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There’s no better time for a cigarette than when you’re waiting for a
train, because smoking’s a thing you do alone, like traveling. Even if
you're traveling or smoking with someone else, you still do these things
alone. It’s a way to say goodbye to a place. Taking the last drag and
snubbing the butt out under your toe—it stamps a period at the end
of one chapter and pushes you into the next. It’s a comforting ritual,
especially when you're traveling, and every day is a goodbye in one way
or another.

Jason and I picked up together in Prague. I was hanging out under

the departure board, waiting for the tracks to be called. There were
always at least a dozen of us sprawled out, like a camp of sleeping camel
drivers, laid up against our packs. Jason was the kid closest to me, and
after a while he called over and said, “Hey man, you speak English?”
He needed to take a piss. He asked if I'd watch his stuff, so I did. And
that’s how we picked up together.

You learn a lot about a person when you travel together by train.
p Y & y
Something about the click-click-click under the wheels that reminds
)
you you're in motion, that you're neither here nor there, but in a limbo
place where people float, where you can be and say whatever you like.
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We confessed to each other how we hated being away—how
the loneliness traveled with you, how you spent most of the time trying
to find someplace to cheer yourself up. Neither of us expected it to be
like this. We had open tickets but nowhere to be. We could get on a
train in one country and wake up in another. That was supposed to be
exciting. So how would anyone understand how miserable it actually
was? When you leave home, no one tells you about this side of it. No
one tells you that freedom can be harder than any routine, that it greets
you every morning with the same question. Where are you going? And
every day you have to reply, 1 don’t know.

Jason told me about his girl in Philly who was between semes-
ters, and how he was sick of talking to her on the phone. It was costing
him a fortune, and each conversation ended in a fight, because they
missed each other, and they were going out of their minds. Jason asked
if I had a girl, and I thought of you, and then I said no, I don'.

“Six more days,” he sighed, resting his head back into the
hood of his coat. “Just six more days.” And then he pulled his ear-
phones up and closed his eyes, and I watched him sleep.

The train pulled in under the lights of Hauptbahnhof Station, and the
air brakes fired, and the doors clapped open. I nudged Jason’s leg. He
looked around, rubbing his eyes. “Munich,” I said. We pulled down
our bags and gave them a shove onto the platform. Other backpackers
walked past and we nodded to them as they went by, the way truck-

ers do as they pass each other on a highway. I looked out over the bay
of train platforms, and I could see just how many of us there were—
dozens, from every place—and I thought the sight should make me feel
better, like I was part of a special club. But there was something about
the way we looked—bundled beneath our packs, strapped into our gear
like astronauts on a space-walk—that made me feel lonely for all of us,
even as we walked together.

I told Jason I had to make a call.

I'd been having my mail forwarded to Morgan’s flat in Lon-
don, and I'd been trying her for the past three days to see if anything
had arrived. But all I ever got was the answering machine, and tonight
was no different.

I felt like I needed to do something, go somewhere, keep mov-
ing, to Frankfurt maybe. Someplace that actually had something



NIGHTWORK S

going on at night, someplace you could lose yourself in a crowd. I
thought about telling Jason this, but he had already smacked his finger
down on the map, tracing a route from the station to the hostel, and
when I looked at all of our stuff piled up on the platform, I thought
about having to hoist it back onto a train that wouldn’t leave until
God-knows-when, and suddenly Munich seemed fine for now. But that
was before we'd arrived at the hostel.

At this point, I'd gotten used to a bare minimum of comfort,
institutional at best. Most of the hostels attempted to round down
the corners. Not this place. This one had been converted (a term I use
lightly) from a public high school into an overcrowded way station
for young, transient souls. Little had been done to conceal its former
identity. Desks had been pulled out and bunk beds hauled in—and
that’s about it. I peered into the reclaimed classrooms as we marched
down the halls, remembering daydreams I'd had as a child—about what
it would be like when the nuclear bomb hit and we had to live in our
candlelit classrooms, eating thawed-out pizzas and marrying each other.

Our room assignment was the shell of a faculty office, shared by a
couple of American girls, Sarah and Kim, who had already toppled
their belongings onto the bunks opposite ours. They made for an odd
couple—Sarah had the body of a point guard, and Kim was short and
curvy and wore a pair of cat’s eye spectacles. They were cute, not blind-
ingly attractive, but whatever they lacked in sex appeal they made up
for in openness. I was impressed that they didn’t seem to care about
sharing a room with two boys they'd never met.

“We're going dancing, if you want to go,” Sarah said. “I
grabbed these from downstairs.” She handed Jason a stack of party
flyers, which he sorted through like a deck of playing cards. They were
all selling the same thing. A hundred different DJs with a hundred dif-
ferent obnoxious names like D] SPIT and MISSY KISSY. All of them
would be spinning either “house” or “trance,” and I knew deep down in
my bones just how annoying any one of these parties would be. But at
this point it wasn’t about the party. It was about having a destination.

“What about this one?” I asked, looking over Jason’s shoulder.
I read the name aloud. “Nachtwerk... What is that? Nachtwerk.

Night work?”

“Ja, sure,” Kim said in a faux-German accent. “Vee vill be doing



