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“We have to see this through to the end.”


Resupplying makes Harry nervous. Even though we know our way blindfold, he folds the basement floor plan out on the table: one hundred and twenty parking spaces spread over forty secure garages, one for each of the thousand-square-metre luxury apartments. It would have been smarter to make the basement a simple rectangle. Perhaps that wasn’t possible because of the building’s construction and foundations. I’m no engineer. Still, a rectangular design with the parking spaces arranged neatly down the long sides would have made security a lot simpler. Harry suspects that the irregular layout was designed to meet the clients’ requirements. With comfort and privacy taking priority. You know how these things go, he says.


I catch a whiff of his agitation. The smell of walnut, fresh walnuts that have just fallen from the tree, with hard, green hulls. We study the floor plan together. I lay a hand on his shoulder, realize that’s not a good idea and pull it back. It’s quiet. Out of habit, I touch the weapon at my hip; there’s no direct danger. I take a step to one side so that the bare bulb can light every corner of the plan.


“So he comes in here.”


He points at the entrance, which is four metres wide and designed to withstand a missile impact. It’s the building’s only entrance. Apparently the ground floor is hermetically sealed: no windows or doors. For security reasons, we have neither a digital pass nor an infrared key, and the scanners don’t recognize our fingerprints. We have to remain in the basement and guard the entrance at all times. Outside, on the other side of the gate, our authorization no longer applies.


“He’ll open the gate and drive the van into the basement. You take up position at Garage 3. In clear view. Keeping him covered at all times. O.K.?”


I nod. “O.K.”


“I’ll ask for his I.D. and a confirmation. At my signal, you walk to the rear of the van. This is where it gets tricky. We have to be on our toes. When he swings open the doors, we have a fraction of a second to assess the situation.”


“No time to talk,” I add. “Each of us, separately, decides whether or not to open fire. But if one of us opens fire, the other joins in unconditionally.”


Harry puts his hands in the small of his back and leans back with his head and shoulders to ease the tension in his spine. “Dead right,” he says. When he bends forward again I see a loose thread in the seam of his uniform, a cheerful little curl poking out of the sharp line of his jacket, about twenty centimetres below his armpit. I don’t mention it for now. I can do that later when we’ve gone through the plan in full detail. The rest of the plan comes first. Resupplying is just two days away.




2


I’m lying on the bunk bed, the bottom one, my pillowcase giving off the fresh smell of liquid soap. I will probably fall asleep soon. Our room is next to the first lift. There are only three lifts for forty floors: an extremely fast lift for the residents, an extremely fast service lift and a reasonably fast lift for visitors. Our room is small, but that is seldom, if ever, a problem. After all, we’re always working. We sleep one after the other for five hours each. That’s enough, we’re trained for it. If one of us gets too tired, he can lie down for quarter of an hour. I can’t recall it ever happening, but it’s reassuring that the organization has taken the eventuality into account.


The door is half open, the glow of the emergency lighting, which starts five metres away, is visible on the bunkroom floor. Outside, far beyond this building’s thick walls, it is quiet and peaceful. At least, I can’t hear anything: no rumbling, no explosions, no uproar. Nothing at all. I can’t feel any vibrations in the ground either. We don’t have an overview of the situation from in here. It is impossible for us to imagine what the conditions outside are really like. They’re actually irrelevant. Our task is here in the basement, at the entrance.


Harry is on watch, sitting on the chair next to the door. Now and then he stands up and walks around in a small circle. When he passes the doorway his shadow darkens the room. He checks the cartridge clip of his weapon, then slides it back into the magazine with a loud click. Although I can’t see him, I know that he is extending his arm, holding the pistol out in front of him. Possibly supporting one hand with the other. His right eye trained on the bead and the sights, his index finger cradling the trigger.




3


I lay the steaming loaf on a tea towel on a plate to let it cool down. I use the bread maker almost every day; it’s dead easy and the bread is delicious, well worth it. The machine is a cast-off from the Olano family apartment and was meant to go out with the rubbish.


I tell Harry he’ll have to be patient.


Reluctantly, he walks out of the room to resume his position on the chair next to the door. A little later he pokes his head around the corner.


“You can smell it past Garage 4,” he says.


Garage 4 is furthest away from our room.


“The smell of concrete’s gone from the whole basement. It’s like walking around in a giant loaf of bread.”


I think about when I was little and dreamt about a bath that was filled to overflowing with chocolate milk. I didn’t get out until I’d drunk it all. At school I kept sucking my fingers to get the faint, residual taste of chocolate from under my nails.


I notice that I’m hesitant about telling Harry about my dream, but can’t immediately say why. Perhaps it’s just because here, obviously, we have no access to chocolate.
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The shiny toe of one of my shoes pops into the bottom of my field of vision every time I take a step. The blue trouser leg slides easily over the leather and fall backs into its crease. I count us very lucky that we found liquid soap and a good supply of shoe polish in the staff general storage area, an improvised cubicle on our floor. The products weren’t intended for the residents’ clothes and shoes, but for the personal use of the staff; that’s why we thought it, given the circumstances, completely acceptable for us to use them too. Ordinary shoe polish and barrels of bleaching liquid soap without any particular perfume, unless it’s the neutral smell of cleanliness.


Harry and I are walking alongside each other. We are following the perimeter of the open space in the middle of the basement, hardly cutting any corners, keeping our hands behind our backs. It’s not strolling; the pace we maintain is slow but steady. We keep silent so that we can judge each noise correctly, quickly locating its source. Our caps, blue with the organization’s emblem embroidered on the front, are perched on our heads at the prescribed angle. The length of our steps differs but now and then, involuntarily, we march in time for a couple of metres. The effect reminds me of pealing bells that disentangle more and more until all of the clappers strike the bronze together: just once, twice at most.


There was a time I counted my footsteps during every round of inspection, over and over again. I counted them in my head and then added the result, in my head, to the previous total. I never wrote anything down. I think it was the dedication that appealed to me, the concentration. I thought it would hone my attention. I no longer count because the reverse was true: it distracted me from my work. All things considered, counting footsteps was an exercise in futility.
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We complete three inspection rounds then take a break. Harry sits on the chair, I sit on the stool. We sit either side of the bunkroom door, which is ajar. Harry hasn’t slept well; I heard him tossing and turning. The slight bags under his eyes won’t go away. Last night I cut off the loose thread in the seam of his jacket. His uniform is back in tip-top condition, the way it should be.


“Shall we run through the resupplying again?” he asks.


“Seems like a good idea to me,” I say.


We stay sitting there in the silence of the basement.


The emergency lighting is made up of sixteen light fittings on the ceiling and they all work, as dim as the tubes may be, which is nothing short of a miracle. With the exception of Number 22, all of the garages are closed. Remote controls are reserved for the apartment owners’ personal assistants. It wasn’t the first time Mrs Privalova’s assistant forgot to close the garage after fetching the Bentley.


“The organization sometimes tests its own guards,” Harry says.


“What do you mean?”


“You can count on it,” he says. “It couldn’t be any other way, if you think about it. Random checks, you know the kind of thing.” He rubs his forehead with his right hand, thumb and fingers pushing the skin back and forth. “All businesses practise quality control. It’s normal. Every business sets its own standards that have to be reached or maintained under all circumstances. Quality control is achieved through random checks. What is the organization, if not a business with a product?”


During my entire period of training I didn’t hear a word about random checks. No-one ever mentioned it. That’s why, after a few seconds, their existence seems very plausible.


Harry slides his cap back, then forwards again. “If the organization wants to secretly carry out random checks, I can only think of one possibility: standard situations.”


He means resupplying, the only standard situation we deal with. He says, “We have to be twice as alert. In a way we have two enemies to fear.”


I go into our room to get a piece of bread. Although I know that no-one can see me, I am very aware of my movements. Back on the stool, I chew the bread slowly. I look out over a bare concrete surface, extending approximately one hundred metres. I avoid looking into the darkness beyond it.


“The nice bit,” Harry says suddenly, “what’s clever of the organization, is that it’s impossible for the random checks to ever come out. Either it ends well and everything’s O.K. and no situation results, or it ends badly and, in that case, the incompetent guards were simply ambushed. You follow? Who in their right mind would accuse the organization of attacking its own men? Especially if there’s casualties. Nobody, right!”


He smiles at his own conclusion.


At the same time his smile says it’s an organization we can be proud to be a part of.


I ask about the elite, if they get tested too.


“You bet, Michel. I suspect they have even more random checks to deal with than we do … Of course they do, that goes without saying. The elite are the organization’s calling card. The apex in security. That calling card has to be irreproachable. It can’t have the slightest blemish. It has to be dazzling white.”


He stands up and walks into the bunkroom, where he unfolds the basement floor plan. He’s stopped smiling. “I can assure you that we will not miss out on promotion because of laxness during a standard situation.” His voice sounds cold, as if I’ve insulted him. “That would be really stupid, don’t you think, after all this time?”
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I stick the key in the lock and turn it twice. The storeroom adjoins the bunkroom; this is my second inspection today. On the left, on three shelves attached to the wall with metal brackets, the boxes are arranged in battle order. Placed at right angles to the shelves, they are all marked Winchester. The calibre is printed on the short side: 9mm Luger (Parabellum). Above that, a cowboy gallops to the edge of the white box, his upper body leaving an orange trail, his horse, a red one. The brand name is printed in the red stripe, the letters sloping to the right as if caught in the horse’s slipstream.


I see at a single glance that all of the boxes are present. I recognize the total picture, the complete array of ammunition. To be on the safe side, I count them, per shelf, my index finger brushing over the boxes. Three times fifteen makes forty-five.


I pick up the first box. Its weight in my hand feels right, familiar. It opens easily. After all this time, the box is loose around the flap. Gleaming cartridges, upright and neatly aligned, showing me multiple reflections of my silhouette. My index finger counts one row of five, then ten rows. Ten fives are fifty. I close the box, put it on the shelf and slide the second box out of the row. The weight feels right. The flap slips out with virtually no resistance.


After the inspection, I check the supplies on the shelves on the other wall. Our rationing is going according to plan. We still have one bottle of water left for the next twelve hours; we haven’t touched the purification tablets. Shoe polish, liquid soap, toilet paper. Two kilos of powdered milk. We’ve used up the yeast and flour, but there’s half a loaf of bread in our room.


I turn off the light and lock the door.


I inform Harry of the results of the count. We remove our Flock 28s from our hip holsters and take turns to push in the magazine catch and let the cartridge clip slide out of the pistol, counting the bullets in silence. After I’ve nodded to Harry, he repeats the result of my inspection out loud and says, “Plus two times fifteen.”
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I do the first part of the night, sitting on the chair and keeping still. After a while I detect a noise that is only just audible over the hum of the lights. When I turn my head towards my left shoulder, it fades. The acoustics in the basement are strange. I don’t find it necessary to wake up Harry. It’s a blessing he’s been able to fall asleep.


I decide to do a round to keep my head clear and set off in the reverse direction; my footsteps echo back from the basement’s furthest corners. When I stop, it takes a moment for the last echoes to die out. Surrounded by bare walls and with sounds bouncing back at me from all sides, would I be able to distinguish the steps of other feet if they were hitting the ground at the same time as mine?


As uncertain as my answer may be, the question doesn’t disturb me: having asked it means I’m still thinking. I have a strong suspicion that bad guards eventually stop thinking about their situation. Habituation is a stealthy foe.


I put one eye to the narrow crack to the right of the entrance gate and peer through it. The missing sliver of concrete probably broke off while the steel groove for the gate was being mounted. As it’s dark outside, I can hardly see a thing. What I think I can see is a product of my imagination; the view is imprinted on my memory. A section of wall tapering up to street level. Above it, a round treetop silhouetted against a patch of sky. The treetop reminds us of the seasons.


I press my nose against the gap, sniffing the cool breeze. The weather conditions are neutral. Smells carry better when it’s hot or raining. I turn around and lean back on the wall. Again I get the creeping feeling that what I see from here would be the very first image of the basement to confront an intruder. I try to imagine the situation. His brain will most likely soak up the visual information like a sponge, immediately comparing it to the floor plan he has studied in advance. Or just trying to work out the direction of his next step if he’s seized the opportunity unprepared. He mustn’t get much further. The instant following the intruder’s first observation of the basement should see him flat on the ground. Preferably dead with a bullet to the head.


I continue my round slowly, feeling confident. It’s foolish, but rather pleasant. I could just as easily be walking in a park with my hands in my pockets. Enjoying the trees and bushes, sitting down on a bench. Closing my eyes for a moment.
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I can hear it clearly, not over the noise of the emergency lighting as I first thought, but seeping through under it. I am sure I know what it is, that the knowledge is buried somewhere inside of me, that I’ve heard it before. It’s a question of training my ear to it, being confident and not thinking about it. I suppress the urge to turn my head towards it; I can hear it well enough, I don’t want to lose it. All at once, as if from the effort of resisting that impulse, a membrane inside me bursts and, as if it could never have been anything else, the answer presents itself. I can hardly believe I didn’t recognize the sound of a leaking cistern. To be precise: the whistling sound of the toilet which, because of the leak, continues to draw water from the pipe.
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I put my hands together behind my head and stare at the bottom of Harry’s bunk, at the grid of crinkled wire, gleaming in the pale glow. I am immediately wide awake, my mind fresh and open.


When I groan loudly and swing my legs out of bed, Harry looks around the corner. Lit from behind, his face is black and impossible to read. Of course, he’s trying to see if I’m properly awake and ready to get up.


“I’ll just have a wash,” I say.


“Excellent.”


He pushes the door to our room almost shut.


I walk over to the washbasin and turn on the light, washing myself thoroughly and quickly; hot water is a luxury we can scarcely remember. After wringing out my flannel and laying it over the edge of the basin, I feel Harry’s. It’s still quite damp. Although there are only slight fluctuations of temperature in the basement through the year, it is now clearly growing colder. After five hours, the flannel is usually as stiff as an old chamois.


I put on my uniform: dark-blue trousers, leather belt with leather hip holster, light-blue shirt, black tie with a simple knot, black lace-ups, jacket, cap with a stiff peak and an embroidered emblem. I look in the mirror. My beard doesn’t need trimming yet. I pop a piece of bread into my mouth, more for its cleansing effect than to still my hunger.


Harry is holding his pistol, his hand resting on his lap. He looks up; his cheeks are tense from constantly gritting his teeth and he blinks several times in quick, irregular succession. “I’ve already heard the gate start up ten times. You know what it’s like when you’re sitting here alone waiting.”


We both look over at the other side of the basement. The gate is on the right, tucked in behind Garage 1. The walnut smell is so pungent I take a step away from Harry. Although, according to my watch, we have at least three hours to go before we can expect the van, I already feel the tension, whereas Harry relaxes a little now that I’m here to keep him company. At any rate, he holsters his weapon and lets out a deep breath.


“You think that guy’s awake yet?”


“I doubt it,” I say. “Not if he works in the daytime. They’ll probably wake him up about an hour from now.”


“An hour.”


“Something like that.”


“But it could be earlier?”


“It could be, definitely, that’s possible. But I don’t think so, to be honest. Not from what I remember from the period before they brought me here, no. I don’t think so.”


“So that guy’s still just snoozing away.”


“Most likely.”


Five minutes later I raise a finger up next to my ear. “Hear that?”


Harry jumps. “What?” He scans the basement.


“That noise. Just under the sound of the emergency lighting.”


Harry looks like he’s pondering something deeply, a riddle. He’s sitting on the chair, I’m on the stool, the door of the bunkroom is between us. On the edge of hundreds of square metres of emptiness that will soon come to life. We keep our uniforms neatly brushed, every day, because regulations are sacred. Harry and I are in complete agreement on that. After all, it’s the uniform that makes the guard. The uniform and the weapon.
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I keep my legs slightly spread; they’re drained and wobbly. I feel as if the opening of the gate will be enough to knock me over. The moment the gate comes up off the ground, I’m blinded: as if it’s been piling up against it since the last resupply, the sunlight floods in all at once. I take the blow front on. It knocks the breath out of me. I feel like turning away, my closed eyelids glow. I bow my head. I stretch the arm holding the pistol out in front of me. It might not look impressive, but it helps to keep me on my feet.


The van is driving into the basement. I know because the diesel engine is thundering between the walls and cramming the empty space with its presence. I resist this new assault on my senses. I can still hear the gate, but only vaguely; the movement has already reversed, it’s getting dark again. The engine turns off with a clunk, having approached close to my knees. I blink, patches appear on my retina. The gate touches the concrete, the heavy segments press down on each other. Then it goes quiet. Quieter: under the bonnet the contracting metal clicks. I can also clearly hear the driver whistling and Harry panting as if he’s been screaming at the top of his voice.


I recognize the van: it’s the model the organization always uses. It does me good to see the familiar emblem in self-confident dimensions. We’re members of a large, widespread family that boasts years of experience and has managed to survive through restless times. The bodywork looks newly cleaned and shows, as far as I can tell from a first glance, no signs of serious damage from the conditions outside. No traces of violence or anything like chemical fallout. Gleaming like an alien vehicle that has just landed unsuspectingly on earth, the van sits in the basement.


“What have we here?” the driver says after swinging the door open. “The welcoming committee. Everything O.K., guys?”


“Can it,” Harry says from his position at the back of the van. “You know damn well what’s expected of you. Keep your gob shut and unload.”


The youth resumes his cheerful whistling while Harry’s still talking and gets out of the cab, holding up the pass around his neck and the one in his other hand simultaneously. To my surprise he is once again out of uniform. I almost say something to Harry, but he’s noticed it too, of course. Last time it was the middle of summer and it seemed plausible that he was in his shirtsleeves because of a new rule, unknown to us, that permitted drivers to remove their jackets during heatwaves. But now, although they are both the official shade of blue, I can’t think of any logical explanation for his baggy top and unpressed trousers, and his trainers least of all. Is it even the same driver? They’re all gawky and spotty, you can hardly tell them apart. They all start on resupply.


I don’t like those trainers. What’s more, they’re squeaky clean, without a splash of mud, and that for a driver who has to go to the most unlikely places. My hands squeeze white around the Flock 28. I aim right between his shoulder blades as he walks to the rear of the van. Right between the shoulder blades, in the centre of his body, so that I’ll still hit him if he makes a sudden movement. In my thoughts I tell him that he definitely shouldn’t make any sudden movements.


I see Harry looking at me. A dark red flush is rising from his neck to his face. “What are you hanging around there for?”


“He’s wearing trainers,” I say.


“You. Wait!”


The youngster has a hand on the rear door handle. Harry gestures with his pistol for me to move to the back of the van as planned. In the meantime I’m wondering whether I need to intervene: never before have I seen someone from the organization in trainers. This is a situation Harry could misjudge.


The driver doesn’t move. Only his eyes follow me, imperturbably cheerful. When I’m in position and the doors can be opened, Harry says, “Take off your shoes.”


The youth glances back at me incredulously, but realizes he has no choice.


“Why are you wearing trainers?”


“They put them out for me, I wear them.”


“They’re organization shoes?”


“They’re not mine … Wasn’t I wearing them last time?” He kicks off the shoes and tosses them over carefully so that they land in front of Harry the right way up. “Maybe they can’t afford leather anymore. Don’t ask me.”


Harry goes down on one knee and studies the trainers, which are relatively unadorned and undoubtedly a good bit cheaper than our shoes. He sticks one hand inside them, then checks the heels. In the end he points a spot on the heel out to me. I suspect it’s the emblem, but I’m too far away to tell.


Humming, the youth levers his feet back into the shoes.


I wish it was over, that the doors would finally open, no matter what’s in the back of the van.


Harry and I are kneeling on our left knees, hunched close to the ground in case there’s a wild burst of gunfire. We’d never even register an exploding bomb; at this range there’d be nothing left of us. How I’m supposed to recognize one of the organization’s random checks is a complete mystery.


I say, “Stop humming.”


“Relax,” the driver says and opens the doors, clicking them into position. I establish that I am still alive, my heart beating harder than ever. Harry stands up, the pistol at the end of his extended arms twitching as it follows the movement of his eyes wandering over the load.


After a while the driver asks, “May I?”


Harry’s face is clammy with sweat. He nods, whereupon the youth starts whistling and bends over into the back of the van. I see plastic trays of various colours, each filled with a variety of foodstuffs. If there were more than just the two of us, our provisions would probably be in a tray too. The driver takes a cardboard box and fishes things out here and there. Finally he digs a carrier bag out from the side of the van and says out loud, “No crackers, but flour and yeast.” Afterwards he stuffs the empty bag into his trouser pocket.


When he’s put the bottled water on the ground too, Harry orders him back into the cab. He keeps him covered while I take off with the cardboard box. But after a few steps I feel the bottom collapsing from the weight. Without slowing down I lower the box and slide my hand forward, but can’t prevent something from falling onto the concrete. I hear a dull bang with a sharp edge to it. Without looking back, I run to Number 22 and put the box in Mrs Privalova’s garage. Panicking, Harry drags the bottled water back a couple of metres with one hand and screams, “Get out of here!”


Noise and light erupt again in all their intensity, unpleasantly familiar now and already less overwhelming. This time they accompany the departure of menace, their uproar dominated by the promise of peace and quiet.
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When my eyes are used to the semi-darkness of the basement, I see Harry taking cover behind the water. All his tension has drained away, his limp arm is resting on the bottles, pointing at the entrance.


Not a shot fired. A success.


Between us, on the ground, there is a dark spot. Still shaken by the events, I don’t have the energy to wonder what it could be. For the time being, I can only register its existence: a dark spot. I stay where I am, waiting for Harry to turn around and notice it. Then a strange smell reaches my nose, wavering, teasing. I feel like my legs are about to buckle after all when I suddenly realize that I am smelling strawberries. This knowledge is unbearable. I am drawn over to the spot. My cheekbones tingle and saliva starts gushing into my mouth.


Harry must have smelt it too. Without a word of consultation but almost simultaneously, we squat down on either side of the spot and stare in astonishment at the deep-red substance with the odd shard of glass sticking up out of it.


“I smell strawberries.”


“Let’s stay calm,” Harry says.


I don’t understand why he’s keeping his hand on his pistol.


“Get the spoon. I’ll wait for you. Promise.”


Walking to the room, I try to work out how long we’ve been here and how long it is since we’ve tasted sugar. I can’t think straight, my brain refuses to be distracted from the prospect ahead. I find the teaspoon, the only spoon we have, stained brown and seldom, if ever, used. I run back with it.


“I fished some of the glass out.” He’s licked the pieces off or used his finger to remove the jam: they’re lying neatly together next to his feet like the well-gnawed bones of a roast chicken. “That’s all,” Harry says. “Just the glass.”


Squatting opposite Harry once again, I ask, “How are we going to do this?” I mean, should we spoon the jam into another jar and save it for sandwiches? How much shall we eat a day? One spoonful, a spoonful each? They’re questions we need to consider, but I can’t put them into words right now because of the constant murmuring in my head.


Harry carefully scoops up some of the pulp with the teaspoon and raises it to my lips, presumably as compensation for what he’s already enjoyed off the glass. The moment the strawberry jam is in my mouth, I forget the danger of glass splinters, push my tongue up against the roof of my mouth and gulp it down. My mouth falls open as if shocked into numbness, there’s too much taste, I have to get rid of some of it. Like an overheated dog, I pant strawberry and sugar. Euphoria is already ringing through my veins as Harry takes some for himself. He looks me straight in the eye. We know what the other is feeling.


He scoops up another spoonful. Mine again.


Almost as a ritual, united in a sacred silence, we eat it all. A spoonful for Harry, a spoonful for me. The enormous basement disappears in its own emptiness. We have no trouble fending off the question of how the driver got his hands on jam. The very last mouthfuls, scraped together, contain dust and dirt from the concrete floor, but the grit doesn’t spoil it at all. It goes down easily with the sugary jelly and is completely tasteless.
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As if sitting around a campfire, we slump on our backsides and stare at the spot on the concrete, which now really has become a spot. Daydreaming. Moved to reverie by the pleasant glow of the sugar. Feeling mild about our situation, although it hasn’t changed. I am so sated that I keep my thoughts about the possibility of there being more jam in the cardboard box in Mrs Privalova’s garage to myself for a good five minutes before confiding in Harry.


“You think so?”


We scramble to our feet.


Wouldn’t it be fantastic to be able to eat bread with jam every day for a couple of weeks? After what’s just happened it doesn’t even seem like an insane longing.


Harry folds back the lid of the box and starts pulling things out. I see the familiar tins of corned beef appear in the half-light, boxes of chicken stock cubes, flour, yeast. It’s still possible. As long as he’s bending over the box, it’s still possible. It will happen without any transition. Harry will straighten his back while casually handing me a jar and saying, “Here. Cherry.”


Harry shakes his head.


He runs his hand around the four corners one last time. “No razor blades again either,” he says.


Rubbing and picking at our beards, which we trim fortnightly with a paring knife, we finally stroll back to the bottled water. We don’t say it out loud. If we say it out loud the chance of a second miracle will disappear in a flash. Or do we keep silent because we don’t want to admit to each other that we still have hope, completely irrational hope?


We circle the bottled water, acting as if it’s about the water, as if we’re inspecting the new provisions. In full harmony with this pretence, we don’t let our disappointment show.


Suddenly Harry’s face lights up. He asks whether I noticed. I’m staggered. Have I missed something? I’m about to inspect the water again, when Harry says, “The guard didn’t come.”
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I nudge the float in the cistern. The water level rises and a few seconds later the whistling stops. I click the cover back on and take a piss.


Hardly an hour after eating straight strawberry jam, my urine smells like liqueur. In the water, which has settled again, I detect a slow movement as if there really is a viscous fluid floating in it. I stand there breathing deeply for a moment, telling myself that I am drawing the volatile sugars into my lungs and introducing them into my bloodstream a second time.


The water gushes into the toilet bowl. Like always, I nudge the button back up with my finger. It’s no great inconvenience, you can do it in a single movement. It stops the float from getting stuck, which causes the water to keep running and makes the whistling sound.


“It’s very easy,” I tell Harry after returning to the door to our room. He’s slouched on the chair, legs relaxed and spread slightly. There is an unavoidable sense that, after this nerve-wracking day, nothing else can befall us.


I explain it to him, the way the button springs back when the toilet starts to flush. But not entirely, probably because of the friction of the float against the inside wall of the cylinder. “A slight upwards push of your finger,” I conclude, “easily helps the button to override that friction.”


Harry struggles to put astonishment and approval in his expression. He taps his forehead a couple of times. “I’ll make sure of it, Michel.”


“Thank you, Harry.”
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A long column of gleaming black limousines passes the building; I start counting as a reflex. They’re driving cautiously, not in any hurry. A funeral procession. Or is it a parade? The weather is exceptionally radiant. Standing as I am at the basement entrance, below street level and looking up through the open gate at the street, I can only see the car windows. The pure, fresh air tingles in my lungs. I’m too greedy and succumb to a fit of coughing. I don’t hear myself coughing; I experience the contractions in my gut and the rasping in my throat, the pressure in my skull. I don’t see any other buildings or people on the street. I don’t hear any other cars. I don’t hear anything at all. If I concentrate hard, I perceive the silence that has been twisted into my ears like cotton wool.
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