of potatoes, vegetables, and fruit with different eyes.
Because behind those neatly stacked bags of carrots and picture-perfect bananas lies a world I never expected—a world full of chaos, laughter, and people like Jarek, who can make you smile even in the deepest cold.

	My phone buzzed in my pocket—a subtle but unmistakable warning of impending doom.
My calendar, that electronic torture device, reminded me it was time for the first meeting of the day.
Not just any meeting—no, this was an online Teams meeting, organized and hosted by yours truly.
As the newbie in the company, it felt like an initiation ritual from a secret society, with the trial consisting of surviving an hour with five department heads talking over each other.

	My manager had insisted I lead these meetings.
Did I have any experience doing that?
Of course not.
But that made it fun, he said—with a grin that still haunts my dreams.
The first few meetings were a disastrous cacophony of voices.

	What was meant to be a quick fifteen-minute meeting inevitably spiraled into an uncontrollable projectile of at least an hour.
Everyone seemed to love outdoing each other with irrelevant information.
And there I sat, like a circus ringmaster without a whip, praying the lions wouldn’t devour one another.

	The only upside to these torturous sessions?
I was forced to stay focused—taking minutes was my lifeline.
Not that that lifeline was long enough to pull me through six (!) meetings a day.
Preparing for all of them didn’t just cost me precious time, but also my will to live.

	The meeting room itself added another layer of torment: a stuffy box with the climate of a Finnish sauna.
After fifteen minutes, I was more focused on keeping my eyes open than on the actual agenda.

	And then came the plant manager with his daily mantra:
“Let’s quickly go through today’s schedule and then dive into yesterday’s results. We’ll finish with any final questions.”
At the word “final questions” the hair on the back of my neck would stand up.

	Final questions.
Just hearing the phrase felt like a sentence to an eternal loop of pointless rambling.

	Eddy, the production supervisor, was always the first to kick off this ritual.
With a solemn expression—like he’d just solved world peace—he’d pose his question:
“Wouldn’t it be a good idea to have the maintenance team do a round during staff breaks to fix minor issues on the machines?”

	Albert, head of the maintenance department, pounced as if Eddy had insulted his entire family.
“My guys are entitled to breaks too!” he barked, turning a shade of red normally reserved for warning signs.

	Eddy, who stood over two meters tall and weighed at least 120 kilos, shot back:
“Outside of breaks, your guys spend more time smoking outside than actually working.”

	Albert, barely a meter sixty and weighing no more than a loaded shopping bag, snapped right back.
“Well of course you’d know that—since you spend the whole day puffing away yourself!”

	The tension skyrocketed.
Eddy was now looming over the table like a thundercloud, while Albert stood his ground, not budging an inch.
The plant manager gave me a nudge and rolled his eyes—a silent “Here we go again.”
It was like a fight scene from a bad action movie.

	Thankfully, the plant manager managed to calm things down, but the atmosphere remained as tense as an overstrung cello.

	Then it was Willy’s turn—the site support coordinator and self-proclaimed philosopher of the company.
“I took another look at the numbers this morning,” he began, his chin tilted upward with smug confidence.
“And I believe that with better coordination and resource allocation, we could improve efficiency by at least two percent.”

	Sarcastic glances darted across the room.
Eddy couldn’t resist: “Maybe you could give us a little demo on how that’s done.”

	Willy snorted indignantly.
“My role is process optimization. Organization on the shop floor is the supervisors’ problem. And you’re all paid quite nicely for that, by the way.”

	That was the cue for total mayhem.
The supervisors pounced on Willy like wolves, while the plant manager, sweating bullets, called an abrupt end to the meeting.

	Forty minutes of my life gone—sucked into a black hole of pointlessness.

	But meetings were just one corner of my personal hell.
My office was an open space shared with eight others, each possessing their own unique method of driving me insane.
The worst offender? Hans from “Packing and Materials.”

	Hans had a voice so slow and deliberate, it felt like every word was being carved out of granite.
His phone calls were epic monologues about absolutely nothing.

	“Good morning, this is Hans from Packing and Materials, from the company…” he would invariably start.
My lip would already begin to twitch.
“How are you today? I believe we spoke last week about that packaging.”
Every nerve in my body tightened like a drawn bowstring.
“I think, if I’m being honest—and I always am—that the film doesn’t quite, how shall I put it... meet our expectations.”
I bit my lip and hammered at my keyboard with increasing fury.
“But see it as constructive feedback. We’re eager to collaborate, and I’m sure we can reach a fruitful solution together.”
My laptop slammed shut with a sound that should have triggered some primal warning in Hans’s brain—but he droned on, unshaken.
When he announced that he’d “love to schedule a moment to return to the drawing board,” I’d had enough.
My chair scraped back with a bang, and I marched out of the office, fuming.
Behind me, the entire office erupted in laughter—except Hans, who watched me go with a look of innocent confusion.

	As if the meetings and Hans weren’t enough, I also had to deal with truck drivers on a daily basis.
Some of them seemed to think they were entitled to royal treatment.
One wrong tone and I’d send them packing—sometimes with an empty trailer.
The angry follow-up calls from the transport company and the scoldings from my plant manager were a small price to pay for my sense of justice.

	Still, it began to dawn on me that my short fuse and the endless barrage of sensory input weren’t the best combination.
I was exhausted, irritable, and every day felt like a war of attrition.
But one thing was certain: I’d never get lost in this chaos—because the comedy of my workdays gave me enough material to either fall asleep laughing… or crying.

	It had all started with a simple thought: “More action, fewer spreadsheets.”
That mantra became my lifeline as I drowned in the stifling, monotonous ocean of endless emails and reports that had defined my previous job.
But then came the opportunity I’d been waiting for.

	Production Floor Supervisor!
No longer some dull office drone—no, I had become a maestro of chaos.
And I grabbed that chance like it was the last beer at a company party.

	The transition from desk to factory floor felt like switching from a meditation retreat to a heavy metal concert.
Here, it was a constant symphony of shouting, ringing phones, squealing machines, and the endless whining of people convinced their ideas were as revolutionary as the invention of the wheel.
But I thrived on it.

	Planners called me, bewildered, asking why their perfectly crafted schedules had already gone up in flames by 9 a.m.
Salespeople tried to convince me their customer always took priority, even if that meant sending every other order straight to purgatory.
Team leaders wanted more staff, more machines, more breaks—basically anything but more work.
And then there were the operators, masters of breaking perfectly functioning systems in ways even science couldn’t explain.
And that was just my first morning.

	It didn’t take long before I became the department’s unofficial foster dad.
Not that I had asked for that role, but the nickname “Papa” caught on fast.
Maybe it was my infinite patience—or the fact that I literally carried band-aids.
“Papa, my printer’s not working!” I heard one morning.
“Did you turn it on?” I asked, without even looking up from a heated debate about a machine that had just launched a pallet of potatoes through the wall.
“Oh…” came the sheepish reply.

	And so it went, all day long.
Papa this, Papa that.
If someone had a new idea, I had to “bless it.”
If there was conflict, I had to mediate.
And if there were cookies, they asked if Papa would please do the honors and hand them out.

	It was a circus—my circus.
And I quickly realized: a motivated team is a better team.
Kind of like a well-oiled machine, just with more coffee breaks and complaints about the schedule.
So, I decided to unleash my inner entertainer.

	During one morning meeting, when everyone was clearly still half-asleep, I launched into an impromptu speech about the importance of teamwork.
It wasn’t planned, and it definitely wasn’t elegant, but somewhere in the middle I managed to wedge in a metaphor about potatoes and life lessons.
“A potato is just a potato,” I said solemnly.
“But with salt, butter, and a bit of time in the oven—it becomes something special. Just like us!”
The team burst into laughter, and I knew I had them.

	Every day started the same: chaos.
I’d walk into my office, place down my coffee, and before I could even sit, someone was already standing in the doorway.
“The packing machine’s acting up again,” said Hans, the eternally impatient team leader.
“What kind of acting up?” I asked.
“It’s not folding the boxes right.”
I sighed. “That’s not a machine issue, Hans. That’s human error.”
“Well,” he said with a wide grin, “then I’ll go give that human error a stern talking-to.”

	And so it continued.
As I rushed to the floor, I bumped into Pawel, our Polish technician, who always started the day with a rant about bad coffee and even worse tools.
“Papa, this wrench is older than my grandfather!” he shouted, proudly holding up a rusty piece of metal.
“Your grandfather would be proud it’s still working,” I replied dryly.

	One of my favorite moments came with the introduction of a new machine—an enormous beast, supposedly “fully automated.”
Of course, “fully automated” turned out to mean: “completely dependent on someone who actually understands what all the buttons do.”

	"Who's going to operate that thing?" I asked during a team meeting.
“Uhhh…” Everyone looked at each other as if I’d just suggested volunteering to dive into a shark tank.
“Papa will do it!” shouted Pawel suddenly, flashing a wide grin.

	And so, twenty minutes later, I found myself standing in front of the machine, holding a manual thicker than my contract—and just as incomprehensible as a user guide written in Klingon.
“What’s the worst that could happen?” I muttered, as I pressed a button.

	The machine started beeping, whirring, and then violently spitting out a stream of unfolded boxes that shot across the production hall like deranged frisbees.
The team burst into laughter while I, covered in cardboard, gave a sheepish grin.

	Many people asked me how I managed to keep going—
day in, day out, surrounded by chaos and a constant flood of problems.
The answer was simple: I survived on coffee, humor, and the deep knowledge that nothing was ever as bad as it seemed.

	When one of the operators once complained that lunch wasn’t properly arranged, I gave an impromptu cooking demonstration in the canteen.
It was a disaster — I burned my fingers and the pan was coated in scorched sauce — but the team thought it was hilarious.
And that was more important than anything.

	The best part of my time on the production floor was the sense of togetherness.
No matter how chaotic things got, we always had each other’s backs.
Whether that meant getting a phone call at three in the morning about a truck stuck in Germany,
or being roped into judging a “who can stack boxes the fastest” contest —
we weren’t just coworkers.
We were a family.

	And yes, I was Papa.
But instead of resisting it, I embraced it.
Because in the end, they were my fuel, my inspiration, and the reason every day felt like a new adventure.
And when I drove home at the end of the day, exhausted but grinning ear to ear,
I knew I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

	There was no escaping it.
As much as I loved spending my days dashing around the production floor — fixing machines, calming bruised egos, and putting out metaphorical fires — my role as supervisor had a dark side.
A side filled with Excel spreadsheets, KPIs, and endless calculations.

	And let that be exactly the reason why I once swore I would never become "one of those numbers guys."
But reality doesn’t care about personal oaths.

	Every time I opened my laptop, I felt the same aversion I had as a child when I was first served Brussels sprouts.
I tried, I really did.
But the moment I opened a reporting file, my brain seemed to voluntarily power down.

	“Focus,” I muttered to myself, staring at a spreadsheet that looked like the blueprints of a nuclear power plant.
But before I knew it, my mind wandered: What would happen if I pressed all the keys at once?

	Thankfully, the production floor always offered a way out.
Every sound that even remotely resembled a problem was my cue to leap from my chair as if it were on fire.
A squeaky machine? I was on it.
An operator unsure about a button? Perfect distraction.
Jarek complaining about the bad coffee?
Excellent excuse to "analyze" the espresso machine for a solid ten minutes.

	But the more I hid behind these practical escape routes, the bigger the pile of unfinished reports became.
The numbers waited for me like a horde of vengeful teachers who all knew I hadn’t done my homework.

	The chaos didn’t stop at work.
At home, it was a similar mess.
Not in the physical sense — my partner had that under control — but mentally, my brain resembled a jukebox stuck on shuffle, blaring every song at once.
I couldn’t even take off my shoes without getting distracted halfway through by the thought of whether I should start cooking dinner.

	And before I could finish that thought, I was already repairing the kettle because it suddenly seemed “too slow.”
The result?
There I stood, screwdriver in hand, staring at the kettle, with one shoe on and the other nowhere to be found.

	“You’re restless,” said my partner, pointing at the half-empty bag of chips on the table — which I had probably opened ten minutes earlier without even noticing.
“Maybe you should try something... like yoga.”

	Yoga.
The suggestion was well-intentioned, but the word itself felt like an insult.
Still, I gave it a shot.
And I failed.
Spectacularly.

	I remember my first attempt at yoga like it was yesterday.
The instructor — a wiry man with a serene smile — radiated an unnatural calm that started irritating me within the first five seconds.
“Close your eyes,” he whispered. “Breathe in through your nose, and out through your mouth.”

	I tried.
But my thoughts had other plans.
While the rest of the group drifted gently toward a state of zen, I thought: Did I leave the oven on?
Followed by: Why do these yoga mats always smell like old gym shoes?
And then: Should I swing by the supermarket later?

	The highlight came when we had to perform a complicated pose involving one foot floating in mid-air while the other leg mimicked the elegance of a flamingo.
I lost my balance, tripped over my mat, and slammed my head into the wall.
The only thing I achieved that day was getting to sit out the rest of the session with an ice pack on my forehead.

	Meditation wasn’t any better.
While I was supposed to “stay in the moment,” my thoughts instantly wandered to what would happen if someone tossed a pizza into a smoothie blender.

	When nothing else seemed to work, I finally caved in to what my doctor had been suggesting for months:
Medication.

	It was a leap into the unknown, but I had few options left.
The first few days, I felt calm — too calm.
As if someone had replaced the usual chaos in my head with a sterile, empty room.
No questions, no distractions — but also... no energy.

	My partner found it hilarious.
“You look like a zombie,” she laughed as I sat in front of the television, blankly staring at a cooking show without understanding a word.
All I could think was: Why do these people talk so much about quinoa?

	After a week, I quit.
Better a hyperactive tornado than a soulless shadow.

	And then — just when I felt like I’d never overcome my situation — something miraculous happened.
My salvation came in the form of an eccentric coach named Bernard.
A friend of a friend had recommended him, and Bernard promised to transform my life using his “unique methods.”

	Unique was an understatement.
Bernard was a bald, hyperactive man in his sixties with a permanently fixed pink tie and a voice that landed somewhere between a drill sergeant and a carnival singer.

	His method? Fight chaos with chaos.
“You think too much,” he told me at our first meeting. “So I’m going to make sure your brain finally gets tired of itself.”

	I was forced to follow a schedule where every single minute of my day was planned.
But it wasn’t a normal schedule.
Bernard had added bizarre tasks like “Pretend to be a chicken for fifteen minutes,” and “Build a tower out of pots in your kitchen.”

	At first, I thought it was a joke.
But to my surprise, it worked.
By allowing myself to dive headfirst into absurdity, I found a new kind of focus.

	Bernard’s theory: If you control the chaos, it can help you — instead of working against you.

	Bit by bit, I began to regain control over my work and personal life.
His schedules helped me create order in my mind, and I discovered ways to channel my energy and creativity productively.

	Even yoga got a second chance — though I stuck to the simple poses and kept a safe distance from the flamingo move.
The spreadsheets and reports?
Still there, still soul-sucking — but I started approaching them the way I tackled one of Bernard’s absurd challenges.
I turned it into a game, and that changed everything.

	Maybe I was still a little chaotic.
But now I was a chaotic person with a plan.
And that felt like a win.

	And during that same period…
something happened that would change my life forever.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 20: The Move

	 

	After breaking up with my wife — an event that felt like a Greek tragedy but without a chorus to sing my sorrows — I suddenly found myself alone in the world.
I had left everything behind except for my clothes and my laptop.
I didn’t want to make things complicated about who got what; I let her have it all — including the fridge with that irritating beep.

	After weeks of couch surfing and renting rooms so small they made me feel like a prisoner in my own life, I finally found a charming little cottage in a tiny village.
It was a dream home — if your dreams are decorated like the 1950s.
The heavy oak cabinets and bulky leather sofas were clearly the inheritance of someone’s grandparents.
But hey, it had a modern kitchen and a TV. Who was I to complain?

	Except... there was no bed.
But I had an air mattress. That would be fine, right?

	That air mattress turned out to be a torture device.
It was early September, the heat orchestrated by hell itself, and my cottage had no fan.
The heat was suffocating, the silence deafening, and the squeaky wooden floorboards sounded like an orchestra of mice playing a midnight concert.

	After hours of tossing, sweating, and swearing, I abandoned the failed air mattress for the leather couch in the living room.
But that turned out to be a sadist in disguise.
Too short, too hard, and with a smell that suggested a farmer may have died on it decades ago.

	To top it all off, I heard buzzing.
Not one fly — an invasion.
Fat, droning beasts slamming into the windows like miniature Apache helicopters.

	As a horror film lover, my brain immediately jumped into overdrive...

	Everyone knows that a fly infestation is a harbinger of something terrible: ghosts, demons, or worse — the neighbor coming over to ask if you've put your trash bin out properly.
With clammy hands and eyes wide as saucers, I kept the lights on and waited anxiously for the sun to rise.

	The next morning, my landlord called — a cheerful woman who asked how my first night had been.
I complimented her on the cottage — politeness, not a lie — and then told her about the fly invasion.
Her reaction? “Oh yes, that house was empty for about three years.
Maybe there’s a gap in the attic where they get in.”

	An attic! Of course.
What’s an old house without a creepy attic with a hatch in the ceiling?
My voice slightly panicked, I thanked her and decided it was time to deal with it.

	The attic hatch in the bedroom brought back teenage trauma.
Once, as a teen, I opened such a hatch and had the ladder crash onto my head with a thud.
Since then, I’ve been suspicious of any ceiling flap that looked like it harbored evil in its wooden soul.

	Armed with a hook, I went in, ready to duck at any moment.
When I finally pried open the hatch, I heard it.
The sound of a fly swarm that resembled a jet engine taking off.
My mouth fell open.
Millions of flies, a black, shifting carpet covering the attic floor.

	Horrified, I called a pest control company.
Their response? “A fly infestation? Yeah, there’s not much we can do. Maybe try buying a bug zapper?”
Thank you, experts. Really helpful.

	I decided to launch an attack myself.
Two cans of fly spray, sunglasses, and a towel wrapped around my face — like an amateur SWAT team — ready for what would become an epic battle.

	My tactic?
Crack open the attic hatch just enough and unleash both spray cans at once.
The effect was immediate: a deafening swarm and the sound of thousands of flies dropping dead.
Which also meant a rain of carcasses falling through the attic hatch into my bedroom.
The ticking sound of those tiny black bodies hitting the floor was nauseating.

	Once the cans were empty, I bolted outside, gasping for air and half convinced I’d just given myself a case of acute insecticide poisoning.

	After hours of gathering courage, I finally climbed up.
The attic was silent.
Too silent.
With rubbery legs, I stepped inside.
What I found is something I’ll never forget: a floor covered in a three-centimeter-thick layer of dead flies.
It looked like I had walked into a macabre carpet store.

	But my moment of triumph was short-lived, because now came the cleanup.
Armed with a vacuum cleaner, I began sucking up the carnage.
The sound of thousands of fly corpses being slurped through the hose was enough to turn my stomach.
I filled three vacuum bags in what felt like an eternity.

	Although the attic was now cleared, rogue flies kept appearing throughout the house.
A new spray can and a cheap electric bug zapper finally did the trick.
The remaining survivors — presumably battle-hardened veterans — disappeared one by one.

	I had survived.
The flies were gone.
But the memory of the Great Fly War will stay with me forever.
And the only thing I truly gained from it? A heightened suspicion of attic hatches… and a deep respect for insects that can wage war in such staggering numbers.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 21: My Last Ayahuasca Journey

	 

	Finally, I owe you the story of my last Ayahuasca adventure.
A hugely important moment in my life—one that ultimately led to you sitting here, reading this wonderful book!

	I had just come out of a heavy, depressive period.
It felt like the entire world was against me, and I had lost all desire for anything.
Everything felt like an endless grey fog.
I isolated myself from friends and family, and each day seemed just a little heavier than the last.

	I hit rock bottom when I found myself lying in bed, hoping I wouldn’t wake up the next morning.
That may sound dramatic, but when you’re in the middle of it, nothing makes sense anymore.
There was even a moment when I sat parked at a railway crossing for an hour, staring at the red lights as they hypnotized me in a strange, unsettling way.
But I’ll spare you the awful scenarios that were playing out in my head.

	You weren’t expecting that from this usually cheerful guy, were you?
Neither was I.
But depression can hit anyone, no matter how happy you once were.
Looking back, I realize I’d been bottling up guilt for years, like an emotional hamster stuffing more and more sawdust into his cage.

	At work, things went from bad to worse.
I couldn’t focus on anything anymore, my performance tanked, and in meetings, I just sat there like a sack of potatoes.
My boss and colleagues obviously noticed something was off, and their questions grew more direct:
"Are you okay?" they asked.
But even when I wanted to respond, all I felt was emptiness.

	Faking that everything was fine had never been my strong suit, and after much hesitation, I finally decided to quit.
A month later, I was unemployed.
Now I wasn’t just depressed—I was jobless too.

	Still, as they say, nothing in life happens without a reason.
A few days later, I received an email from a shaman.
No, this wasn’t spam or phishing — this was the real deal.
I had done five Ayahuasca journeys with him before, and they had always brought me something valuable.
This time, I felt I needed it more than ever.
I signed up immediately.
The session was set for two weeks later, and I began the preparatory diet — a process meant to cleanse your body and prepare your mind.
For the first time in months, I felt a flicker of hope.
Ayahuasca is often described as “ten years of therapy in one night,” and honestly, that sounded like exactly what I needed.

	I expected, just like in previous ceremonies, some insights and maybe a few emotional breakthroughs.
But this time, something completely different awaited me...

	The evening began as usual: we were given a dose of rapé — a powdered tobacco that is blown into your nose with a wooden pipe.
It burned like hell, and my spontaneous outburst of “Fucking hell!” triggered a few nervous chuckles from the others.
Then the first cup of Ayahuasca was handed out.
I lay down on my mattress and waited.
Within half an hour, it began.
It felt like electricity was surging through my body, and I heard strange buzzing sounds all around me.
Suddenly, I was hit with intense stomach cramps.
Before I could even process what was happening, I was yanked into another reality.
Only, it didn’t feel like a dream.
Everything was hyper-realistic; not a single detail escaped me.
But it was anything but a loving experience.

	I was standing on a square that resembled ancient Rome — complete with pillars and marble steps.

	All around me stood temples, mosques, and churches of every imaginable faith, as if some boundaryless architect had thrown everything together at random.
At the far end, a single exit led to a blindingly bright light.
Symbolism, I thought, but that wasn’t the point right now.

	What was important, was the Buddha-like figure that suddenly appeared before me.
His eyes didn’t sparkle with wisdom — they burned with pure rage.
“Who do you think you are?!” he thundered, right before kicking me square in the face.
I flew several meters through the air and landed hard.
The pain was unbearable.

	“What gives you the right to even consider ending a life that has so many years invested in it?” he roared.
And before I could even respond, he continued.
He kicked me, jumped on me, flung me through the air like an old rag doll.
I was absolutely terrified — literally.
This was hell on earth.

	I opened my eyes, hoping it would stop, but what I saw was just as horrifying.
My fellow participants, who were usually calm and quiet, now looked like demons.
The woman next to me was on her hands and knees, vomiting into a bucket, and her face began to morph into something straight out of a horror movie.
The shaman, still holding his drum, looked like the devil in disguise.

	I shut my eyes again and surrendered to the punishment.
It felt like I was being judged and tormented for an eternity, until the shaman touched my shoulder.
“Time for the second dose,” he said.

	My first thought was: are you out of your mind?
But somewhere, in some twisted logic, I figured it couldn’t possibly get any worse.
Maybe — just maybe — the second cup would take me somewhere better.

	I was wrong.
The second brew hit faster and harder than the first.
The torment continued, but this time, it was even more intense.

	I couldn’t open my eyes anymore, and I was convinced I would be stuck in this state forever.
I begged for a second chance, promising myself and the universe that I would live my life differently from now on.
I would become the best version of myself.
But time seemed to stand still.

	When I finally woke up, it felt like I had been reborn.
The shaman and his assistant stood over me, their faces pale.
“I’ve never seen anyone go that deep,” he said, almost in a whisper.
It took me half an hour to gather myself again.
When we finally received breakfast, I just sat there, blankly staring at my plate.
“What if this isn’t real? What if I’m still there?”
That thought haunted me for days.

	But as with Ayahuasca, the insights don’t arrive immediately.
They come days, weeks, even months after the session, as the puzzle pieces slowly fall into place.
And my message was clear:
Make the most of your life.
Enjoy.
Help others.
You have no right to take your own life — your time on this earth is short and valuable.

	From that moment on, I slowly began to rebuild my life.
I found a new passion in writing.
I had always been good with words and had a vivid imagination.
Writing became my therapy, my meditation.
It gave me a peace and focus I had never known before.

	I also started devouring books on spirituality and began meditating daily.
In the beginning, it was difficult — my mind was always full of noise.
But with persistence, I managed, and soon I noticed real improvements in my concentration and emotional balance.

	I no longer need Ayahuasca.

	Through meditation, movement, and yoga, I manage to stay at a level of functioning that genuinely makes me happy.
My sense of empathy is stronger than ever, and for the first time, I feel like I’ve truly found my place in the world.
That dark period?
It only made me stronger.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Afterword

	 

	Well, we made it!
If you’re reading this, it means not only did you have the courage to stick with my rambling all the way to the end, but you also somehow survived the chaos of my ADHD life.
Give yourself a round of applause. Seriously—go on, I’ll wait.
Now that that’s out of the way, I’d like to use this afterword to keep things cozy.
You might expect some kind of wise summary here, or an epic finale full of life lessons.
But let’s be honest: I’m more of a “trial-and-error” type of guy.
So instead of a deep philosophical essay, here are my raw, unfiltered thoughts on how yoga, meditation, and a hefty dose of humor have made my ADHD existence a little more bearable.

	 

	On Yoga: How I Got a Hyperactive Body to Sit Still

	If you had seen me during my first yoga class, you’d have thought a drunk flamingo was being trained by a zen master.
My arms and legs flailed in every direction, and while the rest of the group silently held the “downward dog,” I lay there like a rolled-up pancake trying not to tear my hamstrings.
But over time, something strange happened.
My body—which usually resembled a pinball machine more than a functioning human skeleton—started to cooperate.
It became… calm.
And yes, I know how bizarre that sounds.
It was as if my brain finally got a software update.
Not that I now float through life in a serene lotus position.
No. But I’ve learned to take a pause—just five seconds—before making an impulsive decision.
Like that time I decided to cut my own hair.
Spoiler alert: bad idea.

	 

	Meditation: Battling the Thought Tsunami

	Let me tell you this: if you have ADHD, meditation at first feels like trying to tame a gang of deranged monkeys.
My thoughts would jump from “What should I eat?” to “Why do flamingos even exist?” to “Did I just tell my cats I love them?” all in the span of a nanosecond.
But the beauty of meditation is—you don’t have to win against your brain.
You just have to… watch.
Like you're sitting through a terrible reality show on TV.
Yes, my head is a chaotic mess. But that’s okay.
After months—okay, years—of practice, I can now say I’ve finally found something resembling an inner pause button.
And that pause button is worth gold.
Especially when I’m about to lose it at the cashier for forgetting to scan my loyalty card again.

	 

	Humor: The Ultimate Survival Strategy

	Ah, humor.
The only true constant in my life.
If you can’t laugh at your own chaos, what’s left?
There have been times when my ADHD pushed me right to the edge of despair.
Like the time I thought I’d found a genius hack to never lose my keys again.
Hint: it involved attaching them to an elastic cord.
Second hint: the elastic snapped back and nearly broke my nose.
Instead of hating myself for all those blunders, I’ve learned to embrace them.
My life is a sitcom, and I’m both the lead character and the laugh track.
Humor taught me how to let go.
How not to dwell in shame or frustration.
Because let’s face it: if you can’t laugh at the madness of life, life ends up laughing at you way too seriously.

	 

	 

	ADHD and Self-Acceptance

	Look, I’m not going to lie: ADHD is sometimes a real pain in the ass.
It’s like having a Ferrari brain with tricycle brakes.
But that doesn’t mean your life is over.
Quite the opposite.
It’s taught me how to be creative, how to find out-of-the-box solutions, and how to notice things others might overlook.
And yes, it’s also taught me how to accept help.
Because yoga and meditation are great, but without the support of friends, family, and occasionally a professional helping hand—yes, I’m looking at you, dear therapist—I wouldn’t have made it.
Self-acceptance also means giving yourself permission not to do it all alone.

	 

	 

	 

	A Final Thank You

	Finally, I want to thank you, dear reader, for taking this rollercoaster ride with me.
You’re the real hero for surviving my chaos, and I truly hope you got something out of it—even if it was just a few good laughs.
If there’s one thing I hope you take away from this book, let it be this: ADHD is not a curse.
It’s a challenge, yes, but also a source of endless creativity and energy.
And with a bit of yoga, a pinch of meditation, and a generous helping of humor, you can find a way to live with it.
Or even better: laugh with it.
So breathe in, breathe out, and don’t forget to laugh out loud every now and then.

	
Because:

	 

	if I can do it, so can you.
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