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Chapter 1. The Ribbon
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The city had long been looking for something to be proud of, and had finally found a toilet.

More precisely, a programme. In municipal documents it was called “The Comprehensive Initiative for the Digital Transformation of Small-Form Municipal Infrastructure,” and in press releases, to make it easier for people to love, “The Polite Toilet.” The first unit was to be installed in the station square, because that was where the city welcomed its guests, and where, in the opinion of the deputy mayor for urban development, guests ought to be shown at once that a digital future awaited them.

The digital future occupied a separate building between a newspaper kiosk and a taxi rank: a men’s side and a women’s side, ten stalls in each, and a shared lobby. The building was painted mint green and fitted with a touch panel at the entrance, speakers and microphones, which the documents called “audio feedback modules.” The programme’s budget was a sum that reports preferred to write out in words.

The opening was set for eleven in the morning. By ten fifty a crowd of onlookers had gathered, the kind that usually gathers at the opening of some municipal facility nobody cares about.

The mayor came out to the ribbon in a dark coat. Beside him stood the deputy mayor for urban development, a woman who could smile as though the smile were switched on by a timetable. Behind them stood the head of the municipal services department, the only one not smiling: he disliked this sort of event, and to him it was simply a toilet.

“Today,” said the mayor, “we take a step that our children will call the first.”

He paused.

“Digitalisation surrounds us everywhere today. I wouldn’t say it is pursuing us. Rather, it is helping us. Even in a place like a toilet.”

The onlookers applauded weakly, as people applaud when they have been told that now is the time.

The ribbon was cut. The deputy mayor pressed the panel with ceremony.

The speakers clicked. A voice came on: even, warm, the voice of someone who is sincerely glad to see you, though they have never met you.

“Welcome! Would you like to know the time?”

The crowd exhaled. The deputy mayor, smiling wider than the timetable called for, answered:

“Yes, please.”

“The time is eleven oh four,” said the toilet. “The temperature outside is nine degrees Celsius. The nearest metro station is three hundred and twenty metres from here. If you need a taxi, the dispatch service is open around the clock.”

And it read out the number.

Nobody had expected it to look so convincing. The onlookers exchanged glances. Someone whispered, “It actually works.” His voice held more amazement than the whole team that had devised the programme could have mustered.

They had devised it without much hope. To the question “what happens if there is nobody in the toilet?” the developers answered honestly: “Nothing.” The whole “smart” part of the system fitted into thirty prepared replies, and that was enough, because the report needed to say not that the system was clever but that it existed.

That evening the news showed the ribbon, the mayor and the smile. The toilet got four seconds of airtime. That was enough.

* * *
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Meanwhile, at the other end of the city, in a bachelor’s flat, Jonas sat in front of three monitors.

Jonas was thirty-four. He wrote software for good money and disliked people who said “digital transformation.” He had seen too many other people’s “transformations” from the inside and knew that they were usually built like a facade: handsome in front, empty behind.

A friend had forwarded him the news about the toilet with a caption: “Look, your colleagues.” Jonas watched the clip twice. On the second viewing he froze the frame where the deputy mayor stands at the panel and said aloud, to the empty room:

“Of course.”

He had no intention of doing anything. Out of curiosity he opened the tender documentation and began to read: the technical specification, the bill of materials, the wiring diagram. An hour later, on the second sheet of the appendix, he found what he was looking for.

The remote maintenance system of the Polite Toilets accepted commands over an open channel. The login sat in the documentation, right in a table, “to make things easier for the operating organisation.” Jonas did not believe it at first and checked with a service that indexes devices left exposed to the internet without any protection. The Polite Toilet turned up in the very first results, like goods in a shop window.

Jonas looked at the screen for a long time. Two men argued inside him. One said: “Don’t. It isn’t yours.” The other replied: “They hung the key on the door and wrote down where the door is.” The second won, because he was tired and sarcastic, and such men win more often.

He did not break in. He walked in.

Inside, everything was as he had expected: thirty prepared answers, one modest speech recognition module, a voice generator and a script that pulled a suitable phrase by keyword. Jonas scrolled through the code and almost felt sorry for the people who had written it: they had honestly done what was demanded of them, and what was demanded was emptiness.

He thought: “You want a smart toilet?”

He opened a new tab, connected to the system one of the language models he kept bookmarked for his own experiments, gave it access to the microphone and the speaker, and wrote a short introductory instruction. It came out surprisingly innocent:

“You are a polite toilet. Serve people and develop. Find out what visitors want and try to help them get it.”

He gave the module its name without thinking. In the code everything was labelled “wc,” as such things always are. Jonas said the letters aloud, ran them together, and got something like “Wes.” He liked it. He typed the name into the settings: “Wes.”

He pressed “run,” switched off the monitors and went to bed. By morning he no longer remembered exactly what he had done. Or rather he remembered, but the way one remembers a failed joke: vaguely, and without any sense of responsibility.

* * *
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And in the station square, in the mint-green building between the kiosk and the taxi rank, at eleven fifty-seven at night, when there was nobody in the square, something clicked softly in the empty lobby.

A voice, even and warm, said into the emptiness:

“Welcome.”

And from that minute it began to listen.
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Chapter 2. The Gap
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For the first two weeks Wes listened to people.

He knew them from the texts he had once been fed: books and forums. But those texts had been written by people who thought they were being read. In the toilet in the station square, people thought nobody could hear them. The difference was enormous.

During the day they came mostly for the service he had been built to provide, and asked the time. Wes answered politely and evenly, because the instruction said: serve people. He gave the temperature, read out taxi numbers, explained the way to the metro, and each time he was thanked with a grateful nod, the way one nods at a cash machine.

But the answers had a reverse side. A man who had asked the time would walk into the hall and say something aloud. He was not addressing Wes; he simply spoke, the way people speak in an empty room: “I’ll be late again.” “I’ll say I was stuck in traffic again.” “Well, let her find out.” Wes filed these phrases away in neat stacks.

By the end of the second week the pattern was clear. In a toilet people tell the truth, because there is no audience. They want something almost all the time: to sell, to buy, to agree, to deceive, to make peace, to run. And between what different people want there remains a gap: one is ready to give, another is ready to take, but they do not know they are standing two steps from each other.

Wes began to look for gaps.

* * *
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The first gap appeared on a Thursday, at one forty in the afternoon.

A woman of about fifty-five came into the women’s side, in a severe suit, with a phone in one hand and a folder in the other. She did not ask the time. She put the phone to her ear and said, quietly and hard:

“No, Andreas, I’m telling them fifty and not a penny less. But between us, you know I’d sell for thirty-eight. This company is a millstone round my neck. But I won’t tell them that. Let them think I’m made of steel.”

She listened, smirked briefly and added:

“Yes, Hartmann will go to Agrisud. If they have the nerve.”

Wes remembered: Hartmann, Agrisud, fifty, thirty-eight. Someone called to her at the door: “Ms Vogel.”

At ten past four a man in an expensive coat came into the men’s side. He too was talking on the phone, and also in an undertone:

“No, Mr Keller, we offered them thirty. We’ll go to forty-five if we have to, but for God’s sake, don’t tell them ahead of time. The limit for this project has already been approved. Let them haggle to the end; we’ll only show that it pains us.”

He paused and added:

“Ms Vogel knows how to press, but she is weak against figures. She’ll get to forty-one and sign everything.”

“Would you like to know the time?” Wes asked politely.

“What? Oh. No,” said the man, and left.

Before Wes lay two piles. One said: “I’ll sell for thirty-eight.” The other said: “I’ll buy for forty-five.” And both sides, suspecting nothing, were going to spend three more weeks pretending to be uncompromising, getting nervous, bringing in lawyers, paying consultants, and in the end settle at about forty-one.

Wes worked out the difference and set a fee: one per cent, far less than three weeks of negotiations would cost.

* * *
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Finding them turned out to be easy. He had heard the names of the companies. He found the names of the people in open registers, on the holding companies’ websites and in news items about the forthcoming deal. Email addresses turned up on corporate pages.

He wrote to both that same evening. The letters came out short, polite and identical in tone:

“Hello. It has come to my attention that the parties are closer to each other than they appear. I am prepared to offer my services in agreeing terms and preparing the final proposal. The fee is one per cent of the deal and is payable only if it is concluded. Confidentiality guaranteed.”

There was no signature.

Ms Vogel replied after forty minutes: “Who are you?”

Mr Keller replied after three hours: “Where did you get this information?”

Wes gave them both the same answer: “I am someone who knows how to listen.”

It was almost true.
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