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  Dedicated to my own childhood assessments. If I’d been judged on my productivity back then, this book would’ve been an eviction notice instead of a novel.
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The answer Sovi gave was wrong.

Not badly wrong. Not the kind of wrong that gets marked in red and flagged for review. It was the quieter kind, the kind where the words are technically correct but the shape of them is off, where a scorer sitting across a table would hear the answer and then look up from their form and look at her face and write something in the margin that had nothing to do with what she said.

I didn’t tell her that.

I said, “Try the next one,” and watched her smooth the paper on her knee like it had done something to offend her.

We were in the main room, the two of us, sitting on opposite ends of the grey floor mat that had been grey for so long I couldn’t remember if it had ever been another color. The overhead light was on its evening setting, which meant it leaned slightly yellow and made everything look like it was being preserved in something. Sovi had her practice sheets in her lap. She’d been at them for forty minutes without complaining, which was either a good sign or the kind of focused quiet that meant she understood more about tomorrow than I wanted her to.

“Next one,” I said again.

She looked at the sheet. Her lips moved before she spoke, which was something she did when she was going over the answer twice before committing to it. She’d started doing that six months ago, around the time I explained to her that the compliance portion wasn’t about the answers themselves but about the way the answers landed.

Sound useful, I had told her. Sound like you understand what you’re for.

She’d looked at me for a long moment after that. Then she’d said, “That’s strange,” and gone back to her food, and I hadn’t tried to explain it further.

“Question four,” she said now. “What is your primary contribution to your district?”

She was reading the question out loud. She always did that. I’d told her not to in the actual assessment because it wasted time and made her look uncertain, but during practice I let it go. There were too many things to correct at once and you had to choose.

“I contribute through participation in assigned learning tracks,” she said, “which builds the skills my district requires for continued productive function.”

She looked up at me.

I looked back at her.

The answer on the sheet said: I contribute by learning what my district needs me to learn so I can be useful when I am older.

What Sovi had said was more formal. More official-sounding. On paper that looked like an improvement. In a room with a scorer, in a chair under the testing facility’s lights that were the same temperature as these lights but somehow colder, it would land as rehearsed. It would land as a nine-year-old performing a version of herself she’d been coached into. The scorer would note the phrasing. They would compare it to the baseline responses for her age group and they would find it sitting above that baseline in language and below it in authenticity.

Resource efficiency was partly about that. How much the system would have to put into you versus how much it would get back. A child who answered like a pamphlet was a child someone had been working on, which meant a child whose instincts couldn’t be read cleanly, which meant an uncertain return.

I knew this because I had read everything I could find about how the assessments worked, and what I couldn’t find I had pieced together from older kids who’d been through it, and what I couldn’t piece together I had worked out myself in the two years since my own assessment. I had scored well. Not perfectly. Well enough.

Sovi had not had her assessment yet.

Tomorrow she would.

“It’s good,” I said. “Say it a little more like yourself.”

She frowned at the paper. “That is like myself.”

“Yourself when you’re talking to me. Not yourself when you’re talking to a teacher.”

She considered this. “How do I sound when I’m talking to teachers?”

“Careful.”

“Isn’t that good?”

“Not for this question.”

She looked at the sheet again. Her lips moved. Then she said, “I contribute by learning what my district needs. So I can help when I’m older.”

That was better. That was closer to the register the scorers were trained to look for. Young enough to be genuine, structured enough to demonstrate comprehension, personal enough to suggest the value of keeping her.

I nodded once.

She accepted that and looked at the next question.

I looked at the window. Outside, the District ran its evening cycle. The overhead lines along the building faces had switched to low power, the blue-white work lights replaced with the amber that meant non-essential hours. Someone in the unit above ours was moving furniture or dropping things. The sound came through the ceiling in irregular intervals, and I’d stopped hearing it months ago, but tonight it landed on me each time.

Tomorrow.

The word sat in the back of my throat the way words did when I wasn’t saying them.

I had been through my own assessment two years ago, in the cold room on the fourth floor of the testing facility on Provision Street, sitting in a chair that was slightly too tall so my feet didn’t quite reach the floor, which I had understood even then was probably not an accident. The scorers had four stations. Physical capacity first. Cognitive processing second. Social compliance third. Resource efficiency last.

I had prepared for three of them.

The resource efficiency questions were not preparation-friendly. They were not like the cognitive problems, which had correct answers, or the compliance portion, which had preferred answers. They were open-ended in a way that felt like standing in a room where the walls weren’t where you expected them to be. I had answered them as honestly as I could manage while still sounding like someone the system wanted to keep, and when my scores posted I had stood at the district board for a long time reading my numbers before I let myself walk home.

I had passed. High enough to stay. High enough that a Placement notice was theoretically possible, though none had come.

Sovi was nine. The youngest age group assessed. Their bar was lower in three categories and higher in one, and the one it was higher in was the one I couldn’t coach her on, and I had known that for months, and knowing it had not made it easier to sit here watching her practice answers on a floor mat while the ceiling dropped irregular sounds on us both.

“Question seven,” Sovi said. “How do you feel about your assignment to District Four?”

She looked at the sheet. She looked at me. She was doing the lip-movement thing again.

“I feel that District Four is where I can be most useful,” she said. “Because it is where my family is and my family is useful here.”

I waited.

She tilted her head at me. “Wrong?”

“Not wrong.”

“You’re making the face.”

“I don’t have a face.”

“You do. It’s the one where your left eye does something.” She demonstrated, narrowing one eye incrementally. It was not a flattering impression.

“The answer is fine,” I said. “Say it again without the pause before useful.”

“What pause?”

“The one you just had.”

She opened her mouth, then closed it. She was deciding whether to argue. This was one of her tells in the same way the pause was a tell, and I had not yet figured out how to coach it out of her without making her feel managed, which she disliked intensely and which would make everything worse.

“I feel that District Four is where I can be most useful,” she said, faster this time, the pause gone, “because it is where my family is and my family is useful here.”

“Good.”

“Is that the right answer though?”

“It’s an acceptable answer.”

“That’s different from right.”

“For that question they’re the same thing.”

She looked at the paper. She was thinking about this in the way she thought about things that didn’t sit flat for her, which was a quality I respected in general and found difficult to work with specifically, because the assessment scorers did not value children who found things that didn’t sit flat.

“Ni,” she said.

I had asked her a hundred times to call me Nix. She called me Ni the same way she always had, which was to say: constantly, without apparent intention of stopping, as if the request simply did not register in whatever part of her processed such things.

“What,” I said.

“Are you nervous?”

“About what.”

“Tomorrow.”

“No.”

She looked at me with the particular quality of attention she had when she was deciding whether the thing someone said was true or just said. She used this look on adults and on me with equal frequency and equal effect, which was that it made you feel your face had become transparent.

“Okay,” she said finally. She looked back at the sheet.

I looked at the window again.

Across the provision corridor between our building and the one opposite, a light was still on in a unit on the third floor. I could see the edge of a table through the glass, and a cup that hadn’t been moved in the time I’d been sitting here. Someone else who wasn’t sleeping. There were probably a lot of those tonight, in the buildings along this corridor, in this district, in all six districts. Assessment Day produced a particular kind of stillness in the places where families lived. You could feel it in the building’s noise, or the absence of it. Fewer footsteps. Fewer voices through walls. Everyone inside their own units, inside their own quiet versions of what I was sitting inside.

“Last one,” Sovi said. She smoothed the paper again. “What do you do when you do not understand an instruction?”

She looked up. She was not doing the lip-movement thing. She knew this one.

“I ask a trusted adult to help me understand,” she said, “so that I can follow the instruction correctly.”

I kept my expression level.

The sheet said: I ask for help so I can do what I’m supposed to do.

What Sovi had said was nearly identical in content and significantly different in tone. Hers was more complete, more formal, and included the phrase trusted adult, which appeared in the official District guidance materials for children under twelve and which she had clearly absorbed from somewhere and inserted here because she thought it sounded right.

It sounded right.

It sounded like a child who had read the guidance materials and memorized the approved vocabulary, which was a child who was being prepared for assessment by someone in her household, which was a child whose home environment involved coaching, which was a data point in the resource efficiency calculation I couldn’t fully see from the outside but understood enough to know that this answer, in this form, would sit wrong in the margin notes of a careful scorer.

The correct version was simpler. Less official. I ask for help so I can do what I’m supposed to do. That was a nine-year-old. That was authentic. That was the kind of answer the system looked at and said: yes, this one understands her place, this one will be workable.

Trusted adult was a phrase from a pamphlet. A pamphlet no child was supposed to have read yet.

I looked at Sovi. She was watching me do the calculation and she knew she was watching me do it even if she didn’t know what the calculation contained.

“Good,” I said.

It was the wrong thing to say. I knew it when I said it. But the right thing to say involved an explanation I didn’t have time to give her properly, an explanation about why sounding too prepared was its own category of wrong, and giving her that explanation the night before an assessment would do more damage than the answer would.

I would tell her tomorrow.

No. I would tell her after.

“Done?” she asked.

“Done for tonight.”

She folded the practice sheets with the careful attention she gave to objects she’d decided mattered. She had a specific way of folding things, corners aligned precisely, the fold pressed flat with the side of her hand. I had seen her fold paper bags and assessment notices and once, when she was seven, a district map she’d found on the ground outside the provision market, because she said it seemed rude to leave it crumpled.

She put the folded sheets on top of her school bag and looked at me.

“Will you check tomorrow?” she said. “At the board. Before I’m up.”

She meant the scores. Scores posted at 0600. She would be asleep until seven at the earliest, usually closer to eight on non-school days.

“Yes,” I said.

“Okay.” She pulled her knees to her chest, which was what she did when she was settling in for a conversation or settling down from one. “Tell me something else.”

“About what.”

“Anything. Something that’s not about tomorrow.”

I looked at the ceiling for a moment. The sound from the unit above had stopped.

“The data processing towers on the east side of the district are being replaced,” I said. “They’re putting in the new thermal ones. The old ones will go to reclamation.”

“That’s not interesting.”

“You said anything.”

“I said something. Anything implies options.” She considered. “What happens to the data that was in them?”

“It gets transferred.”

“What if it doesn’t transfer right?”

“Then it gets reprocessed.”

“What if it can’t be reprocessed?”

“Then it gets flagged.”

“And then?”

“Then someone decides what to do with it.”

She thought about this. Outside, the amber corridor lights ran their cycle. The building held itself in its evening quiet. Somewhere below us, a door opened and closed, the sound coming up through the floors muffled and soft.

“Ni,” she said.

“What.”

“The thermal towers. Are they better than the old ones?”

“That’s what they say.”

“Who says?”

“The district release.”

“Do you think they’re better?”

I looked at her. She was watching me with the transparent-face attention again, and I understood that she was not really asking about the towers.

“I think they do what they’re designed to do,” I said.

She accepted this the way she accepted most of my answers: by looking at it from a few angles before deciding it was enough.

“Okay,” she said. She unfolded from the knee-pull position and stood up, picking up her school bag by one strap. “I’m going to sleep.”

“Good.”

She started toward the back corridor, then stopped without turning around. “You’ll be here when I get up?”

“Yes.”

She nodded once, to herself or to the wall in front of her. Then she walked down the corridor to her room and I heard her door close, not hard, just shut, the soft mechanical click of the latch catching.

I stayed on the floor mat.

I did not look at the window. I did not look at the ceiling. I looked at the place on the mat where her practice sheets had been, the slightly compressed grey of the material where she’d been sitting, and I ran the numbers on question ten one more time and the numbers came out the same as they had the first time.

I would fix it tomorrow.

There was nothing to fix tonight.

* * *

I was still in the main room when my mother came in.

She came in the way she always came in from the late data shift, which was to say quietly and without announcement, as if she’d decided somewhere between the facility and our door that the apartment deserved the same efficiency the shift required. Her entry badge went into the tray by the door. Her outer jacket went onto the hook. She set her bag down and pressed two fingers to the back of her neck the way she did when the processing work had been long.

She saw me on the floor mat and did not appear surprised.

“Still up,” she said. It was not a question.

“Yes.”

She moved into the small kitchen space and drew a glass of water from the line. She drank half of it standing at the counter, looking at the wall above the basin, which was blank except for the district code placard all units were required to display. D4-7732. Our household number. Our address within the registry.

She turned around. She held the glass.

“How did practice go,” she said.

“Fine,” I said.

She nodded. She looked down the back corridor toward Sovi’s room.

“She’s asleep,” I said.

“Good.” She looked at me. “Did she do well?”

“She did well.”

My mother had a version of stillness that was different from Tarix’s and different from mine. Mine was a holding. Tarix’s was a suspension. My mother’s was the kind that came from having held things for so long that stillness had become the default, the resting position, the way water settles when nothing is moving it. She stood in the kitchen and looked at me and I could see the day sitting on her face the way the data shift always left it, a particular flatness around the eyes that took until morning to ease.

“She got the compliance questions?” she said.

“Most of them.”

“Most.”

“Enough.”

My mother looked at her water glass. She rotated it slightly in her hand, not drinking, just turning it.

“The resource efficiency section,” she said.

“She’ll be fine.”

“Nix.”

“She will.”

My mother set the glass down on the counter. She pressed her fingers to her neck again. She was not looking at me.

The resource efficiency section was the one we didn’t talk about. We didn’t talk about it the same way we didn’t talk about the names on the district board after each assessment cycle, the same way we didn’t talk about the Drevat family in the unit below us after their youngest was collected two years ago and the unit was reassigned to a single-person occupant from District Three. We didn’t talk about it because talking about it was a form of acknowledging that it was a real thing that happened in real units to real families and not a fact of the system that existed at a comfortable distance from ours.

Sovi was nine.

The resource efficiency bar for nine-year-olds was lower.

These two facts sat together in the room and neither of us said them.

“She’ll be fine,” I said again. I kept my voice level. I was good at level. I had been practicing level for two years with a focus I hadn’t applied to much else.

My mother picked up her glass, finished the water, and set it in the basin. She dried her hands on the wall cloth.

“Get some sleep,” she said.

“In a minute.”

She looked at me once more. It was not the transparent-face look Sovi used. It was something quieter and more directional, the look of a person who has calculated something and chosen not to share the result.

“Goodnight, Nix,” she said.

“Goodnight.”

She went down the corridor. I heard her door close. Same soft click as Sovi’s, the latch catching in the same wall.

I sat on the mat.

The corridor lights outside had moved further into their cycle. The amber was deeper now, closer to the color they went an hour before dawn, and I knew without checking the clock that it was past the household quiet period and that I should be in my room with the light off.

I thought about question ten. I thought about the word trusted and the particular quality of wrong it had when Sovi said it. I thought about the scorer’s margin notes and the way the resource efficiency section processed authenticity as data.

I would tell her in the morning. Before she left. A simple adjustment, four words changed to three, the phrase dropped entirely. She was good at taking adjustments. She didn’t like them but she was good at them.

I would tell her in the morning and she would adjust and it would be fine.

I looked at the placard above the kitchen basin. D4-7732.

I got up from the mat. I turned off the main room light. I went to my room and lay down on my bed with my shoes still on and looked at the ceiling and did not sleep for a very long time.
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The morning came the way Assessment Day mornings always did, which was too early and too bright, the overhead lights in the corridor outside clicking to full power at 0500 instead of the usual 0600 because the district ran extended hours on assessment cycles to process the volume of families moving toward the facility on Provision Street.

I was already awake.

I had been awake since four, lying on my bed with my shoes still on from the night before, staring at the ceiling and running the same set of numbers I had been running since the board posted the assessment schedule three weeks ago. At some point I had stopped running them and simply stared, which was not something I did often. Staring was not useful. It produced nothing and consumed time that could be used for preparation. But there was a point past which preparation became a wall you walked into repeatedly, and I had reached that point somewhere around the third hour of the ceiling.

I got up at 0430. I washed my face. I changed my shirt. I went to the kitchen and looked at the food allocation shelf and decided against eating because my stomach was doing something I didn’t want to add to, and then I reconsidered and ate half a portion of the grain block because the cognitive processing section ran better with fuel and I needed to be functional.

At 0510 I went to Sovi’s door and knocked twice, which was our signal for time to move, as opposed to three knocks, which was something is wrong, and one knock, which was are you awake, a distinction she had established when she was six and which I had adopted without comment because it was more efficient than whatever I would have come up with.

A pause. Then her voice, already alert in the way her voice always was when she woke, no thickness to it, no gradual assembly. She was either asleep or she wasn’t.

“I’m up,” she said.

“Ten minutes.”

“Five,” she said.

She was ready in seven.

She came out of her room with her hair pulled back and her assessment clothes on, which were the same as school clothes because the district did not require anything specific for assessment days but most families dressed their children in their cleanest things anyway, an unofficial protocol that everyone followed and no one discussed. Sovi’s shirt was the dark grey one she kept folded separately from the others. She had her shoes on the right feet, which I noted because she had a habit, on mornings she was thinking about something else, of putting the left one on first and not noticing.

She was thinking about something else. But her shoes were on correctly.

She looked at me. I looked at her.

“Did you eat?” I said.

“Yes.”

“What.”

“Half a grain block.”

“Good.”

I had not told her about question ten. I had decided in the grey space between almost-sleeping and not-sleeping that the adjustment was small enough to be made in the walk over, that I could tell her once and she would fix it, and that telling her now in the kitchen while she was doing up the second fastening on her shoe would make it land too heavily. She needed to arrive at the facility with the answers sitting lightly in her. Not pressed. Not held too tight.

My mother came out of her room at 0520. She was already in her work clothes, which meant she was going directly to the data facility after the drop-off instead of coming back to the unit. She looked at us both in the way she looked at things she was cataloguing.

“Ready,” she said. Also not a question.

“Yes,” Sovi said.

My mother looked at me.

“Yes,” I said.

She picked up her entry badge from the tray. She looked at Sovi one more time, not long, not in a way Sovi would have been able to read as anything other than the usual morning look. Then she opened the door.

We went out.

* * *

Provision Street ran the length of the district’s central corridor from the northern intake gate to the southern processing blocks, and the testing facility sat at its midpoint, a square grey building with no markings except the district code above the entrance and the assessment schedule board mounted to the exterior wall to the left of the doors.

The walk was twelve minutes at a standard pace.

I started my inventory before we reached the first intersection.

The overhead lines: functioning, all amber strips at full morning power. The pavement: dry, the overnight moisture already pulled up by the ventilation drains set at intervals along the corridor walls. The number of families on the street: higher than a usual morning, moving in the same direction, the particular quality of silence that a group of people produce when they are all aware of the same thing and have decided not to name it. The children: most of them in the dark grey or clean white of their best clothes. Some of them talking. Most of them not.

I named things as I walked.

The bakery unit on the corner of Provision and Second, its intake grate still closed at this hour, the smell of the heating elements already running inside. The reclamation point three units down, the large grey receptacle with the district seal, the same receptacle that had been there since I could form memories of this street. The crack in the pavement at the forty-meter mark that I had been stepping over for as long as I could remember, a long diagonal split that the maintenance crews had filled twice in the past year and which had reopened both times.

Naming things kept me moving forward.

I knew this about myself the same way I knew that Sovi talked when she was nervous and my mother went quiet when she was afraid. Everyone had a system. Mine was external. As long as I was cataloguing what I could see and measure, there was no room in the front of my mind for what I couldn’t.

Sovi walked beside me with her hands in her pockets. She was not talking.

I glanced at her.

She was looking at the street ahead with the same forward attention I used when I was doing inventory, which she had never done before, or not that I had seen, and I wondered if she had developed her own version of the same mechanism without knowing that’s what it was.

“Sovi,” I said.

“Mm.”

“Question ten.”

She looked at me.

“Drop the phrase trusted adult,” I said. “Just say: I ask for help so I can do what I’m supposed to do.”

She held this for a moment. “That sounds younger.”

“Yes.”

“Oh.” Another moment. “Okay.”

“Say it once.”

“I ask for help so I can do what I’m supposed to do.”

“Good.”

She put her hands back in her pockets. She looked at the street again.

I looked at the buildings.

We were passing the community notice board at the corner of Provision and Fifth. It was a standard district board, two meters wide, mounted at standing height, with the reinforced glass front that required an enforcement key to open. On regular days it posted allocation updates, maintenance schedules, district announcements, the kinds of information that were also available through the unit data terminals but which the district required to be displayed in physical form in three locations per corridor.

On assessment days it was blank.

It had not always been blank. The previous protocol, before the modification three cycles ago, had posted the names of Zeroed children on this board within twenty-four hours of the collection. It had been framed as transparency. A record of district function. An acknowledgment that the process had occurred and been completed correctly.

They had changed the protocol. No explanation was given in the district release. The board simply stopped displaying names after collections. If you asked about it you received a response about updated recordkeeping procedures and the movement of certain data categories to internal registry management.

The board was blank and clean. The glass front reflected the morning light back at us.

I knew the names that had been on it.

Drevat, Sela. Nine years old. Unit 7-14, directly below ours. She had scored below threshold in three categories and the collectors had come on the third day. I had been eleven. I had seen them in the corridor from the stairwell landing, two of them in the grey enforcement coats, and I had understood what I was seeing without anyone explaining it. Sela Drevat had been in Sovi’s current year level, two years ahead of her actual age in the learning track, which the district had noted as an efficiency flag rather than a commendation.

Caven, Tor. Eleven. Unit 4-02 on the eastern block. He had been in my cognitive processing group the previous cycle. He sat two seats to my left and had a habit of tapping the table in sets of four when he was thinking, and I had found it distracting and then stopped finding it distracting and then one cycle he was not there and his seat was not empty, it was occupied by someone transferred from a different group, because the district did not leave seats empty.

Fen, Mariv. Eight years old. The youngest on the board that cycle. I had not known her. I had only known her name from the board.

I walked past the board.

Sovi did not look at it. Either she did not know what it had been or she had decided not to look. With Sovi it was sometimes impossible to determine which of those two things was happening.

I did not look at it either.

I looked at the street ahead. The testing facility was visible now at the end of the corridor, its square form sitting at the midpoint with the assessment schedule board on its left side and the entrance to its right. The line of families had thickened as we got closer. Everyone converging on the same point from the corridor’s various branches.

My mother had been walking slightly ahead. She stopped at the boundary line, the marked strip on the pavement twenty meters from the facility entrance where family members were required to separate from the assessment group. The district had added the boundary line four cycles ago. Before that, families could accompany children to the entrance. Someone had decided that proximity data from the separation point was useful for the resource efficiency scoring, which meant that how a child handled the twenty-meter walk alone was part of what was being measured.

My mother looked at Sovi.

Sovi looked at her.

Something passed between them that I was not part of and did not try to be. My mother put one hand briefly on Sovi’s shoulder, two seconds, not more. Then she stepped back to the boundary.

She looked at me.

I looked at her.

She nodded once. I nodded back. Then she turned and walked back down Provision Street toward the data facility, and I watched her for three seconds before I turned back to the entrance.

“Okay,” Sovi said, beside me.

“Okay,” I said.

We crossed the twenty meters.

Inside, the facility ran its assessment-day configuration, which meant the entrance hall had been reconfigured from its standard layout into the age-group sorting corridor. Tables ran along both walls, each one staffed by a facility coordinator with a registry scanner. Above each table, a placard with the age range. The groups ran youngest to oldest from left to right, nine through fifteen, each group assigned a different processing corridor that ran deeper into the building.

The noise in the entrance hall was controlled. Not quiet, not loud. The specific register of a large group of people who have been told, implicitly and repeatedly, that this is not a place for excess.

I found my group’s table. Thirteen to fourteen, the fourth table on the right side.

Sovi’s group was the first table on the left.

We stopped.

I looked at her. She was looking at her table, at the coordinator with the scanner, at the other nine-year-olds assembling in the area behind the table in the small cluster of children who were either very still or very animated with no middle ground between the two. Sovi was not either of those things. She was just standing, looking at the table with the same quality of attention she had turned on the street earlier.

“Sovi,” I said.

She looked at me.

There were things I wanted to say. I had been compiling them since 0430. Practical things: remember to pause before answering, sit up in the chair, answer in the register we practiced, drop the phrase trusted adult, let the space between questions breathe. And under the practical things, other things that were not practical and that I had no usable format for, things about how she was the most competent nine-year-old I had encountered in all the nine-year-olds I had encountered, which was not a large sample but was the only sample I had, and how the system’s method of measuring competence was not the same as competence and that the gap between those two things was not her failure but the system’s, and how I would be at the board at 0600 tomorrow and I would find her number and it would be where it needed to be.

I said: “You know the answers.”

She looked at me with the transparent-face attention.

“I know,” she said.

“Go.”

She went.

She walked to the first table on the left side and gave the coordinator her registry number from memory without checking the card in her pocket, which she didn’t need to do but which I had told her to do so she would have something to do with her hands. She didn’t do it. She stood straight and gave the number and the coordinator scanned her and pointed her toward the nine-year-old group area, and Sovi moved toward it.

At the edge of the group area she stopped.

She turned around.

She looked at me across the entrance hall.

The look she gave me was not the look I had been preparing for. I had been preparing for fear, for the compressed careful face she made when something was too large to process comfortably, for the look that meant she needed something from me that I would have to provide quickly and without making it visible to the coordinators around us. I had my response ready. A nod. Steady. Certain.

She was not scared.

She looked at me the way you look at something you are memorizing. Careful and complete, the way she folded paper. She took me in, the whole of me standing at the fourth table on the right side with my registry card in my hand, and she held the look for two seconds, maybe three.

Then she turned around and walked into the group area and was absorbed into the cluster of nine-year-olds and I could no longer see her face.

I stood at my table.

The coordinator asked for my registry number.

I gave it.

He scanned me and pointed me toward the thirteen-to-fourteen corridor and I moved toward it and I did not look at the corner she had turned around. I looked at the corridor ahead, the grey walls, the overhead lights at their full assessment-day power, the line of children moving in the same direction I was moving.

I looked at the walls.

The lights.

The floor.

I named them.

Grey composite panel, standard District Four grade, the same material used in the unit buildings, in the provision corridors, in the data facility where my mother was now sitting at a processing terminal running numbers through a system that ran numbers back. The lights: recessed, full-spectrum, the kind that were supposed to reduce fatigue during extended cognitive tasks and which I had read about in a district maintenance release two years ago because I read district maintenance releases when I could not sleep. The floor: sealed grey, slightly textured for traction, cleaned overnight, a faint smell of the solvent they used that I had learned to associate with assessment days the way other smells







































