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Chapter 1 He Came Back
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No one noticed the moment he returned.

There was no light, no thunder, no sign in the sky. Just a man who was suddenly there.

He stood at the edge of a road, somewhere in the world. Cars rushed past. People hurried by him, gazes lowered, thoughts far away.

He watched them go.

"They haven't changed," he said quietly. Then he smiled faintly. "And yet... they've changed everything."

What he didn't yet know and what would occupy him greatly over the next few hours was the question of how one actually gets a coffee in twenty-first-century Europe without owning a mobile phone. He had none. He also had no credit card, no health insurance, and no fixed address. What he did have was patience, which was by now a rarity in this part of the world  almost as rare as a phone shop without a queue.

The street he stood on was called, as he could read from a flaking sign, Europaplatz — Europe Square. He found that ironic, in the way only someone finds things funny who has actually lived for a very long time. Because Europaplatz was anything but a square. It was a six-lane intersection with a half-hearted flower bed in the middle, in which three withered pansies were valiantly trying not to succumb to the exhaust fumes. Above them hung a banner reading: "Welcome to Our Open City." He nodded thoughtfully. Open it was, in a certain sense. The bus windows were open. The coat collars of passersby stood open. And the wounds of the people well, those were open too, only you couldn't see that quite so easily.

He began to walk. That had always been his first reflex: walk, observe, listen. In Galilee he had done the same. Among fishing boats and olive trees, among hungry people and suspicious scribes. The principle was the same. Only the backdrop had changed. Instead of Galilee, Europe. Instead of sandals well, still sandals, which earned him a long look from an elderly lady at a bus stop, who finally asked whether he was on his way to a race.

"No," he said pleasantly.

"Yoga, perhaps?"

"Neither."

She nodded slowly, in the way elderly ladies in Europe acknowledge anything they don't understand but consider potentially dangerous. Then she pulled her little wheeled suitcase closer and turned demonstratively to the timetable.

He smiled and walked on.

The city, he quickly realized, was full of people who were simultaneously there and not there. They walked, but they were elsewhere. They talked on the phone, but they often said little. They ate, but they barely tasted. It was as though the entire population had uploaded a part of themselves to an invisible cloud and was now waiting to download it again, but had forgotten the access code. He found that strange and at the same time deeply human. Because in one respect people had not changed, he had to admit: they were still completely delighted by making life harder for themselves than it needed to be.

He had always known this. But it was still remarkable each time.

At the next intersection he dutifully waited at red. A rarity, as he noted, because around him four other pedestrians were crossing calmly on red, three of them with their eyes on their phones, one apparently talking to himself which on closer inspection turned out to be a phone call via earpiece. He found the concept of the invisible conversation partner fascinating. In earlier times, if someone had spoken loudly to himself, it had been a sign of deep inner turmoil. Today it was a conference call.

The light turned green. He crossed the road and arrived at the entrance to a small side street, quieter, somewhat older, with cobblestones and façades that had survived several epochs. Here he slowed his pace. Here one could breathe. Here the rubbish bins smelled, too, but in a more honest way.

A young couple came towards him. They walked side by side, but not together.

"You never listen to me," said the woman.

"I simply don't have time for that sort of thing," answered the man, without looking at her.

He stopped.

Time.

He remembered how often he had heard this word. Once it had meant patience. Today it seemed to be an excuse.

What struck him about this small scene was not the content of the quarrel, but the tone. No fire, no passion, not even genuine anger. Only this tired, worn-down indifference that arises when two people have been together so long they have stopped wondering at each other. He knew this phenomenon. He had always known it. But it hurt him each time anew, because he knew: miracles begin precisely where attention ends. And love begins precisely where one stops calculating whether it's worth it.

The couple disappeared around the corner. He stood for a moment and looked in the direction they had gone, with the expression of a man who is simultaneously very sad and very patient. Then he squared his shoulders not with resignation, but the way one does when knowing the story is not yet over.

He continued on his way.

A few streets further he stopped in front of a small café. Inside sat people, each alone and yet collectively solitary. Their hands held devices, their eyes sought screens, but hardly anyone looked at the person across from them.

He entered.

No one noticed him.

He sat down at a free table and listened.

The café was called, as he could read from the board above the counter, "Bean there, done that," which he considered a bold name, since it implied that the experience of drinking coffee here was one you'd gotten through. Coffee came in cups almost the size of buckets, and on every cup a name had been written by the barista with a thick marker. He watched a middle-aged man who was called Jake, or at least had Jake written on his cup standing at his laptop, typing, drinking, talking on the phone, and occasionally glancing at his smartwatch, all simultaneously, with the concentrated exhaustion of a man who believes that rest must feel like failure.

He ordered a simple coffee. The barista asked whether he'd like it as a flat white, cortado, lungo, cold brew, or oat milk latte. He considered briefly and asked for a simple coffee. The young woman behind the counter blinked at him, tapped something into her system, blinked again, and finally said: "I'll put it in as an Americano, okay?" He nodded. They were both satisfied. It was a small triumph of mutual understanding.

He drank his coffee, which was very hot and very good, and continued to listen.

"I don't need anyone," said a voice at the next table. "These days you can't rely on anyone."

He was silent for a moment.

Then he said quietly: "Perhaps because no one has learned to be reliable anymore."

The person looked up briefly, confused, almost irritated. Then they shrugged and turned back to their screen.

He smiled sadly.

"You have learned so much," he said softly, "but you have forgotten the most important thing."

What the most important thing was, he didn't want to say aloud. Not because he didn't know, but because he had learned that truths spoken too loudly echo in empty rooms. You must whisper them. You must live them. You must show them in such a way that the other person believes they found them themselves. That had always been his style. Parables, not lectures. Questions, not answers. A seed, not a tree.

Only in this café no one was listening. Not because they were wicked or uninterested. They were simply full. Full of information, notifications, opinions, appointments, expectations. Like glasses filled to the brim, into which nothing more can be poured not even water.

He paid for his coffee, which was its own small odyssey, since he wanted to pay with cash, and the young girl at the register looked at him as though he had handed her a wish list in cuneiform. Eventually a colleague appeared who explained where the cash drawer was, and everything was resolved.

Outside the world continued. Faster. Louder. Fuller. And yet something was missing.

He stood up and went back out into the streets.

No one followed him. No one called his name.

And perhaps, he thought, therein lay the greatest change of all.
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