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((pp 119-129)) 

 

 

Part III 

 

13:45, the corner shop was open. Without the extra room, wallpapered white, 

down three little steps, it would be just a newsstand with a door. The woman 

who sat behind the till wore a blouse with a wide collar, and above that a 

collar of fat around her neck just as wide, which wobbled as she grunted 

“Hello.”  There were coffee stains down the blouse. The woman had trouble 

sleeping. Bernhard saw her out walking at night. She never walked a dog, but 

wandered the streets of the neighbourhood aimlessly, with no fixed timetable, 

with no umbrella. 

 Bernhard had taken a hot shower, shaved twice and put on his best shirt, 

having also decided he’d wear his best suit – the one that was supposed to be 

for weddings and funerals only. It hung in the wardrobe, shrouded in plastic, 

waiting for the right occasion. He had made another espresso and this time he 

drank it. He wanted to give today a second chance. He wanted to drive to the 

office as though it were first thing in the morning, put in a good day’s work 

and in the evening pour himself a glass of wine, then go to bed early. Maybe 

he could even go jogging before the wine, he thought as he walked over to the 

corner shop. The suit was far too warm for summer. He also didn’t know why 

he felt the need to bring Klarissa a box of chocolates. Or even if corner shops 

like this carried chocolates. At least he’d find that out soon enough. 

 There was a man in front of the shop drinking beer from the can. He 

wore a leather coat which made Bernhard break into a sweat just to look at it. 

The man didn’t seem to sweat at all. He squashed the can in his fist and then 

licked up drops of beer where it had spilled. He had a long tongue. He was a 

fixture here at the shop, just like the blue-grey van, always parked at the same 

spot as though it never went anywhere. There was a garish pink logo on the 

side of the van: RATINGEN. If you want to cancel your Vodafone contract, 
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you have to send a letter to Ratingen, that’s about as much as most people 

know. A country road connected Ratingen with Bernhard’s home town, a 

narrow strip of beaten earth that led through the cornfields, frayed at the edges. 

There was a bus between the two towns, picking up girls in jodhpurs as it ran 

past peeling wooden crosses painted with the names of young men. There was 

an exit to the motorway as well, curled around a brothel and the only bus stop 

on the whole route which had its own lay-by and shelter. Bernhard had no 

problem with Ratingen as such, but he didn’t like the kind of coincidence that 

knew the name of the dump next to the dump he had grown up in, wrote it on a 

van and then parked it in front of his door all the way over here in the east of 

Germany. The corner shop smelled of freshly-baked something, though it had 

no oven. The cheese in the chill cabinet was only two days from expiry. The 

fat woman had a thick Saxon accent. A child jumped down the three steps 

from the back room of the shop and barged into Bernhard, waist-high. The sun 

was shining through the shelves in front of the window. There was a dusty 

camera hanging from the ceiling. Crates of beer in the middle of the room, 

stacked up as tall as a man. The shop was tiny but it was still impossible to see 

all of it at once. 

 “Yeah, yeah,” the child said in a squeaky voice.  

 Coins jingled.  

 “That enough?”  

 The woman grunted. 

 Bernhard tried to gather his thoughts. It wasn’t just the chocolates. He 

had almost run out of tooth paste. And there were only two loo rolls by the 

toilet. He turned around. The child called out in a shrill voice, he couldn’t 

catch the words. Bernhard thought he saw a shadow disappear behind the beer 

crates. There were white tiles on the floor, dust and grit squeaked under the 

soles of his shoes, the chest freezer thudded away and drops of water formed 

on the sliding glass lid. Bernhard glanced over his shoulder. The crates on this 

side were full of mineral water. Also stacked up tall as a man. The door 

slammed hard as the child went out. The shop bell jangled in surprise and was 

still tinkling away as the child raced off down the street on a bicycle. 
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Chocolates, Bernhard thought, and went around the stack of crates one more 

time. Nougat, caramel crunch, liqueur fillings, the boxes red and sky-blue, 

round or hexagonal; they cost about as much as they would at a filling station. 

He needed the most expensive ones. He went around the tower of crates and 

found the woman standing on the steps. 

 “I’ll take these, please,” he said.  

 “I see.”  

 The tram rattled past outside behind the shower gel and the shampoo, 

shaking the shop floor and clanking its bell as it went. The child on the bike? 

Bernhard wondered. And what did the woman mean by “I see”? 

 “Of course, Mr Duder,” she added. 

 She knew his name. She took the chocolates from him with meaty 

fingers. Her backside was shapeless in the sweat suit pants, all of a piece with 

her thighs. Listen now, Bernhard would have liked to ask, why do you have a 

van from Ratingen? Are you trying to take the piss or what? 

 The man in the leather coat came in, took another can of beer without 

paying and went out again to hang about in front of the door. Bernhard forgot 

to buy toothpaste, toilet paper and bread rolls, and by now he wouldn’t be in 

the office by two o’clock. There were road works on Schleußiger Weg. A ten-

minute journey ended up taking half an hour. 

 

At two o’clock Gabriele’s train rolled past a nameless village where a stray 

cow stood aimlessly on the high street. At five past two the train stopped in the 

middle of nowhere. At two o’clock Klarissa had been prising a stable free and 

separating the pages of a document. Klaus Ackermann had been on the 

telephone. Thirty minutes later the two of them were standing in front of the 

door to Bernhard’s office, bending over the door handle as if it were a rare 

specimen. 

 Right at that moment Bernhard was sitting at the steering wheel as two 

hands in fingerless gloves slammed down on the bonnet of his car. A girl’s 

face, studded with piercings, peered through his windscreen for a moment and 

said something unfriendly, then she was off across the street on her inline 
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skates and had already forgotten about him. Bernhard had spotted a free 

parking spot too late and slammed on the brakes. The rest of the traffic hadn’t 

accepted that he was really going to reverse. Horns blared, a man with greying 

temples was waving his hands in the rear-view mirror. The gearbox ground. 

Bernhard put on his hazard lights and squeezed into the gap. 

 “All right, folks,” the train driver announced over the loudspeaker. “So 

we’re sitting here staring out of the window.” A murmur ran the length of the 

compartment, some people laughed. “Please take note, important information 

– this is not Jena main station! Please do not disembark!”  

 The laughter became louder and a few people clapped. Fields lay fallow 

outside the window, a patchwork in various shades of green and brown, all 

held together by low apple trees that stuck out of the landscape like crooked 

nails marking the joins. There wasn’t a house to be seen, not even a road that 

could lead off to a village somewhere out of sight. The hills looked like 

painted flats, theatre scenery. Gabriele jammed her knee up against the folding 

table and felt anything but comfortable. The fabric on the chairs was loading 

static electricity into her hair, the compartment was ram full and smelled of 

salami. She tried to stay calm and think about Bernhard. Bernhard in shorts, 

wearing that jacket that made her laugh and made her worry about him too. 

How long was it now since he’d had a good night’s sleep? Ten nights? Or was 

it twenty? She knew that she had married a worrier, that sometimes his self-

doubt tipped over into mania. She had met plenty of cocky men in her time, 

who had always ended up pleading with her to save their miserable little souls. 

Bernhard would rather hack off his own arm than entrust her with 

responsibility for his soul. Quite the opposite. More than anything, he wanted 

not to be a burden. He thought he was a millstone round her neck, and 

embarrassing to boot. Gabriele didn’t contradict him. She didn’t tell him he 

was right either. But she knew that when a person was haggling with himself, 

nobody else had any say in the matter. And she trusted that time would show 

him, slowly yet surely, that what he refused to believe was true all the same: 

that she liked her life with him in it. 

 These days he somehow managed to lose odd shoes and end up with 
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mismatched pairs. This was new, and had nothing to do with his guilt 

complex. Something had changed, had reached a new level, leading Gabriele 

to wonder when exactly she had set foot on a climb that led up into trackless 

mist. She had a nagging feeling that she had made a mistake by embarking on 

the journey. She had barely begun it and she was already stuck. 

 Reinhards had been talking ever since Gabriele climbed into the sports 

car and Bernhard vanished from sight behind the sharp bend in the road. First 

he talked about how they would miss their train. Then he talked about how 

they had caught it after all. He talked about how he could hardly believe it. It 

was a small miracle. A sign. It was all his doing. It was a chance for him to 

hold forth about the meaning of travel, as such. Cultural exchange, economic 

progress. Globalisation, in the real sense of the term, is five hundred years old. 

He ended up arguing passionately that travel is not just some arbitrary step in 

humanity’s onward progress but an evolutionary leap, perhaps the most 

important in the history of the human race. When all’s said and done, he 

declared, Marco Polo and Neil Armstrong are kindred spirits, so to speak, and 

remember that when the first railways got started –24 kilometres an hour, 

comical really – people declared that such dizzying speeds would inevitably 

damage the brain. And what, he asked, would Stafford, Young and Cernan say 

about that? 

 “The Charlie Brown landing capsule reached a top speed of 39,897 km/h 

on its way back to Earth.” 

 Reinhards was one of those talkers who think that if the other person 

isn’t saying anything, they must be hanging on every word. He was Gabriele’s 

boss, so she had that much respect for him. However, if he thought she was 

impressed by this sort of speechifying he was much mistaken. Gabriele knew 

why she had to go with him this time. It was the same reason why she came 

along to every trade fair and every bog-standard building site. Certainly 

Reinhards valued her skills. Most of all though, he loved to imagine that one 

day they might end up having an affair. Gabriele couldn’t care less. Reinhards 

didn’t scare her in the least. But his long speeches were irritating. She bit her 

thumbnail and thought that at her age, she shouldn’t bite her nails. Sadly there 



 

David Finck – THE HIDING PLACE / English sample translation 
© 2014 by Schoeffling & Co 

 
7/10 

was no other way to put up with Reinhards’ lumbering attempts to move on 

from Hong Kong, the colonial era, democracy and the Yellow Peril to home 

sweet home and the gardens of Saxony. She had to chew her nails. Now he 

was intoning portentously about his two children, since apparently he wanted 

to talk about them “as such” – as if the mere fact of their existence could yield 

some revelation. He used phrases like “I could never have imagined earlier 

that …” and “I’ve learned to look at life in a whole new way ever since …”. 

He spoke about his children, Nele and Marvin, but didn’t mention his wife at 

all. 

 Suddenly he interrupted himself. “Gabriele?”  

 For a moment she thought he was going to ask if everything was all 

right. That would have been a first. As it turned out, he obviously thought he 

had softened her up enough to get to the point. 

 “I wanted to thank you for coming along.” He paused for her to say 

“Don’t mention it” or “I wouldn’t miss it”, then went on when he realised that 

Gabriele was not in the mood for conventional politeness. 

 “I’d never seal this deal without your help.”  

 “It’s a very good deal,” Gabriele replied.  

 “If you say so.”  

 “Boulanger speaks fluent German.”  

 Gabriele got a hangnail between her teeth. 

 “All the same,” Reinhards insisted, “if it weren’t for you I’d be stuck 

speaking German.”  

 Gabriele tugged at the hangnail, which was amazingly tough. She didn’t 

want to look up at the sincerity plastered all over Reinhards’ face. Then she’d 

feel sorry for him, as she well knew. She didn’t want to have to spend the rest 

of the journey being nice to him. The hangnail tore free, right down to the 

quick. 

 “You’re bleeding,” Reinhards said. 

 He was right. She was amazed how much blood there was. Out of all 

proportion to the injury itself. She knew what to do with this sort of injury. 

She put her thumb in her mouth and got up to go to the toilet. 
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Bernhard wasn’t going to lose his cool just because of a bit of a traffic jam, or 

because he’d almost run over a skater. Even if his second attempt to get today 

started had hit a bumpy road, there was still a lot he wanted to do. First of all – 

twenty-one, twenty-two – take a deep breath and look at this journey Gabriele 

was making as what it was, something perfectly ordinary. Five days, so not 

pleasant of course, but no reason to panic. He had made a promise. He’d get 

lots of sleep, and find Jonas. First and foremost he had decided, while taking 

his shower, that from now on he would go to court himself and not send a 

stand-in. He was a lawyer, and a lawyer should go to court. If Ackermann 

followed through on his hints and actually made the law firm over to Bernhard 

one day – well, how would that work if he froze up whenever he faced a judge 

or public prosecutor? It wouldn’t. So something had to change. He decided to 

tell Ackermann right away, make an appointment for two o’clock so that it 

would really happen. Bernhard felt good. The suit would help. And half an 

hour’s delay wasn’t a tragedy, he decided as he locked the car. A dump truck 

over on the building site tipped an avalanche from its load bed, the earth piled 

up into a heap and the only gust of wind Leipzig had seen that day, a wind that 

should have offered the citizens a few moments’ respite on a hot day, grabbed 

a handful of dust and flung it in Bernhard’s face. He laughed, brushed himself 

down and thought, go ahead, day, do your worst. A tram drew up and spat out 

a stream of people, all armed with[car] numberplates, who sorted themselves 

into two lines and marched off toward the office blocks. Bernhard let the 

crowd carry him along, still busy brushing at dust on the plastic wrapping of 

the chocolate box. It clung there because of the static electricity. The girl with 

the inline skates stopped him and asked where she could find the vehicle 

registration offices. She didn’t recognise him out of his car. Bernhard knew the 

way, it was quite straightforward, and although this girl didn’t have piercings 

in her face he decided all the same that something had gone right today. He 

sprang up the last steps to his office, hid the chocolate box behind his back like 

a bunch of flowers and went in. Neither Klarissa nor Ackermann noticed him. 

 “How about a stroll?” Ackermann said to the door of Bernhard’s office. 



 

David Finck – THE HIDING PLACE / English sample translation 
© 2014 by Schoeffling & Co 

 
9/10 

 

Klarissa bent lower, apparently trying to peer through the keyhole. She was 

wearing an anthracite suit with Capri pants and looked like a secretary. The 

hallway was a dark-carpeted, narrow chasm. Forgotten caps from last winter 

hung on the coat hooks. 

 “You work too hard,” Ackermann called out. “All that can wait. Let’s go 

and do something fun.” 

 Klarissa cleared her throat as though she had spoken. Then instead she 

called, “Anyway, there’s a letter for you.”  

 The two of them talked to the door, soothing and cheerful by turn. 

Klarissa sounded like a mother in front of the locked bathroom door behind 

which her daughter is spewing up her guts. Ackermann sounded like a father 

just discovering the limits to his authority. Neither of them touched the door 

handle. They waited in vain for an answer. Klarissa straightened up and 

spotted Bernhard. 

 “Oh no,” she said. 

 And that “Oh no” crushed all of Bernhard’s good intentions. He would 

not go jogging like a good, health-conscious citizen. He knew that he wouldn’t 

pour himself a glass of wine that evening but a whole bottle. “Oh no, that’s not 

me.” Klarissa never looked straight at him like this, never before now. Usually 

nothing flustered her. However hectic things were in the office she looked on 

calmly, almost as though it had nothing to do with her. But now she was 

shocked. Because of Bernhard. He had no idea what was going on. He had a 

strong feeling that nothing he could do would stop things from going down the 

plughole. All his resolution turned to doubt. Doubt makes all things possible. 

Except perhaps that Bernhard had locked himself inside that office. Or maybe 

even that. As long as the doubt was strong enough. 

 “Talk to me!” Ackermann called. 

 Then he noticed him too. “Bernhard!” – he span around and clapped a 

hand over his mouth as though he had broken some taboo in saying the name. 

Ackermann’s gaze was usually level and steady, but now his eyes flickered 

nervously. Everybody fell silent. 
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 “Come here.” 

 Ackermann whispered and wagged his head. There were beads of sweat 

on his brow. He didn’t look very happy that Bernhard had turned up. 

 “What’s that?”  

 “Sorry, what?”  

 Ackermann pointed to the chocolates. For a moment Bernhard was 

surprised as well. Then he shoved the box into Klarissa’s hand without a word 

of explanation. 

 “I see,” Ackermann whispered. 

 Klarissa pretended, silently, to be overjoyed. The next day she would tell 

him three times over what a nice gesture it was. She would offer him a choccy, 

twice, and once he would accept out of politeness.  

 “Who are you talking to out there?”  

 The voice came from Bernhard’s office.  

 How does a philosopher catch a lion? He builds a fence around himself 

and defines where he’s standing as the outside.  

 
 

 

This excerpt is presented for informational purposes only – 

any use or copying for commercial purposes is strictly 

prohibited. 

 

For further information on international rights for this title 

please contact: 

 

Schöffling & Co. ��� 
Foreign Rights 
Kaiserstrasse 79 
���60329 Frankfurt am Main 
Germany 
 
phone: +49 69 92 07 87 16 
fax: +49 69 92 07 87 20 
 
www.schoeffling.de/foreignrights/new 
 


