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A 17-year-old girl in a wheelchair travels home from 

boarding school. On the train, she talks to an elderly lady 

and hopes that her father will pick her up at the station. 
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Story from the book Central Station by Edgar 

Fuhrmann, with texts about people on the edge 

of society, stranded as human flotsam at the 

central station, this labyrinthine center of 

modern societies. 
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reathlessly, the landscape flashed past 

her eyes. On the new railway line, the 

train whizzed along like an airplane on 

the takeoff ramp. 

Involuntarily, she felt for the parking brake of 

her wheelchair. It was still firmly applied: Rolling 

away was impossible! 

She thought back to the week at the boarding 

school. Compared to the weeks before, the past 

days had been almost relaxing. Finally, no class-

work! Even the additional tasks for the practice 

lessons in the afternoon had remained within 

limits. So there had been enough time in the 

evenings for reading and for wheelchair rides in 

the park. 

The train ride was also less strenuous than 

usual. Well, it was October, low season, fewer 

people were on the road. Moreover, her desti-

nation was the terminus, many passengers had 

already disembarked beforehand. But on a Fri-

day afternoon, the trains were usually crowded 

anyway. 

B 
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This time, however, the vestibule of the open 

coach where she stood with her wheelchair was 

almost empty. Apart from her, only an elderly 

lady with a boxer dog had taken a seat in it. 

Although the air conditioning was working at 

sauna level, she had kept her coat on. On her 

head she wore a coffee 

house hat with a discreet 

floral decoration on the 

side. When she felt the gaze 

of her fellow passenger 

resting on her, she started a conversation. 

"You're really brave to undertake such a journey 

in a wheelchair!" 

"Oh, it looks harder than it is. After all, I have 

the railway mission to help me in and out of the 

train." 

"Well, nevertheless, it's not easy – I once had an 

uncle who was disabled.  I know the problems." 

"No, seriously, I'm sure it's no more stressful 

than travelling with a dog. By the way, what's 

your little one's name?" 

"Max. But actually, everyone calls him Maxy." 
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"So he's harmless, then?" 

"Completely. A real sweetheart." 

"Come here, Maxy! Come on ..." 

So far, Maxy had been lying obediently next to 

his mistress, his boxer's brow furrowed in the 

manner of a thinker. The old lady had spread 

out a blanket for him. The vestibule of the train 

was carpeted, but apparently this did not 

dampen the train movements sufficiently for the 

dog. In any case, Max answered every irregular 

rattling of the train with an annoyed twitching of 

his eyes. As soon as he heard his name, he fur-

rowed his brow even more and turned his head 

towards the perhaps 17-year-old girl who had 

spoken out his name. 

"Would you mind if I gave him something to 

snack on?" 

"If you want to ... But don't be disappointed – 

he's pretty picky." 

The girl opened the travel bag standing next to 

the wheelchair and pulled out a box containing 

some provisions. No sooner did Max hear the 

bag rustle than he rose and sat down right 
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beside the wheelchair. His stubby tail twitched 

back and forth in joyful excitement. 

"Now, is there anything good in here?" the girl 

addressed him, unwrapping a liverwurst sand-

wich. "Would you like to share it with Monica?" 

After sniffing the liverwurst sandwich briefly, 

Max greedily gobbled down the morsels Monica 

handed to him. "Obviously he doesn't disdain 

liverwurst sandwiches!" triumphed his benefac-

tress. 

"No, of course not. It reminds him of his master 

– my late husband. He used to spoil him with 

liverwurst, too." 

The old lady looked at her dog with a touched 

expression. Max, however, only had eyes for the 

liverwurst sandwich. 

"I suppose you notified the railway mission be-

fore the trip?" she asked. 

"Yes, but today I might not need them at all. 

Usually my mother picks me up. But she's in the 

hospital right now. That's why my father is 

coming to the station today – and he can lift me 
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off the train himself. – But you shouldn't bite 

me, Maxy!" 

Max had already devoured the first sandwich. 

Flatteringly, he nudged Monica's hand with his 

muzzle until his benefactress took another 

sandwich out of the box. 

"But listen, this is the last one!" Monica looked 

questioningly over at the old lady. 

Her fellow traveller nodded sympathetically. "If 

you can spare the sandwich, feel free to feed 

him. He never eats more than he can stand. – 

What's the matter with your mother, if you 

don't mind me asking?" 

"Well, nothing too bad. Only before the surgery 

it was pretty painful. Gallstones, you know." 

"Oh my God, how unpleasant!" 

"These days, it's just a routine surgery," Monica 

explained calmly. "'Minimally invasive,' the doc-

tors say: just a very small incision. But the sur-

gery was only yesterday. That's why my mother 

can't come to the station today." 

She turned back to Max: "So, that's it now! 

There's nothing left." 
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Max frowned and 

looked intently at 

his benefactress: 

Surely she couldn't 

be serious? 

"But mostly you are picked up by your mother?" 

"Yes, as a matter of fact. My father is away a lot 

on business, and on Friday afternoons, when I 

come home from boarding school, he's usually 

stuck in a traffic jam somewhere. – What's the 

problem, Maxy?" 

Max had started again to press Monica's hand 

with his muzzle. At first he had been content to 

be patted a little in response. But since this was 

not the real aim of his efforts, he had at last be-

gun to snort loudly. 

The elderly lady smiled pleasantly. "Don't worry 

– that's what he always does when he enjoys 

something." 

"I see," Monica nodded, though of course she 

knew what Max was after. 

"And so you go to a boarding school?" 
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"Yes, that's why I travel by train in the first 

place: from Monday to Friday I'm at boarding 

school, the weekend I spend at home." 

"Wasn't there a school closer to your home?" 

"In fact, there were a few. But my father felt 

they weren't good enough for my purposes." 

"He might be right about that. My granddaugh-

ter is in her fourth college now – schools are not 

all the same!" 

For a while they gazed silently out of the train 

window, where trees, cars and meadows passed 

in rapid succession. Only Max was still busy with 

his silent persuasions. 

"You know," Monica resumed the thread of 

conversation, "in the beginning it was quite 
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hard. The unfamiliar surroundings, you don't 

know anyone, and then there are only people 

like me everywhere, all with physical handicaps. 

It really is a kind of ghetto. But now I've gotten 

used to it." 

"After all, you do make new friends over time, 

don't you?" 

"Yes, of course. And then I still have the week-

end." 

"Don't you have any homework to do in your 

free time?" 

"Oh, that's not so bad. At boarding school we 

have special homework hours – so there's not 

much left to do on the weekends. Mostly I do 

something with my mother." 

"And your father?" 

Monica shrugged her shoulders. "He often has 

to work on weekends. But when he has the 

time, he sometimes goes on an outing with my 

sisters." 

She reached into her bag once more. Max 

nudged her harder now – he felt he had almost 

reached his goal. "All right, you rascal – but just 
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a very little bit more!" she said with mock se-

verity. 

"It looks like he enjoys bologna, too", she noted 

while feeding the next sandwich to Max. 

"With sausage, he's not so choosy. The only 

thing he doesn't like is brawn – I think he can't 

stand the goo." The old lady wrinkled her nose, 

indicating that she shared her dog's taste in this 

respect. 

Monica was completely engrossed in feeding the 

dog. "Yes, it's all right ... Be good and you'll get 

some more!" 

Max impatiently endured the caresses between 

the morsels that his benefactress held out to 

him. It was obvious that he would have liked to 

eat the whole sandwich right away, but the box 

was too small for his snout. 

Outside, the first rows of skyscrapers flashed by. 

A few factories and a small grassy area were 

followed by more high-rises and finally the first 

smaller suburban centers. In a few minutes they 

would reach the central station. 
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The elderly lady already slipped on her coat. 

"How many brothers and sisters do you have, if I 

may ask?" 

"Two – an older and a younger sister." 

"And you don't do anything with them on the 

weekends?" 

"You know, they're 15 and 18 years old now, so 

they want to go to the disco, meet boys ..." 

"And you have no interest in such things?" The 

old lady interrupted herself: "Oh, excuse me – 

for a moment I forgot that you ..." 

"That's okay!" Monica reassured her. "Of course 

I like going to the disco ... It's just ... Well, there 

are parties at our boarding school sometimes, 

and they are ..." 

"Excuse me – but do you think we have to get 

off on the left or the right?" 

"On the right, I think." 

Outside, one of the last suburban stops before 

the main station was whizzing past the windows. 

The vestibule was now filling up more and more 

with passengers getting ready to leave the train. 

Max was already sniffing excitedly at the door. 
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Now there were more important things to do 

than beg for liverwurst sandwiches. 

"He'll be picked up, won't he?" asked Monica. 

"Yes," laughed her fellow traveller, "we're both 

being picked up. I'm visiting my son, you know? 

– Well, have a nice weekend – and all the best 

for your mother! You will visit her in hospital, 

won't you?" 

"It's only a minor operation. Probably not worth 

the trouble of loading and unloading the wheel-

chair." 

The train had slowed down. It had already 

turned the last curve and was now heading for 

the track where it would stop within a few mo-

ments. Indeed, the exit was on the right-hand 

side. 
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"If you tell me what your father looks like, I'll 

keep an eye out for him." 

"No need, thank you. I've arranged a fixed 

meeting point with him." 

With a final, prolonged squeal, the train came to 

a stop. Max had already begun to whimper with 

excitement. 

The old lady turned around once more. "Do you 

need any more assistance?" 

"No thanks, if necessary the railway mission will 

help me." 

"Well then – take care!" 

"Goodbye!" 

The door opened and the passengers poured 

out. Max couldn't resist being the first to jump 

off the train. Between several coats, Monica 

could see him peering excitedly in all directions. 

Then she heard the old lady call out loudly 

"'Yoo-hoo!" Apparently she had spotted her son. 

Through the general exit hubbub, the dog's yelp 

of joy and a few scraps of words reached her 

ear: "Yes, very pleasant journey, nice girl, in a 

wheelchair, but excellent manners ..." 
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Then lady and dog were swallowed up by the 

crowd. 

As soon as the last passenger had got off, two 

ladies from the railway mission stepped into the 

vestibule to help her off the train. When the 

wheelchair was on the platform and her bag was 

stowed in the rack at the back, one of them 

asked: "Is there anything else you need?" 

"No thanks, my father is coming to pick me up." 

"Do you already see him?" 

"No, but I'm sure he'll be here soon." 

"Then everything is fine." 

She thanked the two ladies and then went to 

the waiting shelter in the middle of the plat-

form. This was where she wanted to meet her 

father in case he couldn't make it in time for the 

train's arrival. 

While the last passengers from the train walked 

past her, she looked strained towards the exit, 

from where she expected her father to come. 

She had firmly promised herself not to get 

nervous if he should arrive a little late. After all, 

this had already happened several times. But 
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the big station clock that was relentlessly 

counting down the seconds above her made it 

difficult for her to stick to her resolution. 

Was she perhaps sit-

ting in front of the 

wrong waiting shelter? 

She drove down the 

platform, but there 

was no other waiting 

shelter. To make matters worse, her mobile 

phone battery was dead, so she couldn't check if 

something had interfered with her father. 

When she had already been waiting for more 

than half an hour, the thought occurred to her 

that her father might have noted down the 

wrong arrival time and would only come to the 

next train. In fact, it happened more often that 

she took a train later. On Fridays it frequently 

came about that someone celebrated a 

birthday, the room had to be tidied up or a 

study group was offered for an exam taking 

place the next week. 
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This thought comforted her. Reassured, she re-

mained seated at the agreed meeting point. To 

pass the time, she studied the greeting habits of 

the passengers disembarking from the trains. 

She could observe everything from lukewarm 

handshakes and routine kisses to shouts of joy 

and exalted hugs.  A young man almost fell over 

when his girlfriend rushed towards him. But 

they both just laughed and then embraced each 

other in a long, heartfelt kiss. 

The next train from her direction arrived and 

departed again – but there was still no sign of 

her father. Instead, the two ladies from the rail-

way mission appeared on the platform once 

again. This time they picked up an old man in a 

wheelchair, who was immediately welcomed by 

his daughter. 

She had moved to the other side of the platform 

in the meantime so as not to be seen. A sense of 

shame and exposure had spread through her. It 

felt as if she was sitting naked in her wheelchair. 

She knew herself that she should not have given 

in to the feeling, but it was stronger than her. 



18 
 

Once again she told herself that her father 

would certainly pick her up from the next train. 

But in fact she had long since realised that she 

was only fooling herself. Her father had simply 

forgotten about her. Even if she waited here all 

afternoon, he would not pick her up. He was 

probably sitting in his armchair in front of the 

television, enjoying his evening off, a beer in his 

hand. 

Without realising what she was doing, she rolled 

forward to the top of the platform, where a "No 

Trespassing" sign commanded her to stop. For a 

while she watched the trains coming and going, 

the metallic glitter of the sun on the roofs of the 

wagons as they disappeared like exotic snakes 

into the jungle of the distance. 

She wondered if she shouldn't just get on any 

train – no matter what the destination was. She 

imagined getting off somewhere on the Spanish 

coast or in an old Italian town and then letting 

herself drift with the serene stream of holiday-

makers. 
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On a broad piazza she would drink an espresso 

and smoke the first cigarette of her life. In the 

slanting light of the afternoon, someone would 

approach her, sit down next to her and start a 

conversation, just like that, without meaning or 

purpose, just to listen to the bright sound of the 

words that harmonised so beautifully with the 

splashing of the fountain in the middle of the 

piazza. 

For a while she continued to indulge in her 

dreams. Then she went to the ladies from the 

railway mission and asked them to help her find 

a suitable taxi. 

 


