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      Dear Reader,

      There is something fine in Brixen called the Theatre Pedagogical Centre–TPZ in short. Even though the name of this centre says THEATRE, it is so much more: there is film and, for a few years now, creative writing.

      The writing circle at TPZ Brixen came about at the suggestion of some players who wanted to expand their creative expression. It is led by Heidi Troi–she is a crime and children’s book author and has lots of ideas about what you can do with words–although not all of the ideas come from her, because the girls in the writing circle help to design all the stuff and so what we work towards sometimes changes in the course of the work.

      This year we are planning to create a literary city walk and we are working on that most of our time. Now we are watched by the festival fever, because the International Meeting for Youth Theatre Sapperlot will take place again in 2022 at the TPZ Brixen, and we decided to write a community story that has exactly this festival as its setting.

      So we killed two birds with one stone. We have created a joint work and you can look forward to the festival together with us. If you miss the Sapperlot 2022, that’s no problem: after the festival is before the festival and in 2024 at the latest, it’s Sapperlot in Brixen again.

      Now have fun with the story!

      Thank you very much to the six girls from the writing circle for taking part and–regardless of whether you take part next year or not: keep writing! You’ve got it!

      Your TPZ Team

      

      Festival fever

      …is a joint work of the writing circle at TPZ Brixen, which included in 2022:

      Annalena Kluge

      Magdalena Troi

      Maya Sophie Goepfert

      Nathaly Ebner

      Nína Líf Örvarsdóttir

      Sofia Mayr
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          ANNALENA KLUGE

        

      

    

    
      Mona - Before the sapperlot

      

      The wind rustles in my ears as I ride along the creek embankment on my yellow bicycle–my yellow bicycle, of course—

      Why am I driving when I usually spend afternoons like this in my room at my desk?

      Just to get out, to think–away from the flat, away from my brother. To think about how to tell Theo the best way. How to tell him that I cannot write under any circumstances. It is simply impossible and he should actually know that–after all, he knows me since 17 years. 17 years we have been through thick and thin together as brother and sister, and now he simply wants to throw me in at the deep end and bring me to communication with other people. He wants me to suffer–it has to be done, otherwise why would he ask me to write for this strange newspaper and do INTERVIEWS!

      He knows me–how can he do such a thing to me? No, I’ll tell him not to do, that he should do it by himself with all his friends, and I’ll stay at home and watch out of my bedroom window as he follows these strange theatre people all over town. No, not with me–he can forget that.

      And then, when I’m back home and look into his hopeful eyes, which are fixed on me and look at me pleadingly, and his cheeky smile, which I can’t deny any wish–I can't bring myself to tell him that I don’t want to join in.

      It’ll work out somehow. Together, if he stays with me, he does the interviews and I just write, then maybe it won’t be sooo bad. His face almost bursts with joy when I give him a tired smile in response to his question whether I’ve changed my mind and say, “If I have to”. He grabs me by the arms and swings me across the room and we laugh and the afternoon sun beams into the flat, the blue sky can be seen clearly from all the skylights and many flowers are standing in the room spread a spring-like fragrance that makes the moment go down in my memories.

      

      And then about two months later–the buses pull in and the many eager faces look out of the bus windows and it’s loud and full of people everywhere, looking forward to the start of the festival, laughing, waving to each other, fidgeting nervously, and I want to disappear. Want to go back to my room, cuddle with my cat and spend the afternoon lying on my bed, listen to music and study. Want to play Minecraft in the evening, keep building my cave base and finally breed more axolotls. Want to stream tonight and flash on my followers’s screens the news of a new stream started–anything rather than stand here waiting for the arrival of the theatre people I’ll be spending the next 5 days with it. With whom I will supposedly create memories that will stay with me for a lifetime, that I will look back on happily and long for. But right now I am hiding behind Theo, who is fidgeting from one leg to the other in anticipation. I’m sure he’s excited about the opportunity to get further out of his comfort zone, to take on a new challenge and finally get one step closer to his dream job as a journalist. His dream job that has shaped his whole life so far and regularly brings us his articles that amuse us deliciously at the dinner table. The articles with which he manages to summarise complex topics simply and reproduce events in such a way that you feel as if you were actually there, just by reading the article. That’s why he always carries a notebook with him–a habit I picked up from him–with the only difference that he takes really important notes to write texts and articles for his blog later at home. Whereas I write down beautiful words, make them up, arrange them into beautiful sentences, find sad words and arrange all my found and made-up words, note their meaning next to them and write down random sentences that pop up in my head, write poems, draw sketches, keep to-do-lists and spend pretty much all my breaks at school writing in this booklet. Right now, this notebook is squeezing into the pocket of my overalls, where it’s tucked away with a pen so I always have it handy–but it’s so incredibly uncomfortable that I take it out and put it in my tote-bag with my headphones, mobile phone and all sorts of odds and ends. Theo, on the other hand, has the notebook in his hand and is already writing away, even though nothing has happened yet; although, no–something has indeed happened. The buses are parked and the first people get out and are met by their host families.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          SOFIA MAYR

        

      

    

    
      Ella - Arrival

      

      Every second I get more nervous… A good nervous… excited! That’s the word I’m looking for. It’s not the first time I’ve been invited to the Sapperlot Festival, but still, every year there’s a new challenge, new people I meet and…acquaintances I hope to meet again… Excitement grips my heart again.

      After meeting my host family and leaving all my luggage there, I go to the Forum, the festival centre. I hope to find a few acquaintances from the previous years. Especially one. Alex. A thousand questions run through my head. Is he there? If he changed? If he…still likes me? My heart beats faster.

      In front of the forum, I see a few guest mothers with their guest children at first. One of them stands out. She has brown hair and looks stressed. I hear her saying to her guest children, “I’ll pick you up here again as soon as I’ve finished my hot yoga, right?”

      Okay, that’s getting to be too much for me. I continue walking and enter the different rooms. I can remember exactly why I missed it so much. People are laughing, having fun together, and it all goes so easily, not forced at all, it’s just great. The other young people greet me, some recognise me and I feel the warmth in my heart. This is where I belong. Only one is missing to make my happiness perfect… Where is Alex?
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          MAGDALENA TROI

        

      

    

    
      Alex - White T-Shirt Ceremony

      

      After five minutes, my T-shirt is already covered with names and writings from different countries, in all kinds of colours. Only one spot has been spared. The spot above my heart is reserved for one girl. While a girl from Canada is writing her name… Tess? Ah, Jess… Karin speaks into the microphone, “At next you have to find the signature of someone whose birthday is in the same month like yours.” The music gets louder again, only just drowning out the frantic voices asking for birth months and the occasional Come here, it's our birthday in September! I approach one of the Canadian girls and like me, she is born in November. She scribbles an almost illegible Felicia on my shirt and I sign hers. “Three…two…one…time up!”, Karin interrupts the noise. “Next, find someone you—” A very dramatic pause. “Greta, I can’t think of anything else, what do you think?” Greta looks up in surprise. “Uh, I don’t know, maybe someone you like?” The music gets louder again and I make my way over to Greta. She is very sympathetic to me, you must know. But before I can fight my way to her, a girl stands in my way. I know her. “Ella? I didn’t see you earlier, it's good to see you!” Ella had been here before and broken a few hearts, admittedly including mine, but that’s all history. “Hey Alex. Can I sign?” She holds her pen up questioningly and I just nod. Ella scans my shirt for an open spot, which is a little difficult, but of course her eyes linger on my chest. She steps closer to me and places the pen in the reserved spot. My gaze shoots to Greta, who is happily chatting with Mona and Theo, presumably about some paperwork. I quickly take a step back before Ella can start her signature. “Uh, sorry, I just need to go out for a minute. I'll see you later?”

      With a few steps I leave the confusion in the hall and head for the exit, where I am stopped by a very excited Petra. “Alex, where are my guest children? Can I take them home already? Are they tired from the trip? Oh, I’m so excited to meet them!” She holds my arm tightly and I try to brush her hands away. “I think I will be ready soon, Petra. You’re welcome to come in, I need to talk to Greta anyway.” Petra’s eyes glitter, “With Greta? Uh, does my cousin have a girlfriend?”

      “No, Petra, I haven’t.” But maybe soon.
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          MAYA SOFIE GOEPFERT

        

      

    

    
      Felicia - The first night

      The first night in a foreign house, in a foreign country on a completely different continent. I wake up in the middle of the night, breathing heavily and feeling…fear. I lie in my bed and stare at the wall, cling on my blanket and breathe deeply in and out.

      Chankira turns to me, “Do you need to get up in a minute?”

      I only manage a short nod.

      We walk around the room together. It helps a little, but not much. It still feels like I can’t get enough air into my lungs.

      Chankira opens the window. For a few breaths I just stand there and notice how my body slowly calms down. When I feel better again, Chankira gives me a glass of water from the kitchen. Then she grabs my hand and we slowly walk around the room again. We leave the window open.

      We lie down in bed again and cuddle up to each other.

      “It’s all good,” Chankira says. Then she strokes my hair.

      Grateful for my friend, I fall asleep.
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          NATHALY EBNER

        

      

    

    
      Petra - Arrival of the guest children

      

      I had everything perfectly prepared. Welcome drinks, snacks on the bedside table, a private room with bathroom, a life lesson with chocolate on the pillow every morning. We even sang for them, and that despite the fact that singing is our family’s weak point.

      I am always kind. I was nice to them when they clogged the toilet yesterday and I had to poke around elbow-deep in our toilet bowl. I was also nice to them when they told me at lunchtime today that they had lost the key for our front door and I walked four times with Pia and Anton all the way from Astra to here looking for the key and missed the performance by the group from Slovakia until they told us that it was in their backpack after all, only it had slipped all the way down. I’m even nice, although they never finish my homemade beetroot muffins, not once. I mean, that kind of thing is part of it and we laughed every time afterwards.

      But earlier they really went too far. I mean, I already introduced them to our programme outside the festival on the first day and they said they were all over it. Yesterday we had tell-and-paint-your-favourite-childhood-memories evening and today would have been wellness-girls-evening with the Mimosa Mommies. I have already prepared everything, silicone-free hair masks and face masks made of healing clay. And now they just come along and ask me if they can go out. Today? Going out was planned for last evening, so I specifically asked the TPZ and made sure I didn’t have to accompany them (going out isn’t really mine). And as if that wasn’t enough, Felicia also told me that Ella’s host family also let her go out and just gave them the key and they can come home whenever they want. We’ve already seen how it works with the key and now they want to come home when it suits them. No, not with me, after all I am in charge while they live here with me. Now I just have to figure out how to do it. I don’t want to play the evil step…uh…host mother here.
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          ANNALENA KLUGE

        

      

    

    
      Mona - Editorial meeting

      

      I walk into the room behind Theo. There I see the faces, laughing, happy, looking at their notebooks with enthusiasm, and I just want to leave! These are not people like me, they are strangers and they will NEVER become my friends.

      But I still walk a few steps further and sit down on a free seat on the sofa next to Theo–a single thought in my head: “I don’t belong here.”

      The first question is who has already written something. Theo’s hand immediately shoots up, mine follows hesitantly.

      Heidi smiles at us and says, “Well, go on then, Theo, you may start.”

      Theo opens his notebook and begins to read aloud in a clear voice.

      The atmosphere here at the festival is terrific. The first activities were a complete success, which is obvious from the happy faces you see everywhere. For example, the White T-shirt Ceremony was a great opportunity to get to know other festival participants and their characteristics, birthdays, preferences and much more. Some are so taken with their T-shirt that they wear it directly on the second day of the festival and proudly wave to their signature donors.

      Theo’s voice is getting quieter and quieter in my head and my decision about what to read aloud has been made: The review of the Slovaks’s show. Nobody really liked the play and I want to give the Slovaks feedback on how they can improve their play.

      When Theo has finished reading aloud, there is a round of applause for his text and they all agree that it definitely has to be printed.

      After clarifying a few minor details, such as spelling mistakes, and deleting a few passages to make it fit the length, Heidi nods encouragingly at me and I put on a determined face and begin to read: “The play by the Slovak group slniečko–sunshine has raised many questions among many festival participants, including myself. The question of what the play is about is one of them that will probably remain unanswered for us. Why it was performed in white underwear or why there were rather comical movements was also not really clear to anyone, as it gave the impression of an orgy rather than a play on the supposed theme of the meaning of life. The choice of music was also quite questionable and left some audience members with earache. Not to mention the props, which looked like they came from a junkyard. All in all, what can be said about the play is, that it was an experience you wouldn’t want to experience a second time, unless you are equipped with earplugs and a blindfold.”

      When I stop, the room is silent, there is no applause and everyone looks down in embarrassment. Theo as well.

      At some point Heidi clears her throat. “That’s a very harsh and direct review you wrote. Actually, we try to give positive feedback, but that is completely missing in your review. Don’t you think it would be better if you reworked it a bit? Maybe your brother can help you a bit, too?“

      I look around in confusion: “You want positive feedback on the play? The only good thing about the play is, that it was over quickly. I don’t understand, we are supposed to be honest! Surely, all the other groups won’t think it’s fair, if we write something good about such a disappointing play. That’s not fair on everyone else.”

      Heidi looks at me thoughtfully, but says nothing.

      After another moment of awkward silence, Theo speaks up: “Look, Mona, we’re supposed to be nice. And that’s not what your review is. You should really revise it and write at least one nice thing. Otherwise everyone will hate you afterwards.”

      I look at him in amazement, “But there was nothing good about the play. How can I write something nice then? The truth must be told; and it is true that the play was a pure disaster. I really think we should print it like that, then they’ll know they have to do it differently in future if they want to read something nicer about themselves.”

      I don’t hear any contradiction–no longer. I sit back and listen to the others reading out their texts. I am sure that it is right. The truth must come out and if everyone else is too cowardly, at least I will be honest and stand by the text with my name.
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          SOFIA MAYR

        

      

    

    
      Ella - The photo booth

      

      I just played a few rounds of Werewolf and met some new people, too. We are now planning to create some funny snapshots in the photo booth. There are huge colourful glasses, speech bubbles with funny statements like: so sexy, meow or hot stuff and much more.

      There are also different moustaches and lips that you can hold in front of your face. With all these accessories, the photos can only become legendary.

      In the photos are Theo, Felicia, Franz…and Alex. Cheek to cheek with me. I will keep the photo strip as a souvenir.
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          NATHALY EBNER

        

      

    

    
      Petra - Hospital

      

      Beep, beep, shoo, shoo, bright light, smell of cleaning agent. I’m in hospital. Well, it’s not me who’s in hospital, it’s Chankira.

      All right, I gave in. I just couldn’t say no, they are only here for four days and, yes— So I let them go out. I gave them the key and told them to be home at 1 AM.

      I waited for them, not so obviously by the front door, but awake in bed. At 00:48 they were there. Good girls. I didn’t go out of course, just waited until I couldn’t hear them talking. 1.24 AM. Then I was going to sleep, but at 1.55, 2.34, 3.17 and 4.20 one of them went to the toilet. I mean, even the first night there was quite a lot of movement in our toilet, but it’s really frequent now. When I heard the toilet flush again at 4.50 AM, I went over. Stomach ache, they told me. Their faces were all red and sweaty and their eyes had definitely forgotten how to focus. When I asked them if they had been drinking alcohol, they quickly denied it. But I was one step ahead of them and had them both walk a straight line and make a finger bridge between their nose and knee. Chankira, of course, didn’t make it. Now all my alarm bells went off. They had a performance tomorrow, Chankira was drunk as a skunk and what would her parents say if they found out? There was only one solution. Pump her stomach. Immediately.

      Beep, beep, shoo, shoo, bright light, smell of cleaning agent. We’ve been here for almost two hours now. So far the doctors haven’t been able to tell me anything. I have tried to call her mother seven times, but she doesn’t answer. Probably because of the time difference and all that. I hope she calls back soon and puts Chankira in her place again. What does this girl allow herself to do anyway? Coming home drunk.

      “Mrs Siebeneicher, we now have the report.”

      “Alcohol, it was alcohol, I already know that. They just didn’t want to tell me, but just wait, they’ll get their just deserts for this breach of trust. When can she finally go? She has a performance today.”

      “We can discharge her in a few hours, but I have to tell you that it was not alcohol, but something triggered an intestinal blockage due to too much intake of psyllium husk and chia seeds. Do you happen to know what she has been eating lately?”

      “No, I have no idea about that.”

      Psyllium husks and chia seeds are the main ingredients in my beetroot muffins. Blimey.

      Urgent. I look at my mobile phone. It’s Chankira’s mother.

      “Hello Misses, yes there was just a little misunderstanding. Everything alright here.”
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          MAYA SOPHIE GOEPFERT

        

      

    

    
      Felicia - The performance

      

      Twenty more minutes until we have to go on stage.

      I just found out that I have to take the lead role because my girlfriend is in hospital. She has an intestinal upset because of Petra’s beetroot muffins. My excitement is quite high, as I didn’t expect this. The others look at me curiously, pityingly. I can’t stand their stares—

      The second and minute hands continue to click and time passes. Fifteen minutes to go.

      In my panic I run to the toilet. I have to hide somewhere. Just away!

      In the bathroom, I let myself sink to the floor along the wall. I breathe in and out deeply, try to remember everything that helps against my panic attacks. Without success.

      The door opens. A girl I don’t know enters the toilet and understands with one look what’s going on. She kneels down in front of me, puts her hands on my shoulders and looks me firmly in the eye.

      Strangely, the look on her face reassures me somewhat.

      “Where the fuck is Felicia?” someone yells outside. “The performance is starting.”

      I should be on stage, but I can’t. Instead, I start to cry. A few tears roll down my cheeks and I look into space.

      The girl sits down next to me and whispers in my ear, “Take your time, calm down first and then you’ll rock it out there.“

      “Thank you.”

      She strokes my arm calmly and I am grateful for her patience.

      At some point I’m ready. I wash my face, then the girl puts make-up on me and the performance can start. I nervously enter the stage.

      I see the girl from earlier scurry into the audience and take a seat in the front row. Once again she nods at me and suddenly a great calm comes over me. Then it starts. After the first few sentences, everything goes by itself. I experience the next hour as if in a frenzy and then the curtain closes and a storm breaks out in the audience. We have never received such applause. I look happily at the seat where the girl is sitting. She smiles at me and gives me both thumbs. And somehow that feels even better than the standing ovation from the audience.
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          NÍNA LÍF ÖRVARSDÓTTIR

        

      

    

    
      Jess - Applause after the performance

      

      The applause is insane! The spotlights dazzle me. I never thought I would play such an important role. A thousand thoughts run through my head. I enjoy the applause and it feels good.

      I am so proud of myself!

      Until now, I have only ever impersonated boring roles and I have never really enjoyed acting. But now that I’ve been given the role of the rabbit at such short notice, the feeling is overwhelming and I'm suddenly beginning to understand why everyone else is so wild about this theatre.

      It was really fun. The audience laughed and had a good time. During the bowing, I have a huge smile on my face. I really like the attention of the others. When my group gathers backstage after the performance, I hug everyone as tight as I can.

      I am happy!
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          NATHALY EBNER

        

      

    

    
      Petra - The end

      

      Wow, Felicia did just great. Chankira and I didn’t get out of hospital in time for the performance, of course, but we still managed to see the second half of Alice in Wonderland. Felicia stepped in for her as the lead Alice. Her last big song moved me to tears, the girl is just good.

      After the performance we went home for a short while, actually I had planned a confidence-building evening at the end, but you know what? I gave the girls a pack of Fonzies and a Capri Sun and sent them off to the party. And I ran myself a bath with olive oil extract and snacked on the leftover beetroot muffins. A little fun is a must.
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          MAYA SOPHIE GOEPFERT

        

      

    

    
      Felicia - The review

      After breakfast today, it’s off to the Sapperlot again! I’m really curious to see what happens today. Suddenly I remember: Oh my God! The review of our play should be in the Sapperlot newspaper today!

      When I get to the Astra, I already see the newspapers lying on the table. I go there, take a newspaper and sit down in a beanbag. On the front page is the programme for today. I open the newspaper and see the reviews.

      What if the reviews are bad?

      I take a deep breath in and out and then read the first review.
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          ANNALENA KLUGE

        

      

    

    
      Mona - Review

      

      Kingdom

      The well-known children’s classic has been reinvented and made many times better in this musical. Alice in Wonderland by the group Kingdom from Canada!

      The play, which the Canadian group presented to us with lots of singing (hitting all the right notes!) and with wonderful dances from many cultures, completely recreating the international feel of the Sapperlot, is about Alice falling into a hole and coming out the other side–in Wonderland. With unbelievable enthusiasm and a lot of talent, the Canadian group staged the play in such an appealing and touching way for all audience members that there was a standing ovation at the end for the incredibly talented lead actress Felicia, who stood in for the actual lead actress at short notice. You did incredibly well and made a wonderful contribution to the Sapperlot that we will remember for a long time.
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          NÍNA LÍF ÖRVARSDÓTTIR

        

      

    

    
      Jess - Praise

      

      Before we go to the next workshop, Eva and I have to go to the toilet.

      There are so many waiting in the girls’s toilet!

      At first everyone stares at me and there is an uncomfortable silence in the room. But suddenly everyone starts talking to me at the same time and asking me questions. One of the Estonian group insists that I make the grimace of the rabbit from before.

      I screw up my face and everyone laughs.

      Normally, all this would annoy me so much that I would flee to a dark corner. Not today. Even though it is still a strange feeling to be admired by everyone, I stay. I have never experienced anything like this before. Yet somehow…I like it.
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          MAYA SOPHIE GOEPFERT

        

      

    

    
      Felicia - Workshop panic

      Full of panic, I run towards the toilet. The workshop today was too much. I just can’t do it!

      The sight of me in the mirror doesn’t make it any better. My mascara is smeared and my face is red from screaming and running. My chest rises and falls rapidly and I breathe heavily. I prop my hands up on the sink.

      I turn on the water and wash my face, retying my horse’s tail. When I have turned off the tap, I look around and only now see that the girl from yesterday is sitting on the floor. She is writing something in her notebook and I can clearly make out her name on the open page: Mona.

      Mona? Mona, who wrote such a good review even though she usually only writes bad ones? A shy “Hey” escapes my lips.

      “Are you okay?” Mona looks at me worriedly.

      Her friendly face and the fact that she already put me at ease during the performance make me tell her everything that caused me to end up here. “I didn’t think there was anyone here.”

      “Hmm, yeah, it’s kind of become too much for me too.” Her voice breaks. “Everyone hates me because I wrote the bad review of the Slovak play, but I just thought I should write the truth.”

      “Yeah, I totally understand. I know what it’s like when everyone’s picking on you.” I sit down next to Mona and lean my head against the wall.

      Mona watches me very closely. “It hurts so much. I want to be alone, but so…it’s so lonely when absolutely everyone hates you.”

      “Not everybody hates you, I for one, I don’t hate you.”

      Mona smiles. “That’s kind of you. Your play was really fantastic, by the way!”

      My heart beats faster. “But that was only so cool because of your make-up !”

      “No, you were really good. You didn't feel your nervousness at all and you just sang, danced and acted fantastically!”

      We look at each other and say nothing more.

      I am happy about her praise, but a small doubt remains. What do you think drove her to write such a good review? Is it something to do with the panic attack or did she really like the play?

      My eyes fall on Mona’s notebook and I see a few notes about our play. All good notes.

      Mona seems to notice and turns the page so I can read all the notes. The notes are also about the panic attack and how impressed she is that I still managed the performance so well. But not only that.

      A slight smile flits across my lips and I stand up. “Thank you!”

      Mona looks up at me and nods with a smile on her lips, “Nice to met you.”

      I smile too, turn around, open the door and walk out.
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      Mona - Gossip from the bathroom

      

      No sooner has Felicia left than the door to the loo opens again. And again a gaggle of girls, this time French-speaking, so either Canadian or French, come in. They look around briefly and when they notice me crouching on the floor like this, scribbling in my notebook, they give me a suspicious and deprecating look, but one by one they go into the cubicles, touch up their make-up (definitively French) in front of the mirror and yak about boys. Apparently they all have a crush on Alex, because his name comes up quite often. During this exchange of disappearing into the cubicle, touching up make-up and gossiping on the side, one girl looks at her smartphone and notices that it’s already pretty late and they should probably hurry if they want to get to the workshop they’re all looking forward to after the break. They grab their stuff, give me one last suspicious look and leave in a hurry to get to the big hall of the Forum where the workshop will take place. Finally, some peace returns. I sigh with relief. I didn't expect the toilets to be so busy, otherwise I would have looked for another place to hole up so I wouldn’t have to face the hateful expressions of the Slovaks who seem to want to kill me with their stares because I wrote this bad review of their play.

      But anyway, now I’m here, and I haven’t seen any of the girls go to the toilet here a second time, so I’ll probably have total peace within a few hours, as soon as everyone has heard that in the girls’s toilet on the first floor someone like that sits on the floor scribbling in a notebook all day.

      Speaking of notebooks, I am planning to create a new section for the Sapperlot newspaper: “Gossip from the Bathroom”. I have already written the first short entry, which is of course about Alex, because the girls don’t talk about much else here. I will propose the whole thing to Heidi today, as soon as I am forced to leave my realm to go to the editorial meeting, and who knows, maybe it will be printed in the newspaper tomorrow. But tomorrow is a long time away, who knows if I'll even survive until then, because I wouldn’t put it past the Slovaks to think of the best way to get me round the corner. And somehow no one seems to want to do anything about it, no one, not even Theo, seems to mind that I am in imminent danger and could be slain at any moment by one of the weird Slovak props who have made their play that much more cruel and horrible. Theo, who has been ignoring me since yesterday morning and pretending that I don't even exist anymore because he is ashamed to be related to me and to be seen with me, because I am hindering his extroverted self at the festival, because I am casting such a bad light on him after writing this review. My parents pretending to be oblivious to the whole thing, when clearly something is very wrong if Theo and I aren't stuck with each other almost all the time. We didn’t talk last night, even though I so desperately needed to confide in him. But he thought it was more important to go out partying with the others because “such a great opportunity to make international contacts doesn’t come up often, but YOU don’t understand that anyway, Mona”. Ouch. That hurts. And now he’s out there somewhere writing enthusiastically about how great the festival is, even though it's just stupid. I want to go home. But I can't. I have to stay here, and so I stay here. I put on my headphones, only to hear the signal of the empty battery after a few seconds and demonise myself for listening to my favourite songs on the headphones all night because I didn't want to hear if and when Theo was coming home, because if he can ignore me, so can I. So this morning I got up a bit earlier than he did, just quickly got dressed, grabbed my bag and left the house straight away. Picked up breakfast on the way at the bakery and then moved straight to the toilet, where I've been sitting for about two hours now and where my only interpersonal contact consists of ignoring the girls who come in as best I can and offering them a halfway friendly expression.
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      Ella - Open Stage 1

      

      I’m sitting in the audience with my theatre colleagues and we’re all enjoying the Open Stage. So many people performed and it was really cool and varied.

      So far I’ve been quite relaxed, but I’m getting more and more excited because now it's my turn in a minute. As a creative contribution, I first read out a short poem I wrote, then I dance ballet.

      The poem is well received, everyone claps and cheers. Now for the dance part. I won’t lie, I’m a bit afraid of that.

      At home, in France, I always feel very safe in what I do. It’s my home, an environment that has been familiar to me since I was little, but here, in South Tyrol, I don’t have the same feeling of security.

      I take a deep breath and briefly go over the first steps in my head.

      Then I remember that I still need a volunteer from the audience. Because the choreography consists of two dancers.

      “Um,” I start nervously. “I would need another volunteer…for the dance.” I see the audience getting restless. Everywhere a few are busily forcing so-called volunteers onto the stage, but most are resisting tooth and nail.

      The group from Brixen pulls Alex out of his seat and pushes him onto the stage. My heart begins to beat even faster. Alex, of all people—

      When I notice that he doesn’t look too enthusiastic, however, it puts a small damper on my elation. Does his rejection have something to do with me?

      But I don’t have time to think about it any further, because by now everyone else is cheering him on too, repeatedly calling his name in the hope that he will finally give in. He is not only my favourite.

      He comes on stage with that crooked grin I love so much. As if I wasn’t nervous enough, now I have to dance with the guy I think is hot. Fu—!

      He stands in front of me and I quickly put on a smile. “Hi, thanks for not letting me dance here alone.”

      “No big deal,“ he says, “but don’t expect too much from me. I have two left feet.” He laughs nervously and runs his fingers through his brown hair.

      I force my gaze away from him and nod to the person in charge of the music.

      “Ready?” Cheering him up, I look at him. “Don’t worry about it.” I want to tell him so much more. Instead, at his nod, I take his hands in mine. The music starts to play.

      “Just let me guide you, you’ll understand, it’s not that hard.”

      We both survive the dance quite well, the audience is definitely satisfied and entertained. Hand in hand we accept the thunderous applause.

      “Well done,” I say with a smile.

      “Thank you, you too.”

      Only now do our hands detach from each other. But I continue to feel the sparks in my fingertips and leave the stage happy.
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      Alex - Open Stage

      

      With a last, well-choreographed turn and a final pose, three girls from Slovakia finish their dance. The music slowly fades and the whole hall claps enthusiastically. The atmosphere is phenomenal, although it is already the fifteenth contribution and everyone is getting tired.

      Karin, an older player who has taken over the moderation for today, enters the stage and compliments the girls on their dancing, while Franz turns to me and draws my attention to him.

      “Alex, Alex, you can’t do it like that. With the exception of your support at Ella’s dance, you’ve been ducking the whole Open Stage.” He bumps me against the shoulder a few times, probably to urge me to stand up.

      “I haven’t prepared anything.”

      My gaze wanders back to the stage where Karin is standing with the list in her hand and begins to speak, “Good. The list is done. Does anyone else spontaneously feel like showing something?“

      “Yes! Karin, here!” Franz yanks my arm in the air and shakes it so violently that it almost dislocates my shoulder.

      Karin holds her hand over her eyes, against the blinding light of the headlights, and looks over at us.

      “What are you doing, Franz?” I pull my arm out of his grip and look at him, “Alex? Am I seeing this right?” Karin turns to the rest of the audience and speaks in a loud presenter’s voice, “Next on stage is Alex from Brixen! I’m sure you all know him already, I’ve heard he’s known as the ‘handsome one’. Which handsome one? Yes THE handsome one.“ Karin smiles and winks at a girl from Canada who is trying to hide behind her friend.

      In the meantime, Franz has already pulled me onto the stage and pushes me into the middle. He gives me two thumbs up and disappears into the audience. My hysterical question about what I am supposed to do remains unanswered, of course.

      Karin comes up to me and wants to know what I will show.

      “I don't know,” I say aloud. “That’s for Franz to tell me, who seems to want something from me.”

      Franz comes back on stage holding a guitar in one hand and…my notebook in the other. Oh no. Shit. The fat grin on his face confirms my fear.

      Fuck. How could this have happened?

      To me he whispers, “Don’t be mad at me, but this stuff is way too good not to sing on stage.”

      Turning to the audience, he announces: “Our lovely Alex will play a very special song for us today, which he wrote himself for the only girl Alex will ever take into his loyal heart. I’m sorry, girls, he’s as good as taken.”

      And indeed, a collective murmur goes through the hall and if I weren’t so damn angry, I would enjoy the attention and join in Franz’s jokes. But not today. Not when Greta is sitting just ten metres away from me and I have sworn never to show these songs to anyone–least of all to her. I have to talk my way out of this somehow.

      “Franz, look, you’ve made them all sad. I can’t sing a song in this mood.” I try hard to keep a cheerful expression on my face, but it feels wrong. Franz makes a throwing away motion and turns to the audience. “Do you want to hear Alex?”

      In response, there is cheering and stomping and this cheering gradually turns into a chorus of “Alex, Alex, Alex“.

      I look around the audience and see a thumbs up and a pitying look from Theo. I look further and my gaze meets Greta’s. She smiles at me and folds her hands in a pleading gesture. I smile back and take a deep breath.

      Good. Then I'll do it now. No stress. She doesn’t have to know I’m singing about her. But what if she thinks I'm singing about someone else and then thinks I’m just flirting with her for fun? All my hard work would be for nothing. No. No. Oh, fuck you, Franz, and all your crappy ideas. I admit defeat. My honour is gone. And when she dumps me in front of everyone, I’ll just sink into the ground and never come out again.

      With a clearing of my throat and a reassuring gesture, I manage to silence the crowd.

      “All right. I never thought I'd ever share anything from this notebook with anyone.” My gaze wanders to the place where Greta should be. “Anyway, I want to share this song…” The notebook has fallen out of my hand and I bend down to pick it up again. With the guitar in my hand, it's difficult to keep the right page open and I can feel the eyes on me. “This song is for…shit.” The notebook is back on the floor and my hands are shaking. “Sorry, technical issues.”

      Some laugh.

      Suddenly a strange hand reaches for the notebook and when I look up, Greta is standing in front of me, smiling encouragingly at me. “I’ll be happy to help you as a music stand,” she whispers to me.

      “Thank you,” I say softly to her and louder so that everyone else can hear me, my gaze still on her, “Greta. This song is for you.”

      And I start to play.

      The song is over and everyone applauds. I look hesitantly at Greta, who has tears in her eyes and smiles at me.

      “That bad?” I wipe a tear from her cheek.

      Greta laughs. “It couldn’t be worse.” Then she puts her hand on the back of my neck, pulls me to her and kisses me. In front of everyone.

      A mixture between “Awwws” and “Ohhhh ☹” goes through the crowd.
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      Ella - Open Stage 2

      

      I see Greta and Alex kissing on stage and my heart sinks to the floor. It bursts into a thousand pieces.

      

      Before everyone can see the tears rolling down my face, I quickly get up and run to the toilet. There I really start to cry because I think I’m alone, but when I close the door behind me and lean my back against it, I see a girl sitting on the floor.

      I startle and want to wipe away my tears, I’m sure I look like a panda by now.

      “Sorry,” I say quietly, “I didn't expect anyone here.”

      The girl looks up at me and then says quietly, “It’s all right…I like to rest here, too.” She forces a slight smile onto her face.

      “Hey, I know you from somewhere! What’s your name?”

      “Mona,” the girl returns quietly as I sit down on the floor next to her.

      “Mona, cool name…nice to meet you. I'm Ella.” I hold out my hand and Mona shakes it.

      We start talking and find out that we do have a few things in common. We are both night owls and love sunsets.

      “Can I ask you something?” Mona’s voice seems sympathetic.

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “Why did you come here…crying? What happened?”

      And so I tell her in short form about the Open Stage and about my broken heart.

      She says, “Oh, I'm sorry.”

      “It’s okay, it wasn’t going to work out anyway.” The moment I say that sentence, I start to realise that it's true. It could never have worked with Alex. And maybe I wasn’t even in love with him, just interested in the idea of having someone during that week. It’s strange. Suddenly the thought of him and his girlfriend doesn’t hurt at all. I smile to Mona. “Nothing would have come of it anyway,” I repeat, and now I mean it. I can also just be happy spending time with friends. Love will come to me one day.
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      Mona - After the festival

      

      The festival is over. Well, not quite yet, but only a few more hours, and then all the fuss here will finally be over and I can return to the peace and quiet of my room and quickly forget this terrible festival. Just as I’m thinking about what I’m going to do after the festival and what book I’m going to read next (Ich gebe dir die Sonne by Jandy Nelson), Theo walks into the bathroom. Into the girls’s bathroom. I stare at him in amazement and see the look of pure determination on his face.

      He kneels down in front of me: “Hey Mona, what are you doing here? Nobody dares to use the toilet here like that anymore.“ A slight smile plays around his lips. “Come on, enjoy the last moments of the festival, huh?”

      Before I can tell him that I don’t want to enjoy the festival and that he can stay away from me with his false friendliness, he grabs me by the arm and pulls me up. With his other hand he grabs my bag and pulls me out of the bathroom.

      I stumble after him, for I am truly too perplexed to say anything back. Outside in the corridor, I squint my eyes; the light is so bright and it is so incredibly loud. Voices can be heard from all sides and there are people everywhere and I would love to crawl back into the bathroom, but Theo has no intention of letting go of me. He pulls me through the whole forum and all the way outside, where he drops onto one of the couches that are arranged into a kind of chill zone and where a couple of French girls, who have been talking about Alex all the time in the toilet, are sitting staring at their smartphones.

      Theo pulls me onto the couch, hands me my bag and says, “Mona, enjoy the festival and don’t hide in the toilet. The Slovaks have long forgotten that you wrote that terrible review and are enjoying the festival. As you should, because this opportunity doesn't come along very often, and your ‘Gossip of the Bathroom’ column got a lot of laughs this morning. So don't worry so much about what everyone else thinks of you, just let yourself go.”

      I nod somewhat perplexedly and Theo stands up. “Well, I’ll leave you here alone, you can continue writing here. But please only go to the bathroom if you really have to, everyone is already afraid of the grumbling Mona and avoids the bathroom.”

      I nod again and while I’m still processing his information, he's already gone, walking towards a group of people with a girl’s shock of blue hair peeking out. The others liked my ‘Gossip of the Bathroom’. They laughed. Maybe the festival really isn’t that bad. I grin to myself, which earns me a few surprised looks from the French girls again, but I don't care about them.

      I take out my notebook and begin to write, “The wind rushes in my ears as I ride along the creek embankment on my yellow bike–my yellow bike, of course—”
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      Jess - Goodbye

      

      I never thought I would meet so many nice and great people in such a short time. I feel so comfortable and so welcome. All these new memories and experiences I have gathered!

      While we are in the car on the way to the station, a few tears are already rolling down my cheeks. Eva is chatting with our host family while I think of all the beautiful moments at the Sapperlot. We get out of the car and Mona hugs Eva and me tightly, having noticed that tears are running down our cheeks. Our host family hugs us and checks that we haven’t forgotten anything.

      There are so many other young people at the station who are also making their return journey.

      I want to say goodbye to some other friends. They too have tears in their eyes, but we promise each other to always stay in touch.

      We gather in our group and wait for the train. One last time we wave to our host families and friends. The Sapperlot Festival is over.
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      Alex - The End

      

      “Franz, just try it. I think she likes you.”

      Franz doesn’t look at me with much conviction and sighs in frustration. “Greta, what do you think?”

      She looks at Ella, who is standing with Jess in front of the bus that will take the groups from Canada and France to the airport. “I think you should at least say goodbye. And as quickly as possible, before they leave.” Greta pushes Franz in Ella’s direction and he stumbles a few steps before catching himself and walking towards her.

      I stroke Greta’s hair until she looks at me. “Thanks, he’s been bugging me since yesterday about wanting her number.”

      Greta grins. “You know, I heard that you got on his nerves for quite a long time because of me, too.”

      Playfully incredulous, I point to myself. “Excuse me? Me? This is fake news! Definitely fake news.”

      Greta smiles and gives me a little kiss on the tip of my nose. “Come on, don’t you want to say goodbye?”

      We stroll hand in hand to the girls from Canada who were staying with Petra and one of them, Felicia, exchanges numbers with Mona. Petra has tears in her eyes, which she inconspicuously tries to wipe away. While everyone is getting on the bus, Franz joins us again. This time with a triumphant smile on his lips. “So, do you have her number?” asks Greta curiously.

      Franz pulls a small note out of his jumper pocket. “Nobody can resist my charm.”

      I roll my eyes and turn back to the bus as it closes the doors and departs, waving until I can no longer see it.

      So here we are, saying goodbye to five perfect days.

      “See you next time,“ I whisper, already feeling the festival depression kicking in.
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