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Bunker






I still have to get the keys. They’re in the bedroom, on the bed. Back into the bunker. Damn, the paraffin lamps have burnt out, even though I had two for each room in it. Funny, I thought those things lasted longer. What a waste, six lamps in three rooms, and all of them gone out. Dammit! I have a torch in the car. Must be in the glove compartment, but I don’t feel like going back for it. If I leave the door wide open there might be enough light from the stairway for me to see into the back room.


It’s still light enough here in the front room. I’ll leave the connecting door wide open. It’s already quite dark in the second room. The fittings of the little kitchen counter along the wall don’t reflect much of the light coming in. Pitch black in the third room. My feet come up against the plastic sack, and then I have to feel my way along the side of the bed. Why did those stupid lamps go out so quickly? I filled them, or did I forget to? Well, that won’t get me anywhere now. I need those damn keys. Where are they? I left them on the bed. I feel the pillow, nothing there. The sheet under it, still nothing. OK, keep calm. Those keys just have to be here. Keep calm! Pull the quilt right down to the foot of the bed…nothing. Those bloody things must be here. I saw them, clearly! Chucked them on the bed with the rest of the stuff from the jacket. This is too much. I’ll just strip off all the bedclothes. Maybe the keys will fall on the floor then… Nothing. Shit, shit, shit! Rummage through everything again – still nothing.


Where are the stupid things? Keep calm. Think about it, think. Of course, I must have knocked them under the bed. Crawl under it. Disgusting, dust and dirt all over the place. And those crumbly heaps of something. Heaps of what? Mouse shit, can only be mouse shit. This place must be teeming with mice, filthy vermin. It stinks of mouse piss down here too, and I’m lying flat on my front in all that dirt, groping about in the dark for those damn keys. I squeeze under the bed as far as I can; I can touch the wall with my fingertips now, it’s all cold and slimy. No wonder the whole wall’s mouldy, everything down here is damp and cold. Dust, dirt, mouse piss, mould. This is getting me nowhere, I’ll have to go and fetch the torch or nothing’s going to come of this, nothing at all. I slowly begin wriggling out from under the bed again.


What’s that sound? Is there someone at the door? No, can’t be, who’d be there? That fat slob is dead. But there’s someone tinkering about with the door. No, no! Damn it, there is someone there. Can’t be her, can it? Who’s there? Shit, shit! This is all going wrong! Who can that be? Just don’t let me hear the door squeal now, please don’t let it squeal!


Push off from the wall and crawl out from under the bed. Takes far too long. I’ll do it yet, I’ll make it to the door. Quick, quick! I’m scurrying on all fours, trying to stand up as I crawl, trying to get to the door. Through the second room. I can see the door! The bunker door closes slowly, very slowly. Squealing.


Darkness. I stumble, fall to the ground. My face hits the concrete – it feels hard, cold, clammy. The palms of my hands are stinging from the impact. I try to push myself up, raise my head, look at the door. It’s closed. All dark around me, only that narrow strip of light under the bunker door. I crawl forward, making for the strip of light. I can hear myself breathing, taking air in noisily through my open mouth. I’m breathing fast, my ribcage rising and falling at every breath. I lie down flat on the floor in front of the strip of light. Try to get my face really close to it. I can feel the cold draught of air coming into the bunker through the gap. Maybe I can look out through it? I have to squeeze my face down on the floor even harder. Very close to the gap, right up against it. The shadow of two feet. The shadow disappears.


I hear a hollow thud; the wooden trapdoor has come down, the gap with the light showing through has gone. Total darkness. Everything’s black, everything. Pitch dark everywhere.


I’m still lying in front of the door. The right-hand side of my face on the cold concrete floor, mouth and nose pressed to the gap under the metal door. I’m gasping for air in panic, like a fish on dry land.


I lie there. I ought really to jump up, shout, hammer frantically on that door. But I lie there exhausted, empty. Losing any sense of time in the darkness. Feeling the cold of the concrete seeping slowly into me, feeling myself chilling. It’s like falling into a dark hole. I suck air in, and with every breath I’m pulled deeper. I close my eyes, or did I just open them? Doesn’t matter, the darkness is still the same. I lie there feeling drained, horribly drained.


The room is bathed in red light. I can’t make out where the light’s coming from. In it I see myself getting up, slowly looking around. I’m not alone. I hear footsteps. I’m walking through this sea of red light, following the footsteps into the middle room. I see him there, a big, strong man. Hair cut very short, jeans and army jacket. He’s going through the room, right to the back room of the bunker. At the back wall he stops, turns to me. I see his face, a striking nose with a dip in it, prominent cheekbones, eyes deep-set in their sockets. Eyelids drooping, expression of burning self-confidence and determination. He pushes off from the wall with one leg, strides towards the locked steel door, turns his right shoulder in that direction and rams the door with it. The door springs open with a deafening noise, glaring white light dazzles me, hurts my eyes. I put my hands up to protect my face. He must have jumped over me. I lower my hands again, carefully open my eyes.


The room is pitch black, the bunker door is closed, I’m still flat out on the cold floor in front of the door, I’m trapped in this hole underground.


A week earlier…


Friday afternoon, the evening rush hour, car after car, bumper to bumper, all the way down the street. The air is full of exhaust fumes from the vehicles, a stale smell with every breath you take. Loud traffic noise, horns honking, edgy, impatient pedestrians in amongst it all. Everyone wants to get home. A woman hurries over the road, dodging the stationary cars. Cyclists wind their way through the queuing traffic, swerving right or left wherever there’s a small gap. Crowding together at the lights. One of them can’t wait, rides his bike along the pavement. Pushes past the pedestrians, almost running one of them down. The man jumps out of the way just in time, shouts angrily at the cyclist. The cyclist rides on, takes no notice. I stand on the pavement watching. Cars right down both sides of the street. A line of parked vehicles adds to the traffic chaos. I look across at the car hire firm’s parking place. All the vehicles are quite old models, but all washed and polished. The building the other side of the fleet of cars is concrete, large windows without any visible frames, just dark outlines where they fit into the concrete slabs. I can’t see into the building through the tinted glass of the windows. A customer goes in. The glazed front door opens automatically. Through the open door I get a moment’s glimpse of the interior. She’s standing behind the dark wood of the reception counter.


She’s busy sorting through a stack of papers. No one else in the room. The door closes, opens again a little later. She shows the customer out, gives him the car keys. I see the red tag of the keys, there’s a brief exchange of words, they shake hands, the man gets into a grey BMW. She waves him out of the parking slot, smiles briefly, nods and goes back into the building.


I cross the road, winding my way through the stationary traffic like the other pedestrians. I cross the car park. The path is paved with exposed aggregate concrete slabs.


The automatic glass door opens. I go in. She’s busy with her papers again. She doesn’t even look up. Doesn’t say a word to me. Goes on putting her papers in order, as if she were still alone in the room.


I stop at the counter. Wait, never taking my eyes off her.


‘We’re closing in two minutes’ time.’


‘I know.’


She’s kneeling in front of me, her hands tied behind her back with a length of washing line round her wrists. Her back is bent so that her shoulders hunch forward. Her head is bowed, her shoulder-length dark hair hangs over her face like a curtain. I hear her breathing in and out. She takes in air, lets it out again through her tightly closed lips with a soft little hissing sound. Kneeling, she comes nearly up to my belt. I take a step back. Her breasts rise and fall with every breath. She’s afraid, I can feel her fear. A small, gleaming drop of sweat runs down to her breasts. I watch the drop slowly making its way over her bare skin, disappearing down into her neckline.


With my left hand I take hold of her hair, grab it tight, jerk her head back. She utters a short scream. Damn it, I want her to look me in the face. Her eyes avoid me. She keeps staring down. Her forehead is wet with sweat, her eye make-up smeared, streaks of mascara running down her cheeks. The outlines of her face are blurred by the smudged make-up. She whimpers, sniffs, draws air noisily in through her nose.


I pull her head back again with my left hand. My right hand grabs her chin and squeezes it.


‘Where’s the key? Come on, where’s the key?’


She sniffs snot back up her nose again. I swing back the hand that was squeezing her chin just now, hit her in the face. She moans. Even though I’m still holding her hair, her head jerks slightly to one side. The rim of one nostril turns red, a thin trail of blood runs out of her nose and down her chin. She’s crying quietly.


‘The key, right now!’


My left hand shakes her head back and forth. Droplets of blood fan out on my shirt. I feel disgusted. And furious. Why doesn’t she say something? Why does she just keep on crying?


I clench my fist and hit her in the face once more. Her head jerks to one side again. Next moment she falls forward with her eyes closed and her mouth pursed up. She stays there propped on her shoulders for a second, then slowly shifts back to a kneeling position. I look into her face. It’s ridiculous, with that pouting mouth and her eyes like slits.


‘The key, or else…’






I’m kneeling in front of him, my hands tied behind my back. He’s walking nervously around in front of me, his upper body moving back and forth. I try not to look at him, keep my eyes fixed on his shoes. Trainers. He’s trying to be cool. Arsehole. Just don’t look at him, look at his shoes, don’t look him in the eye. Don’t look at his face. Keep looking at his shoes. His shoes.


He grabs my hair with one hand and wrenches my head far back. Swings his arm. I feel a deep, penetrating pain, my skull seems to be splitting. That bastard, he hit me in the face! I hurt all over. My head, my shoulders, my hands and knees. That bastard, that filthy, bloody bastard! The key, or else… the key… I don’t have the key!


He swings his arm back again, hits me in the face a second time. Bright lightning flashes in front of my eyes. My left eye is throbbing. I can hardly stand the pain. Like a long, sharp needle running through my skull. Going deeper every time my heart beats, deeper and deeper. I try opening my eyes. Open your eyes! For God’s sake open your eyes! It’s no good. I can’t open them. The pain! Open your eyes! Pull yourself together, open them! The light’s so bright, incredibly glaring. I can’t keep my eyes open. Can’t. I try again. My left eye stays closed, my right eye opens just a crack. Everything’s all blurred. The hand in my hair jerks my head back. Pain again, my head is bursting.


The key…the key…I feel as if the ground’s giving way under me. Heat rises in me, running up over my back, the nape of my neck, it takes hold of my head from behind, breaks over my forehead like a wave. I slowly sag and collapse, let myself fall…just let myself fall…


I fall through a never-ending black void. Suddenly there’s something shining – I feel drawn to that light, it’s like swimming through the void towards the light. The brightness pushes the dark away. I’m in a room. I know the room, I’ve been here before, I’ve been here countless times. Don’t know when. Don’t know why. I’m turning around myself, turning on my own axis. Seeing the room through my eyes, seeing myself at the same time, watching myself turning and looking around. The little boy appears as if out of nowhere, standing in front of me, small and skinny. I go towards him, I don’t recognize him, yet he’s somehow familiar to me, like the room where I find myself now. The boy’s face changes, it looks more familiar with every step that I take closer to him. Joachim? Joachim, it’s Joachim, it must be Joachim! My doubts change to certainty. With a girl beside him, maybe thirteen years old, dark-blonde hair in plaits. Closer, closer still. Where did that girl come from all of a sudden? She’s standing in the room beside me, no, she’s not beside me… I’m inside her. I’m the girl. I’m the girl, I’m a child again. The images flow into each other, each emerging from the one before it. The boy, Joachim, turns to me. I can’t understand what he’s saying. He’s babbling away much too fast. I can’t understand him, it makes no sense. Slowly, words form.


I’m beginning to understand him. ‘Piggy bank.’ I look at the floor. There are bits of broken earthenware all over it. Coins among the broken bits. Pfennigs, ten-pfennig pieces. Joachim bends down, kneels in front of me. He’s wearing short trousers, kneeling on the broken piggy bank with his legs bare, his knees bleeding. He looks down at the coins. My hand takes hold of his soft hair, shakes his head, hauls it up to me, his face wet with tears. Snot running out of his nose. ‘You lousy little thief!’ I feel the rage in me, I feel incredible rage. My free hand keeps hitting his little head, won’t stop. He’s bleeding, I keep on hitting him, again and again…until his head, his body go slack, hanging from my hand. I watch myself with indifference as I let go of him. His body sags, now he’s lying on the floor without moving, lying on the broken piggy bank. Blood slowly trickles from his ear in a thin red line. Curious, I put out my hand to touch the trickle of blood. See it shining on my fingertip. I bend down, feel my lips touching his cheek; I kiss his hair, all smeared with blood. Even as my lips touch him I want him to disappear. His body has to go! I must get it away! I fetch the wheelbarrow, try to heave the body into it. Even though he’s so small and thin, he feels incredibly heavy. As soon as I’ve done it and he’s in the wheelbarrow, he slips out again the other side.


‘Hello, Monika, want to take me for a walk?’ I stop in surprise, I turn around. I’m in a meadow, not inside a room any more. Joachim is standing there, leaning against a willow tree. Joachim who was lying on the floor like a dead body just now. He’s holding one hand to his ear, grinning.


The picture blurs, I wake up from the dream, I slip back into reality. I try opening my eyes. It works only with the right eye, and even that eye not properly. I blink, the light’s glaring, dazzling. I close my eye again. Try once more. This time I manage to keep it open a little longer, I’m getting used to the brightness. Where am I? Am I alone? I don’t feel the hand in my hair any more. I’m lying on my side, hands still tied behind my back. My coat over me. On the fitted carpet with my back to the wall, in the corridor between the office door and the staff toilets. How is the coat arranged, where are the coat pockets? On the inside. He’s put the coat over me lining side out. I try to get hold of the fabric with my fingers. Grope around as well as I can with my hands tied behind my back. My arms hurt, my hands feel as if they’ve gone to sleep. I have to wiggle my fingers for a little while to bring them back to life before they’ll obey me. Somehow or other I manage to wedge the fabric between my fingers. I feel the edge of the coat pocket. Get hold of the inside-out edge of the fabric. Pull it towards me, little by little. The fabric slips out of my fingers. Shit! I try again. Once, twice. My pocket-knife is in there. I manage to get my fingers inside the pocket. I feel the cold metal. I must shake the knife out of the pocket. Somehow or other I must shake that damn knife out of my coat pocket. I’ve no idea how I’m going to do it, but I try. Again and again and again. Until I manage to get the knife wedged between my forefinger and middle finger. Slowly pull it out of the pocket. My fingers get stuck at the fabric edge of the coat pocket; I press them more tightly around the handle of the knife. The pressure makes it slip out of my fingers again, back into the coat pocket. Bloody hell.


I hear sounds, footsteps coming closer, very close. I close my eyes, pretend I’m asleep. He’s standing right in front of me. I don’t need to open my eyes, I know who’s standing there. The toe of one shoe is pushed under my face, turns my head suddenly from lying sideways to facing up. My heart is thudding. My breath stays steady. Slowly, I open my right eye. I try to look at him. The light is behind him, so I see only his outline. His body looks massive. He has very short hair. Have I ever seen him before? Does he look familiar to me? A customer? Damn it, I can’t remember.
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