

[image: cover]






Book


Jack is on a train at the start of a journey. He is a simple man in his thirties, reliable, honest and a little grey. A young woman appears in the compartment and immediately fascinates the introverted Jack. For the young woman, he comes at just the right time to fill a void and heal a wound.


A shared journey begins, influenced by situations and encounters that uncover a dark, long forgotten secret and put their burgeoning trust to the test.
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I'm wondering why I never have any recollection of the appearance of a woman I've met in the past and thought was pretty.


When I meet a less attractive woman, I remember her appearance, every single detail, for a long time. But the more attractive I remember her, the faster I forget what she looked like. I know that she had beautiful eyes, or a wonderfully firm body, or the way her hair lay. But the image becomes blurred and the details disappear ... too quickly.


It's different when I've been with a woman for a long time, looked into her eyes a thousand times or smelled her scent. Then it no longer matters whether she was pretty or not, because she was. That intimate bond that makes two people an unconditional unit. Then I remember her appearance down to the smallest detail and how the individual contours of her body felt.


It's like a part of me that's always been there and will always be there forever. Like a tattoo that smiles at me every time I look in the mirror.


Sometimes it's a really lovely memory that reminds me of a tender happiness. But this memory can also be painful, tearing a deep chasm, down into the dark soul, just like fate, which haunts us with things and deeds we never thought possible until we experienced them.


Jack looks up from his appointment diary and thinks about the lines he has just written on the blank note pages. These sentences came to him spontaneously, and without knowing why, he had an irresistible urge to write them down.


A big emotional outburst by his standards, something he rarely experiences. He sees himself as rational and sober, more of a civil servant type.


He thinks about the words of his ex-wife Brigitte, who described him as punctual, meticulous and grey. As grey as the simple cloth trousers he likes to wear with his plain coloured shirts. Jack puts the appointment diary back in the inside pocket of his jacket, which he has carefully hung on a hook.


The window of the compartment he is looking out of is brown with dust. But it doesn't affect the clarity with which he sees the people and their absurdities on the crowded platform. People are squeezing into the train, where Jack has long since secured a good seat thanks to his punctuality. He has already stowed his leather suitcase, with its shiny metal fittings, safely on the luggage rack.


The compartment smells musty, like a worn-out room where countless people, animals and pieces of luggage have spent their time travelling from one destination to the next.


The conductor stands at the edge of the platform with stoic composure. Unimpressed by the hustle and bustle around him, the screaming children, the quarrelling couples and the tears of farewell.


A man approaches completely rushed the train, carrying a heavy suitcase and two travelling bags. Exhausted, he loses his balance and falls lengthways onto the platform. The suitcase bonces open and spilling its contents, a few shirts, ties, trousers, socks and some underwear. Cursing, his head red, he stuffs his things back into the suitcase, which can no longer be closed. Something keeps peeping out, making it impossible to lock it properly. Finally, he takes the suitcase in his headlock and walks quickly to the carriage, where he jumps in with a sigh of relief.


A mother with a child in her arms rolls a trolley, beside her a man carrying two large bags.


Jack wonders whether it is her brother, a friend or perhaps her husband. The child is crying with a snivelling expression. Its face is streaming with tears and its nose is running. The woman says something to the man and makes a condescending gesture. Then she speaks to the child, as she has probably done countless times before. The words do not have the desired effect and the child's crying is now accompanied by a piercing scream. She says something to the man again, who nods uncertainly, and gets on the train with the child, who is still screaming. The man follows her and comes out a few moments later, standing on the platform in front of the compartment where the woman obviously still has something to say.


Inside the carriage, the rumble of stray passengers, which had been audible all the time, intensified. Most of the travellers have found their destination on the train and are now stowing their luggage, some of them making a crashing noise.


The platform thins out, there are fewer people and it gets quieter. A few stragglers, consisting of a group of young men and women, hurry up laughing and head for the door to jump in with a skillful bound.


Shortly afterwards, a whistle shrills through the air and the train starts to move with a jolt.


At first, Jack barely notices the departure, but then the station passes him by like a film until it disappears from his view. With a contented sigh, Jack leans back into the seat and enjoys the silence in the compartment. He watches a car that seems to be racing the train, but a traffic light lets the train win.


The cityscape dissolves, dense blocks of buildings give way to small detached houses, until greenery takes the place of concrete and tarmac. In the distance, hills rise, becoming more and more like mountains, their peaks still covered in snow and glistening in the sun despite the spring.


Jack sees his face reflected in the window. The short-cropped blond hair, the narrow, bony cheeks and the pointed chin. His face is as thin as his whole body. Although he is in his mid-thirties, he looks a good five years younger, thanks to his balanced lifestyle.


He strokes his fingers over his right cheek, where there is a scar the size of a thumbnail. He touches the smooth surface of the now healed wound with his fingertips, which reminds him again and again of the dark side of himself.


A time as a victim and a perpetrator that turned him into the person he never thought he was. But the past is real and is now a part of him that he will carry with him like a dark shadow for the rest of his life.
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Slowly, and with a heavy squeak, the compartment door is pushed open. A young woman stands in front of it and opens it with some effort. She pushes her way into the compartment through the not quite open gap, carrying a large travelling bag in front of her. She uses her knee to manoeuvre the bag onto the middle seat and then sits down directly opposite Jack at the window.


Only now does she seem to notice Jack and greets him with a cool smile, accompanied by a barely perceptible nod.


He says a fleeting "hello" to her, looks at her briefly, but immediately turns his gaze away and looks out of the window. He sees her reflection in the window pane and looks at her curiously. The young woman also looks out of the window and their eyes meet, whereupon he reflexively averts his gaze. He looks off into the distance, as if there is something interesting to see that needs his attention right now. He can feel his own breathing, which is faster than usual as it tries to synchronise with his pounding heart.


A few minutes of silence pass, during which Jack avoids looking at her. But the urge is so strong that at first he catches a glimpse of her reflection out of the corner of his eye, and then, as if drawn by some strange force, he blinks at her, only to quickly avert his gaze again.


He can't estimate how long they've been sitting there, but now the silence is broken by a rustling sound caused by her hands rummaging in her travelling bag. She pulls out a walkman, a book and an apple. She carefully unwinds the headphone cable from the Walkman and puts on a pair of headphones. She switches on the walkman and opens the book, holding it in one hand and the bright green apple in the other. Satisfied, she takes a big bite of the apple and begins to read.


The soft melody of a violin fills the room with a hum. Jack leans back in his seat, listening to the gentle sounds of the music and daring to look at her timidly. She reads without taking her eyes off the book, her gaze fixed on the lines. He can see that the book is by Nietzsche, but he can't make out the title, which is covered by her fingers.


His gaze moves down her body to her legs, which she has casually crossed. She is wearing light-coloured jeans and a green t-shirt, through which the shape of her breasts can be seen. Jack catches himself wondering what her body might feel like, squinting at her legs, her breasts and her narrow shoulders. Her black hair is cut short, except for the fringes that fall boldly across her forehead. Her warm brown eyes work their way earnestly through the lines of the book.


He now looks unabashedly at her face, his gaze sweeping over her feminine features. She has a small mouth with thin lips and large eyes with thick brows. Her cheekbones are finely defined and there is a small birthmark on her narrow chin. He is particularly struck by her smooth skin, which looks pale in contrast to her dark hair. In a mysterious way, she seems gentle and sensitive to him.


The longer he looks at her, the more character traits he assigns to her. Her eyes ... loving, her mouth ... gentle, her breasts ... sexy, her hair ... self-confident. Bit by bit, she gets a profile, he takes away a little here, rounds off a little there. Like a sculptor, he moulds her so that she takes on more and more shape beyond her appearance. From Maria Magdalena to Jeanne d'Arc to the pop star Madonna. She is the best of all.


She takes a last bite and puts the half-eaten apple into a small bag, which she stows in her travelling bag, before continuing to read the book. Her leg is very close to his, almost touching. He feels a caress on his calf and looks down, but her leg is still a few centimetres away from his calf.


He shifts restlessly on the seat. He can feel drops of sweat making their way down his back under his shirt. He looks out at the landscape, at the fields passing by, but the distraction remains a futile attempt. Her image is in front of him the whole time, wherever he looks.


He breathes in deeply and holds his breath. He remains like this for a few seconds until he slowly lets the air out again through his nose.


He looks at trees, the mountains in the background, a stream and... her reflection in the glass. This beautiful woman attracts his gaze like a magnet. He examines her upper body, imagines how her skin smells, then his eyes wander down her flat, almost muscular stomach. The short t-shirt reveals a few centimetres of skin, as taut as he imagines her whole body to be.


Sighing softly, he lays his head back against the cushion and looks at her face out of the corner of his eye. Then he closes his eyes, visualising her image in his mind. He dozes off with a mixture of shame and a rare feeling of happiness.


A click that silences the hum of the walkman brings Jack out of his thoughts. Relaxed, she looks out for a while and then turns her head towards him. She looks into Jack' eyes and shows the beginnings of a smile. He can't withstand her gaze and looks out of the window indecisively.


Then he decides to break the silence. He points to the book, the title of which he can now recognise. It is The Dawn.


"Interesting book," he says, pointing to the book.


"Really? It's not often you meet someone who likes books like that," she says with a smile.


"I like books like that. I particularly like Nietzsche."


"I really enjoy reading Nietzsche, he has something frightening, but also something comforting. In the end, however, I always feel like I'm going round in circles."


"Maybe that's exactly what he's trying to tell us."


"That we're going round in circles?"


"Yes, I like his thoughts on the will of the Force. We go round and round in circles, over and over again. I would even go a step further. It's like clockwork... all cogwheels... some big, some smaller. By the time one wheel has turned, others have already turned several times. But they all have one thing in common. They always turn in the same circle."


"That would mean that everything in life repeats itself," she says, frowning.


"It's not always the external things that repeat themselves. We ourselves also go through the same cycle again and again. Zarathustra beautifully describes how human beings change from camel to lion, and then from lion to child ..."


"I've read that," she interrupts him. "But I think it's a bit too easy to reduce people to that. I think there's a lot more going on with people. When I think back to my adolescence, I've already gone through a few more changes," she says, touching her forehead.


"Yes, just like a clock, where the gogwheels are turning, some more, some less. What you experience over many years also happens on a small scale. On a single day you wake up as a camel, during the day you become a lion and in the evening you retire peacefully as a child."


She looks at Jack long and thoughtfully, frowning and stroking a finger over her temple.


"It's possible, but I don't think that's what he wanted to tell us," she says and continues reading without paying any further attention to him.


Jack feels a heat rising inside him and has the feeling that he is blushing. He looks out of the window and wonders why he had to say such nonsense.


An oncoming train hisses past them. It gets dark for a moment and the carriage swings in the wind. He watches the carriages of the oncoming train pass like a storm of flashing lights, and as suddenly as the other train was there, it is gone.


What follows is a silence that seems even emptier and quieter than before, as if all sound had been sucked into a vacuum.


"Are you on a business trip?" she suddenly asks in the silence. Jack flinches, so surprised is he by the question. She looks at him with such disarming frankness that he is taken aback for a moment.


With a big step, she invades his territory. She speaks to him with such direct frankness, as if they were old friends... and he likes it. She looks at him so directly and purposefully that it gives him a feeling of familiarity. There must be a few years between them, and he could easily take this directness as disrespect, but he does not. He feels flattered and, even more than that, he feels comfortable. Even if it's just a question, he perceives this direct approach as a step into his personal intimate space, which people usually avoid when they don't know each other.


"Something like that," he replies, not knowing why he is acting so secretive.


Unimpressed by his answer, she continues. "I'm going home, I've finished my diploma."


"Congratulations," he says hesitantly. He is almost a little embarrassed by his curt reply, because finishing her degree is certainly a big deal for her. But he can't think of anything more appropriate. Then he adds: "What did you study?"


"Social sciences, I actually wanted to study psychology, but somehow I would be so limited. With this degree, I just have more opportunities in different areas. I mean, as a psychologist, I'm a psychologist and that's it. But what if I can't do that? Then I'll look pretty stupid.“


He ponders her words for a moment. "What's wrong with being a psychologist?"


"Well," she stammers, "what if it gets too much for me to deal with everyone else's problems? Maybe I don't have the thick skin I need. What if I'm confronted with people who are broken and really need help? What if I'm not able to help them, or I can't cope with the problems of others myself?"


He looks at her understandingly. "Do you have a job lined up?"


"To be honest, no. I don't really have an idea what I should do yet," she says a little helplessly.


Feeling he has cornered her, he considers changing the subject.


Finally, he asks her where she comes from and what she does in her spare time. She talks openly about her family, her friends and her flatmates in the flat they share. She answers his questions openly and doesn't mind his growing curiosity.


She grew up in a sheltered home with two older brothers, but secretly always wanted a sister. School was no problem for her, she passed her A-levels easily.


At the age of fourteen, she climbed out of the window on Saturday nights to go to the disco with her friend, where they danced the night away. Her parents could never understand why she slept until noon on Sundays.


She also shares her first experiences of using drugs with him. She talks about how bad she felt after her first joint and how good it felt once she got used to it. Jack' eyes widen when she tells him that she still smokes marijuana from time to time. In her youth, she was often the centre of attention and many people wanted to be friends with her. But at the age of twenty-four, she has now shed the coolness she once had.
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