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The Test


Meg looked up, something had broken her concentration. She had been sitting on the rock for nearly an hour, completely still save for intermittent blinking. Her eyes darted around. Charlie raised an ear, then his furry head, cocked it to one side, then lowered it again with a quiet grunt. The river, oblivious, gurgled and splashed onwards. Meg returned her gaze to the river. Its crystal-clear waters were spring fed, bubbling up from deep underground. It had been attracting those in need of quiet reflection for longer than Meg could imagine. As she summoned the strength to leave, she wondered if her mother had ever sat on that same rock and peered into the cool water. She had so much to learn. At times, she felt like she knew nothing. Even with all the questions she had asked over the years, there were so many unanswered. She was sure she had barely scratched the surface. 
A single hot tear trickled down her cheek.  She wiped it away and stared at the stones and leaves that lay on the riverbed. 
Meg took a deep breath in and stood. Charlie stood obediently by her side, and they left.
[image: image-placeholder]Meg checked the time. It was 6.30am. She busied herself in the kitchen. Once the correct formula had been entered in the food machine, she perched on a stool and waited for her breakfast. Meg ate slowly, carefully chewing each mouthful. She washed her food down with a glass of sanitised water. She set the dishbot to clean, then headed to the interior portal. She hesitated in the portal, relishing the warmth from the bright light above her head.  
"You can do this," Meg said under her breath, then pressed hard on the washroom button. 
She used the sanitising cubicle, then dressed in the clothes she had chosen the night before. After brushing her teeth, she glanced in the mirror and smiled. Meg had always had a lovely smile. Her inherited straight teeth had been a larger blessing than she had realised when a child, but that could be said for many of her attributes. It seemed cruel that Meg's good genetic standing could all be for nothing if she didn't perform well in a few hours. This was her last chance. She turned and left the washroom before the anxiety in her eyes was reflected back at her. 
Meg grabbed her computer and hugged it tight to her chest before adding it to her pre-packed bag. After the debacle of last time she was determined to be well organised and stay calm. She glanced at her device. The ticks on the screen confirmed all was going to plan. Meg scanned her bag, closed it, then swung it onto her back. 
She shut the front door and locked it behind her using her thumbprint. She moved her hand, pressed it against the cold metal and closed her eyes. Her hand pulsed with the connection to her childhood home. She couldn’t fathom not being able to return there.  
"I will pass!" Meg said emphatically. She drew her hand back by her side, turned, and strode down the path. 
[image: image-placeholder]Meg reached the station three minutes before the train. She looked to her device and received the smiling-faced confirmation her train was still on time. She sat on the cold metal seat, bag still on her back. A fellow passenger sat beside her. He was dressed in a navy pin-stripe suit, white shirt, no tie. Meg glanced sideways at the man, then rose from her seat and walked over to the shield glass to wait the remaining minute or so there. She hoped she would get a seat to herself on the train, which she had chosen to ensure a timely arrival and because it was not usually crowded.
As the train departed Meg looked out of the window from her seat and watched a woman in green slow from a run to a walk, then stop. The woman dropped her head, red-cheeked, breathing heavily. The woman looked defeated. Despite herself, Meg smiled wryly, then self-consciously uncurled her mouth and turned her attention back to her last-minute cramming. The words and diagrams swirled around in her head. Then she saw her mum’s face. Oh, how she missed her on days like this. She felt like it could be the difference. If her mum was still around she would have started from the same base as most other girls and was sure she would have passed. 
Her therapist had disagreed. "You feel like losing your mum at such a young age has put you on the backfoot. Stop looking for excuses, Meg. There are so many resources out there to help you. Don’t dwell on the past. You can’t change that. Just get on with it and pass the test."
Meg had changed therapists. But that hadn’t stopped those words being repeated in her dreams for months afterwards.  
[image: image-placeholder]Meg walked towards the foreboding entrance of Exam Centre #204 and through the double glass doors. After completing the obligatory fingerprinting and retina scan, she obtained her pass from the security booth and headed straight for the toilet. Meg sat there longer than necessary, muttering affirmations under her breath. At the sanitising station, she glanced sideways at the woman beside her. The woman had a round unlined face. Meg watched the woman cleanse her hands and tidy her hair as if in any old facility. Then she looked down at her own hands, which had been cleansed a second time by accident. Meg kept her head low as she swung her bag on her back and quickly left the restroom.  
When the doors opened to the exam hall, Meg filed in after the line of women in front. She had purposefully lingered in the hall until she could count eighteen in the queue, before casually walking over and joining the end. Meg sat at a pod on the far side of the vast room, in the
[image: image-placeholder]
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