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  ANTECHAMBER




  At first sight it isn’t what you’d think it would be. The walls are an industrial grey, the paint peeling only to reveal more grey underneath. There are hard benches arranged along the walls, made for waiting but not for comfort. There’s a smell of floor polish and something less easy to pinpoint, as though it’s covering over, but not entirely, the smell of old blood, maybe something worse. It’s the smell you can taste on your tongue from a hospital bed as you die.




  There’s a moment of disorientation, as though you hadn’t been here before, yet it seems so familiar, like you’ve always been here, without realising it. Waiting. It’s a large hall, with curiously imprecise dimensions: it is at the same time confining and vast, and it’s hard to tell how far back it goes. There’s a door marked Exit, and a public toilet, and some vending machines.




  It’s not so bad, you think.




  Figures sit on the benches, waiting. Men in suits and hats, men with ties around their necks. Men with grey skin, Sitting a little hunched forward, eyes looking at the floor. The women are indistinguishable from the men. The way they sit is so still and so taut, like the wires of some string instrument held almost to the breaking point.




  They wait. It is like the antechamber in a train station. There is a large clock on the wall and it ticks, second by second, and with each step of the hand it sounds louder and more awful, for all that it is marked with no hours or minutes or seconds. It is a blank clock. Every now and then, indistinct announcements flare up from a hidden public announcement system. ‘The next...’ and then static. Silence resumes. You sit there, growing uncomfortable. The seat is hard and you keep squirming in place. Your suit pants itch. They’re off the rack, cheap, like everything else here. You never used to wear this sort of thing before. You never used to wait. You always took what you wanted, when you wanted it.
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