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  The First Enumeration

The Induction Suite smelled of vinyl and bleach and the tech's coffee, which had gone cold two hours ago and still sat on the counter giving off its sour steam.

Daniel Okafor lay on the couch with Form 4-A on his chest and read it a third time. The paper was warm from his hands. Triplicate, pink on top, the stamp still tacky where Holt had slammed it down in the shift office: ENUMERATION AUTHORIZED. His own signature under Holt's, too careful, the letters too tall. Enumerator 1147. Tract 1, Section C. Window 0340 to 0420.

Three months in the Office and he still read every form like it might change between readings.

"You'll want to stop doing that," the tech said. She had a pen behind her ear and tired eyes and a mug that said WORLD'S OKAYEST AUNT. "The forms don't change. That's the whole point of the forms."

"I know," Daniel said. "It's a habit."

"Habits are good here." She set a small brass bell on the tray beside the couch. It was dented on one side. "Forty minutes. The bell rings at thirty-six. That's your four-minute warning. When it rings the second time, you wake up. You don't finish the count. You don't say goodbye to anybody. You wake up."

"Is there usually somebody to say goodbye to?"

The tech looked at him. "That's a veteran question to ask on your first solo."

In the corridor outside, Mara Voss was waiting for the elevator with her clicker in her hand. She clicked it once, without looking at it, the way other people cracked their knuckles.

"First solo?" she said.

"Yes, ma'am."

"Count it anyway." The elevator dinged. She got in. The doors closed.

Daniel lay back. The vinyl was cold through his shirt. Holt had stamped the form at 0240 in the shift office, barely looking up from the Nightly Tally he was initialing, and Daniel had stood there holding the warm triplicate and reading the Tally board over Holt's shoulder because he could not stop himself from reading numbers. Tract 1: 0.8. Elevated. Tract 7: 0.3. Tract 12: 0.4. Tract 19: 0.2. Tract 23: 1.1, the highest, with a little star beside it that meant nothing good.

In training they had told him Tract 1 was the first colonized region in Office history, 1958, and the lecturer had said it the way people say a date everybody already knows. Daniel had written his graduate thesis on lucid dreaming in undergraduates. His advisor had laughed, not unkindly, when Daniel told him about the job offer. "The government has a use for that?" he'd said. "The government has a use for everything," Daniel had said, and he'd believed it, and three months in he still believed it, which the veterans found touching and did not say so.

The tech dimmed the lights, and the ceiling tiles went gray, and he counted them without meaning to. Forty-eight. He had started doing that in week two. Everybody did. That was the job leaking into the rest of your life, and nobody in the Office thought it was strange, which was maybe the strangest thing about the Office.

"See you at 0420," the tech said.

He closed his eyes, and the couch fell away, and the School took him.



It took him the way it always took him in training: a lurch, like an elevator starting down too fast, and then the smell. Floor wax and chalk dust and old paper, and under it the particular warm stink of a building full of children who had all just left. The fluorescent tubes hummed. His shoes squeaked on the linoleum.

Tract 1. The School. Section C.

The hallway ran straight ahead of him, lockers on both sides, classroom doors spaced even as teeth. At the far end it turned, or the light gave out. The schematic in his breast pocket said Section C ran two hundred and twelve lockers and ended at a fire door. He had memorized it. He had memorized all of it, the way he had memorized everything since he was hired, because Daniel Okafor had been the kind of graduate student who color-coded his notes and the Office had hired him for exactly that and he knew it.

Procedure first. Doors left, then doors right, then lockers. Clicker in his right hand. Tally sheet in his left, clipped to the board.

He started at the near end and walked slow. Click for every door. The clicker was heavier than it looked, honest in the hand.

Left side: thirty-one. He counted twice. Thirty-one.

Right side: thirty-one.

He stopped. The schematic said thirty left, thirty right. Sixty doors. He had sixty-two.

He counted the right side again, slower, touching each doorframe with his fingertips as he passed. One, two, three. The doors had numbers in black plastic plates, 1 through 30, except between 17 and 18 there was a door with no number and no window. Just a door, painted the same green as all the others, with a lever handle instead of a knob.

He stood in front of it and did not open it. Procedure was clear: record, do not enter. Enumerators counted. That was the whole job. He wrote it down: One unnumbered door, right side, between 17 and 18.

The handle was warm when his knuckles brushed it. He told himself the building ran hot. He wrote that down too, then crossed it out, because the form had no field for what he told himself.

He put his ear to the door. The fluorescent hum stopped at the wood, the way sound stops at a closed window. Beyond it there was nothing, or nothing he could hear, which was not the same thing, and he stepped back, and his heart was going too fast for a man standing in an empty hallway.

Lockers next. He started at 1 and clicked his way down the left side, and the numbers on the locker vents went past, and the fluorescent hum went on, and his shoes went on squeaking, and at locker 212 he did not stop, because there was no fire door.

The schematic said fire door past 212. There was no fire door. There were more lockers.

He kept counting. The hallway kept going. At 240 his thumb was cramping. Past 212 the linoleum changed, older, yellowed at the seams, and the fluorescent tubes ran sparser, so he walked through pools of light with dark water between them. A water fountain jutted from the wall at 233, running, the water arcing silver and going down the drain without stopping. Nobody drank. He did not drink.

At 260 he stopped, because procedure set 260 as the limit of a single count, and he wrote: Hallway extends beyond range of count. Lockers 213-260 counted; hallway continues. No fire door at schematic terminus.

His handwriting looked wrong. Too tall, like his signature.

The PA crackled.

It was an old sound, a sound from every school he had ever attended, the little throat-clearing pop of a speaker waking up. Then a woman's voice, reading names.

"Will the following students please report to the main office. Sarah Lindqvist. Tommy Beck. Daniel Okafor."

It was his grandmother's voice. She had been dead twelve years. She said his last name the way she had always said it, flattened and wrong, OAK-uh-for, and he had never corrected her, not once in twenty-two years, and hearing it now his throat closed the way it had at her funeral.

He stood in the humming hallway with the clicker in his hand and listened to his dead grandmother mispronounce his name over the PA of a school that did not exist, and then the speaker popped again and went silent.

Procedure did not cover this. He wrote it down anyway, in the margin, because the margin was where the truth went when the fields ran out: PA announcement, 0352 approx. Voice like my grandmother's. Read my name.

Down the hall, a locker door stood open.

It was 114. A girl stood in front of it with her back to him, spinning the combination dial. White sneakers gone gray at the toes. A backpack with a broken zipper hanging open. Two braids.

The numbers came up in his throat before her fingers stopped moving. Thirty-six, twelve, four.

His high school locker combination. He had not thought of it in eleven years, and here it was, rising in his mouth like a burp.

The locker clicked open. The girl took out nothing. She just stood there looking in, and then she turned her head and saw him, and she was maybe fourteen, and she was not afraid of him at all.

"You're new," she said.

Enumerators did not address sleepers. It was in the manual, page forty, underlined in training. Record, do not engage. The sleepers were the reason for the census and also, in some way he had not yet worked out, its cost.

"What's your name?" he asked.

"It doesn't matter here," she said. She said it the way you say something you have said many times before, to many people, patiently. "Are you going to count them all?"

"That's the job."

She nodded at the open locker. Inside, on the top shelf, lay a test booklet. Blue cover, the kind with the staple in the spine. His name was written across it in his own seventeen-year-old handwriting, the slanted print he had used before college beat it out of him. DANIEL OKAFOR. Every answer blank.

"You're in my locker," he said, stupidly.

"It's everybody's locker," the girl said. "That's why the numbers work."

She closed the locker door, soft, and spun the dial, and walked away down the hallway toward the end that the schematic said did not exist, her broken-zipper backpack bouncing, and Daniel did not follow her, because procedure said forty minutes and the bell would ring at thirty-six, and because his hands were shaking too hard to hold the board steady.

He counted the doors on the way back. Thirty-one and thirty-one. He passed the unnumbered door between 17 and 18 and brushed the handle with his knuckles without meaning to. It was cool now. Room temperature. He stood there a moment with his hand in the air, feeling foolish, and wrote nothing down, because there was no field for a handle that had changed its mind.

The bell rang.



He sat up on the vinyl couch with the taste of chalk dust in his mouth. The tech's pen had stopped moving.

"Welcome back," she said. "How'd it go?"

"Longer than the map," Daniel said.

"They usually are, first time." She made a note. "Forty-eight tiles, right?"

"What?"

"The ceiling. Everybody counts them." She capped her pen. "Forms and Records is down the hall. Agnes will take your 88-D."

He filled out Form 88-D at the little desk by the elevators, and his hand kept making the letters too tall. Notice of Dream Irregularity. Tract 1, Section C. Variance exceeds tolerance. Doors: 62 counted, 60 schematic. Lockers: 260 counted, hallway continues, no fire door at terminus. One unnumbered door, right side, between 17 and 18. PA anomaly, 0352 approx.

He did not write about the girl. There was no field for the girl. He wrote about the doors and the lockers and the PA, and his hand shook, and he thought about what happened after an 88-D got filed on a section. Quarantine would fence Section C. Flood it with counter-dreams or wall it off with dreamless sleep. And the sleepers who dreamed that hallway, the girl with the broken zipper who spun his combination like it was hers, they would get reassigned. New name. New town. Pills in a bottle with no label, from a pharmacy with no address.

It doesn't matter here, she had said. Maybe she already knew.

The census was the job. The job was the faith. He had been hired because he believed in counting things carefully, because he believed that if you counted carefully enough the world would add up.

He signed it anyway.

The elevator skipped B3 on the way down to Forms & Records, the way the Merriweather elevators did, and he rode the missing floor in silence with the triplicate in his hand.

Agnes Plumb took the form with both hands, like it was something alive. She was seventy-one, cardigan buttoned wrong, tea gone cold on her desk beside a stack of trays.

"Section C," she said. "Section C of Tract 1. The School." She stamped it, and the stamp came down hard, and she smiled at him without looking up. "First solo. How was the hallway?"

"Longer than the map."

"Mm." She filed the pink copy and handed him the yellow. "They're always longer than the map, dear. The map is from 1958." She paused. "The hallway has had sixty-eight years to practice."

In the B4 washroom he scrubbed his hands. The chalk dust came off his palms and stayed under his nails, gray crescents, ground in deep. He had not touched a chalkboard in fifteen years.

He stood there a long time, looking at his hands, listening to the fluorescent hum, which sounded exactly like the hallway. Somewhere above him, or below him, the Nightly Tally was being posted, and Tract 1's variance would tick up a notch, 0.8 to something higher, and nobody in the waking world would ever know what the number meant.

Under his nails, the chalk stayed. He could still hear his grandmother saying it wrong, the way she always had.
The 1958 File

The request slip was square on her desk when Agnes came in, set straight against the desk's edge the way Ray always set things. Douglas Ray, fourteen years in Records, careful hands. He had brought it up with the morning batch from Tally and squared it with the blotter before he left. She knew the square-setting the way she knew everyone's small habits with paper. It was her job to know how the paper moved.

TALLY REQ. 2026-881, the slip read, in Tally's block capitals. TRACT 1 VARIANCE BASELINE: ELEVATED SINCE? REQUEST ORIGINAL DOCUMENTATION.

The elevator had skipped B3 on the way down, the way it did, and through the gap in the doors had come the smell of soup from the B2 cafeteria, starting early. Somebody down there ate soup for breakfast. She hung up her coat and read the slip twice, the way she read everything twice, and set it square with the blotter, the way Ray had set it.

She made her tea first. She always made the tea before she touched the paper, because once the paper started there was no stopping until lunch, and the tea would go cold anyway. It always went cold. Forty-seven years and she had never once drunk it hot. The kettle sat in the corner on a tray with the chipped mug and the little packets the cafeteria gave out, and she carried the mug back and set it on the blotter, off the paper, and it began going cold immediately, the way it did.

Tract 1. The School. The first colonized tract, 1958. Every clerk in the building knew that much the way you know your own address. But Tally wanted the original documentation, the paper underneath the knowing, and the paper underneath the knowing was in the stacks, and the stacks were hers.

She took her cardigan off the hook, the gray one with the snag at the cuff that caught on drawer pulls, and went down into the stacks.

The stacks smelled the way they always smelled. Paper dust and old glue and the sweet vanilla smell the old paper gave off as it aged, and under it the iron smell of the shelves. The lights buzzed. She walked the aisle the way she had walked it ten thousand times, past the uprights with the shelf marks painted on in white, past the bound Tally volumes standing shoulder to shoulder like bricks. 1958 was on the third tier. She had to stand on the step stool. Her knees made the small sound they made now.

File 1958-T1-001. The folder was manila gone soft at the edges, the string tie frayed where a thousand fingers had worked it. The jacket label read TRACT 1: INITIAL COLONIZATION. 1958, in block capitals.

She knew that hand.

She stood on the step stool with the file in her hands and the dust from the top shelf in her nose, and she looked at the label until her knees complained. Block capitals, hers. The A with the flat top. The way she made the 9, the tail coming back under. She had labeled ten thousand file jackets in forty-seven years. She knew her own labeling the way a mother knows her child's cry in a crowd, which was a foolish thought; she had no children. She had files.

She climbed down, carefully, one knee at a time, and carried the file back to her desk. The tea had filmed over. She moved the mug off the blotter and opened the file.

The Nightly Tally pages came first, week by week, fall of 1958, the old 77-T forms on the thin paper they used then. She read the Tract 1 line the way she had read a million Tally lines.

Week 38: 0.9. Week 39: 2.4. Week 40: 6.0. Week 41: 11.3. Week 42: 7.7, with a penciled note in the margin: fencing commenced 10/19. Week 44: 2.1. Week 47: 0.9. Week 50: 0.8. And under week 50, in pencil, in the same block capitals as the jacket label: baseline did not return below 0.8.

Present-day Tract 1 variance: 0.8. Elevated, the continuity sheets said. Elevated since 1958. The file was answering Tally's question before Tally had finished asking it. That was the way with the old files. They were complete.

Behind the Tally pages were the 88-Ds. Three of them, September and October of 1958, the old stock with the pink edge. She read them the way you read a weather report from a storm you missed.

During the weeks of 9/28 through 11/2/58, dream diaries received from stipend volunteers in Ohio, Indiana, and Pennsylvania described a school hallway of unusual length. Lockers numbered beyond 400. A classroom in which a test was being given, with no door drawn or described by any witness.

Two hundred and fourteen witnesses employed a word for the color of the hallway light which no two spelled alike. The word appears in no dictionary consulted. A list of the spellings was attached, four pages. She did not read the list.

Three witnesses, unknown to each other, dreamed the hallway on the same night and described the same locker number.

One witness, a teacher, woke with a scar across her left palm which she could not explain and which her physician dated to approximately six weeks prior. She had not been cut.

Behind the 88-Ds were the 12-Cs. Eleven of them. She counted. Reassignment of Sleeper, eleven sleepers, new names typed in the new-name field with the old names struck through once, the way procedure required then. Procedure had changed since. The striking-through had been judged unkind, or untidy; she could not remember which. No, she could remember: untidy. The 1974 revision. She corrected herself the way she always did and went on.

Behind the 12-Cs was the Director's memo. One page. Brief.

The Archivist will maintain this file.

D.

Dated 10/20/58. Always correct. She did maintain it. She had maintained it for forty-seven years without ever opening it, which was also correct; you did not open files that were complete.

She turned back to the Tally pages, to week 41, to check the figure against the summary, and that was when she saw the marginalia properly for the first time. Pencil, in the margin beside the 11.3: cf. wk. 40: recount. And under it, smaller: confirmed.

It was her hand.

She sat very still. The lights buzzed. Somewhere in the stacks a drawer shut, far off, the sound coming down the aisle like a cough.

It was her hand the way her face was her face. The 7s crossed with the little upward flick. The c's made in one stroke. She had written cf. wk. 40: recount in a thousand margins. She wrote it the way other people breathed.

She told herself: a predecessor. Some clerk before her, some woman with a similar hand, it happened. Hands rhymed the way dreams rhymed. That was a tidy thought and she did not believe it for one second, but she filed it where she filed the thoughts she did not believe, which was nowhere, which was the problem.

She turned the file jacket over. The accession stamp was on the inside flap, the way they did it then: B4 RECORDS: ACCESSIONED 10/14/58. And under it, the clerk's stamp. ARCHIVE: A. PLUMB.

Her stamp. The one in her desk drawer, in the tray with the date stamp and the blotter. Issued to her in September of 1979; she remembered signing the supply requisition, she remembered the supply clerk, a man named Petty with a limp. The impression in the file had the nick in the P. Her stamp had the nick in the P. She looked at the nick, the little white gap in the loop of the letter, and she tried to remember when it had happened, and she could not.

She had carried that stamp for forty-seven years and she could not remember the nick happening. That was the thing she kept coming back to, later. Not the file. The nick. The one thing the Archivist could not remember was her own stamp.

She got up and took down the checkout ledger for 1958. The ledgers were bound, one per year, the pages ruled by hand in the early volumes. She found the file number. Beside it, in ink gone brown: A.P. 10/14/58.

She turned pages. She found her initials ten more times. Eleven files, fall of 1958, all in her hand, all initialed A.P. She counted twice. Eleven.

She put the ledger down and went to the personnel cabinet and pulled her own file. She had not opened it in twenty years. It was thin. Birth certificate, copy: Agnes Plumb, born March 12, 1955, St. Mary's Hospital. Oath of office: September 4, 1979. A commendation, 1988. A dentist's note about the crown, 2003, which she had always meant to remove. Nothing else. Nothing between 1955 and 1979 except the birth certificate, which was correct; there was nothing to put between them. You were born and then, one day, you were hired.

She did the subtraction twice. 1958 minus 1955 is three.

She would have been three.

She looked at her hands on the desk. The age spots. The knuckle gone knobby on the left middle finger. She tried to picture them small, three years old, holding a pencil, writing cf. wk. 40: recount in a margin, and she could not do it. The picture would not come. Her hands had written those words; the file said so, the ledger said so. And her hands had no memory of it at all. Seventy-one years of hands, forty-seven of them spent in this building, and the file knew more about them than she did.

She sat at her desk with the two files open, the 1958 file and her personnel file, and her tea between them with the skin on it. The lights buzzed. The cardigan snagged on the drawer pull when she shifted, and she unhooked it without looking, the way you unhook a thing you have unhooked ten thousand times.

The file was correct. That was the terrible thing, and she proved it the way she proved everything: she took the file back down to the stacks, the step stool again, knees and all, and pulled the bound Tally volume for 1958. Week 41, Tract 1. 11.3. She held the volume open in one hand and the file's 77-T in the other, and the figures matched, digit for digit, the way they always did when a file was complete.

She checked the reassignment log for October 1958. Eleven names. She read each one against the eleven 12-Cs in the file, name and date, name and date, eleven times. Every one matched. The 88-D numbers matched the register. The Director's memo was brief and correct.

She did it because checking was what she did instead of screaming. There was not one wrong date, one wrong figure, one wrong name in the whole file. It was complete. It was perfect.

Except the hand.

She thought about the discrepancy procedure. To challenge a record you filed a 77-R, Request for Record Review, and the form required the name of the officer of record, and the officer of record would be notified, and the officer of record was A. Plumb. She wrote her own name in her head, in the little box on the form, and she stopped there, because the next box asked for the date of the original entry, and her hand knew the date, and that was the whole problem in miniature, in two boxes.

She did not file the 77-R.

She wrote out the reply to Tally instead. It took her four words. The elevated baseline dates to 1958. Then, because a reply should cite: See File 1958-T1-001. It was perfectly true and it said nothing. The Office ran on such sentences. She put it in the out-tray, unsigned. Ray would square it in the morning.

Her tea had gone cold hours ago, the skin thick on top. She drank half of it standing up, the way she always did, and set the mug down.

Then she wrote the filing slip, to put the file back. Name, number, date returned. Her hand moved the way it always moved, sure and quick, the 7s crossed with the little upward flick.

She wrote the date at the top of the slip. Her hand wrote 1958.

She looked at it for a long time. The 9 with its tail the way she had always made it. The 8 in two strokes. Her handwriting, doing what her handwriting did.

Paper did not make mistakes. That was the first thing they taught you in Forms & Records, and the last thing you learned. Paper did not lie. It only waited.

She put the slip in the file, and the file in the drawer, and pushed the drawer shut with her hip, the way she always had.
The Rhyming Diary

The Tally floor on B4 smelled of paper dust and the coffee that had been burning in the pot since two o'clock. Nadia Reyes stayed late because the numbers were wrong in a way that was almost polite about it, and she wanted to catch them before they finished being polite.

She had been a Tally analyst for four years. Her job was to read what the nation dreamed and turn it into the Nightly Tally, which meant she read hospital intake notes and police blotters and the dream diaries that forty thousand citizens mailed in every month for fifty dollars, and she counted the irregularities per hundred thousand sleepers, and she wrote the numbers down in triplicate. Tally analysts were the only people in America who read forty thousand strangers' dreams for a living and got paid in paper cuts.

Two is a coincidence. Three is a pattern. That was the rule she worked by, and she had it taped to the side of her monitor where the supervisors could see it and know she was one of the serious ones.

The diary was from a woman in Lima, Ohio. Volunteer 2-B/09177, Carol Vane, sixty-three, retired school cafeteria worker, six years on the stipend without a single irregularity. Nadia had read all six years of Carol Vane. Carol dreamed about her dead husband's hands and about losing her teeth on a bus and once, memorably, about a parade of ducks wearing her late mother's shoes. Ordinary. Human. The good stuff, the stuff that kept the variance low.

The entry was dated Tuesday. It read, in Carol's round careful hand:

I went room to room and every room had one more door than the last and I new better than to knock.

Nadia read it twice. Then she read the police blotter from St. Joseph, Missouri, which had come in the same intake box because Forms & Records sorted by tract, not by state, and God help you if you asked them why.

The blotter was a burglary statement. A man named Dale Whitaker, forty-one, reporting that someone had come through his back door at 2 a.m. The officer had written down Whitaker's own account of checking the house afterward, and Whitaker had said:

"I went room to room and every room had one more door than the last and I new better than to knock."

Word for word. Same sentence. Same misspelling. New for knew.

Nadia did what she always did when the data started behaving like language. She counted.

Carol Vane's diary: Lima, Ohio. Mailed the first of the month, regular as rent.

Dale Whitaker's statement: St. Joseph, Missouri. Filed eleven days ago. Three state lines between them — Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Missouri — and no connection Nadia could find in twenty minutes of cross-checking. Different ages, different lives. Carol Vane had never left Ohio except for a senior trip to Branson in 1989. Dale Whitaker had never been to Ohio at all.

Two is a coincidence.

She told herself that while she pulled the hospital intake stack. Mercy General in Fort Wayne had sent over their weekly dream-incident notes — patients who woke up screaming, patients who described the same room. A nurse named Okafor — no relation, she checked, then felt stupid for checking — had written up a seventy-year-old man who kept describing a house.

The note read: Pt states "I went room to room and every room had one more door than the last and I new better than to knock." Pt became agitated when asked to repeat. Recommend sitter.

Same sentence. Same misspelling. In a nurse's handwriting, quoting a patient.

Three is a pattern.

Nadia sat back. The fluorescent tube over her desk buzzed at a pitch she had measured once with a phone app, out of boredom, at 119 hertz. The coffee pot ticked as it cooled. Somewhere on B6 a mop bucket rolled and Eddie the janitor laughed at something nobody had said, the way he did.

She did the math the way you do the math when you want the math to save you.

Forty thousand diaries a month. Call it half a million documents a year across all intake, diaries and blotters and hospital notes. The sentence was twenty-one words long. The odds of two strangers producing the same twenty-one words in the same order, with the same misspelling, by chance — she didn't need the exact exponent. It had more zeros than her security clearance.

The math did not save her. The math never saved anyone. That was the first thing they taught you in Tally, though they phrased it as "the numbers describe, they do not explain," which was the same thing with the fear taken out.

She went down to Forms & Records.

The archive was on B5 and it smelled different from Tally — older paper, colder air, the particular dust of boxes that have not been opened since before you were born. Agnes Plumb was at the long table with a stack of intake boxes and a cup of tea gone cold, cardigan buttoned wrong, reading glasses on a chain.

"Nadia," Agnes said, without looking up. "You're here about the house."

Nadia stopped. "How did you—"

"The 1975 intake, no — 1974. The boxes were mislabeled for six years, we found out in '81. Sit down, dear, you're making the fluorescents nervous."

Agnes pulled a box toward her with both hands, the way old women handle things that are heavier than they look. "Tract 12 diaries. The House. Every few years somebody dreams the extra rooms and writes it down plain, and we file it, and the variance ticks up a tenth, and then it ticks back." She paused. "It has never ticked back this year. Have you noticed?"

"The morning 77-T had Tract 12 at point four," Nadia said. "The midday recount had it at point five."

"Mm." Agnes slid three diaries across the table. "I pulled these before you came down. I do that sometimes. Pull things before they're asked for. The files tell me what didn't happen, and lately they haven't been happening on schedule."

Nadia opened the first diary. Volunteer 2-B/04412, Amarillo, Texas. The entry was dated four days ago:

I went room to room and every room had one more door than the last and I new better than to knock.

The second: 2-B/07731, Boise, Idaho. Same sentence. Same misspelling. Dated last week.

The third: 2-B/10208, Erie, Pennsylvania. Same sentence. Same misspelling. Dated yesterday.

Nadia counted. She counted again, because counting was the thing she did when the floor tilted, the way other people prayed.

"That's six," she said quietly. "Six documents. Four states. Two more I haven't — " She stopped. "How did you know to pull these?"

Agnes corrected herself mid-sentence, the way she did. "I didn't know — I don't know. I remembered that I would. The archive and I have an understanding. It misfiles things so I'll find them." She sipped her cold tea. "File the 88-D, Nadia. The form knows what to do with it."

Nadia took the diaries back upstairs in a canvas tote and filled out Form 88-D, Notice of Dream Irregularity, in triplicate, the way the manual said, pressing hard so the carbon went through. Nature of irregularity: she wrote, identical 21-word sentence with identical misspelling appearing in 6+ unrelated intake documents across 4 states, 11-day window. Tract 12 variance rising: 0.4 → 0.5 (midday recount).

Recommended action: — she left it blank. That was procedure for this class of irregularity. The form had a field for it and the manual said to leave it empty, which Nadia had always thought was the Office's way of admitting it didn't know either, until Agnes told her once that a blank field wasn't an admission, it was a door, and some doors you filled in and some you didn't.

She stamped all three copies and sent two down the chute and kept the carbon.

She didn't go down to the cafeteria. Nobody ordered the soup — that was a B2 rule as old as the building, unwritten, obeyed — so she ate a granola bar at her desk and pulled Carol Vane's volunteer file, all six years of it, and read the woman's whole dreaming life in an hour. The ducks in her mother's shoes. The bus with no driver. The husband's hands, again and again, doing ordinary things: holding a mug, turning a page. Six years of a human being asleep, and then Tuesday, and the sentence.

She checked the intake log for the other five. Amarillo, mailed the 3rd. Boise, mailed the 5th. Erie, mailed the 8th. Fort Wayne hospital, faxed. St. Joseph blotter, filed eleven days ago. Six documents, four states, eleven days, and every one of them routed through Tract 12, which was the House, which was the tract with the extra rooms, which was the tract whose variance had gone from 0.4 to 0.5 between morning and midday like it was climbing stairs.

Nadia wrote the numbers in the margin of her notepad and circled them. Then she uncircled them, because circling felt like deciding, and she wasn't paid to decide. She was paid to count.

Halloway came by at seven, carrying his own coffee, which meant he'd been in a meeting with people who had better coffee. He was the Tally chief, fiftyish, a man who spoke entirely in procedure the way other men spoke in sports.

"Reyes," he said, reading the carbon over her shoulder. "Six documents."

"Six so far. I haven't finished the blotter stack."

"File the 88-D." He tapped the carbon. "The form decides what happens next. That's the whole point of the form."

"I filed it."

"Then it's decided." He said it kindly. That was the worst part — he said it the way you'd tell someone the elevator was fixed, like it was good news. "Go home, Reyes. The numbers will be here tomorrow. They're always here tomorrow."

She went home at eight. She lived in a one-bedroom in Alexandria with a ficus she kept alive out of spite and a private notebook in her nightstand where she wrote down her own dreams, because four years of reading other people's had made her superstitious about forgetting her own. That night she dreamed about a hallway. She woke up at 3 a.m. and wrote it down before the details went: hallway, doors, didn't count them, knew better. She stared at what she'd written. Knew. Spelled right. She went back to sleep with the lamp on.

The morning 77-T was on her desk when she arrived. Tract 12: 0.6.

It never went down. That was the other rule, the one nobody taped to their monitor: the variance could tick up a tenth and sit there, patient as a stain, and it never, ever ticked back down. Tract 23 was at 1.1 and had been at 1.1 since before Nadia was hired, and the old-timers talked about when it was 0.9 the way people talked about when rent was cheap.

The 88-D carbon came back up the chute at ten. Stamped. Initialed — the Director's initials, which nobody had ever seen written by a hand, which appeared the way frost appears. One word in the margin, in the same hand as the initials:

Noted.

Nadia looked at the word for a long time. Then she did what the form had decided, which was nothing, and went back to the intake boxes, because the numbers would be there tomorrow and so would she.

The morning intake from Forms & Records arrived at eleven. A new volunteer's first diary, 2-B/12208, Tucson, Arizona. First month on the stipend. Nadia opened it to the first entry, dated Sunday.

She read the sentence. She checked the postmark on the envelope the diary had come in. The envelope had been mailed Tuesday.

The postmark said Tuesday. The entry was dated Sunday. The sentence sat there in blue ballpoint, in a hand she had never seen, new for knew, wet-looking in the way fresh ink looks, though it couldn't have been fresh, though the postmark said Tuesday.

Two is a coincidence. Three is a pattern.

She put the diary down on top of the 88-D carbon, next to the word Noted, and she did not say what four was. She didn't have to. The Tally board across the room ticked Tract 12 to 0.6 in dry-erase marker, and the marker squeaked, and the room smelled of paper dust and burnt coffee, and the sentence sat there on the paper in somebody's handwriting, waiting for the next hand.
Form 88-D

Name: Douglas Ray. Position: Clerk, Forms & Records, Grade 7. Years of service: fourteen.

He recited it in his head every morning when the wire tray came down from intake, the way other men said a prayer. It steadied him.

The runner from intake was a boy named Pell, twenty-two, who set the tray down too hard every morning and never learned not to. Douglas had stopped correcting him in 2019. The building made its morning sounds around them: the elevator skipping B3, the pipes knocking, somebody's radio two floors up playing a song about a highway. He took the top form off the stack and squared it with the blotter, and began. The forms came in a stack with the pink edges, triplicate, carbon between, and he worked them left to right, top copy to file, second copy to Tally, third copy to Quarantine when Quarantine was named. He had a stamp and a blotter and a pen the Office did not issue, a cheap ballpoint he bought himself because the Office pens skipped. He pressed hard for the carbon. His cuff had a smudge on it where he rested his wrist. He had tried to wash it out. It stayed.

The batch that morning was volunteer diaries, the stipend batch. Form 2-B people, forty thousand of them, fifty dollars a month to write down their dreams and mail them in. Most of it was nothing. Teeth falling out. Being late. The usual human weather. He read every page because procedure said read every page, and he initialed every page, and he had never once, in fourteen years, initialed a page he had not read.

Adele Marsh. Volunteer since 2015. Seventy-nine years old. He knew her handwriting the way he knew the regulars: blue ink, shaky, the letters leaning left. She wrote about her husband in every diary. Dead twenty-two years. She wrote to him in the diaries, not about him. Harold, you would have laughed. That kind of thing. Procedure said the diaries were documents, not letters. He filed them like documents. He remembered them like letters.

Three entries. Three nights running. She had dreamed the school hallway.

The long hall, she called it. Lockers going on further than the school had. A test in a classroom, and she could not find the door to get to it, and she wrote that she did not mind. It was like school, but I didn't mind. And a word for the color of the light. She spelled it three ways in three nights, salloe, then saylor, then sahlor, each time with a little note in the margin: you know the color I mean. He did not know the color she meant. Nobody knew the color anybody meant, with those words; that was half the trouble. He copied the spellings onto the 88-D without reading them twice. You did not read those lists twice. That was not procedure, that was sense.

Recurrence: 3. Within thirty days.

Regulation 9-C: recurrence of three within thirty days requires Form 12-C, Reassignment of Sleeper. Mandatory. The word was printed in bold on the regulation card taped to his blotter. MANDATORY. He had taped the card himself, nine years ago, when he made Grade 7.

He sat with the form for a long time. The lights hummed. The carbon smudge was on his cuff.

He knew what a 12-C did. He had filed hundreds. New name, new town, the small blue pills in the bottle with no label. For a young sleeper it was a hard thing. For seventy-nine, with the husband twenty-two years dead and the diaries and the fifty dollars a month she probably did not need but kept earning, it would unmake her. They would take her out of her house and put her in a town she had never seen under a name she had never answered to, and she would take the pills, and she would stop dreaming the long hall, and she would stop writing to Harold. That was the point. That was what the form was for.

Every Christmas she sent a card. To the Office. Merry Christmas to the nice people who read my dreams. Procedure said volunteer correspondence was filed, not answered. He filed them. He remembered all eleven.

The year before last the card had a robin on it, and inside, in the shaky blue hand: Thank you for reading. Harold never liked to hear about dreams. He said they were nobody's business. I think it is nice that somebody reads them. He had filed it under Correspondence, Volunteer, by year, the way procedure said. He could have told you which drawer. He could have told you the robin had one eye printed higher than the other.

He looked at the recurrence field. It was empty, waiting for his hand. The pen was in his fingers.

He wrote 2.

His hand shook and the 2 wobbled. He pressed too hard and the carbon bit through to the third copy darker than the first. He stared at it. Then he did the rest the way he always did it, left to right, because his hands knew the order even when his head had left the room. Sleeper code. Tract: 1. Summary of irregularity: rhyming dream, recurring. He did not write the number again. He stamped it. The stamp came down straight. He separated the copies, top to file, second to the Tally tray, third to the Records drawer. He squared the stack with the blotter.

He went home at five to the apartment with the kitchen table and the chair that wobbled. He ate soup from a can, standing up. He sat at the table and looked at his cuff. The smudge had been there since Tuesday. He had scrubbed it with soap and with baking soda and once, in a fit, with bleach, and it stayed, a gray-blue ghost of every form he had ever pressed too hard on.

He worked for the Office of Sleep Statistics and he lay awake until three, listening to the building across the street settle, which was not his building, which kept no records. He thought about the number 2, which was a small number, and the number 3, which was also a small number, and how there was no distance at all between them and all the distance in the world.

In the morning he checked the 12-C register. Procedure said 12-Cs issued within five business days of a qualifying 88-D. Day one: nothing under Marsh. Day two: nothing. Day three: nothing. He told himself not to check on day four and checked anyway. Nothing. On day five he allowed himself to think it might hold, and he was ashamed of the relief, and he filed the morning batch, and his hand was almost steady.

On day eight the pink slip came.

It was on top of his in-tray, pink, the color Tally used for discrepancies. He knew the color the way he knew his own cuff smudge. He read it standing up.

FORM 88-D 2026-10413. RECURRENCE FIELD DOES NOT MATCH SOURCE DOCUMENTS (3 ENTRIES ATTACHED). CORRECT PER SOURCE. R. OSEI, TALLY, GRADE 4.

The form was underneath the slip, his form, with his wobbling 2. The three diary entries were paper-clipped behind it. Someone in Tally, some reader in Grade 4, had counted the entries. Three. Of course three. The diaries were right there. He had lied to the form, but the form had three copies, and the copies had the diaries, and the diaries had her handwriting, blue ink, leaning left. Paper kept its own count.

He did not blame R. Osei. Somewhere upstairs a reader in Grade 4 had counted to three with a pencil and done her job the way he had done his for fourteen years, and the pink slip was not unkind. That was the worst of it. Nothing in the whole chain was unkind. It was all just correct.

Procedure for amendments: the filing clerk initials all amendments, in red. He took the red pen from the tray. He drew the line through the 2. He wrote 3 beside it, and it did not wobble at all. He initialed it. D.R.

His own initials, undoing his own mercy, in red. That was the part he would remember. Not the pink slip. The red initials, steady as anything.

The 12-C issued the next day. It came down in the Quarantine batch, and Forms & Records filed everything, so it came to him. REASSIGNMENT OF SLEEPER. He read it because procedure said read everything, and he had never not read a page he initialed, and he was not going to start now.

Sleeper: Marsh, Adele. Assigned name: Helen Alden. Assigned town: a town in Indiana he had never heard of. Medication: dreamless, nightly, bottle unlabeled. He stamped it FILED. The stamp sounded loud in the room. He put it in the drawer with the others, in order, by date, the way procedure said. The drawer was full of names. It was always full of names. Somewhere in the drawer, eleven years deep, there was a Form 2-B with Adele Marsh's signature on it, blue ink, leaning left, from when she was sixty-eight and Harold had been dead eleven years and she had decided somebody should read her dreams.

The memo came the day after that. Director's office. One page. Brief.

Form 88-D 2026-10413. Recurrence field amended per source document. Filing clerk: D. Ray. Notation entered in personnel file.

Always correct. He read it four times, looking for the part that said what the notation meant. It did not say. Memos never said more than they said.

He took it to Ives. Ives had twenty-six years in Records and a face like a filed folder, all straight lines. She read the memo and handed it back and went on stamping.

"What does a notation mean?" he said.

"It means they know, Douglas," she said, without looking up. "Keep your head down and it'll yellow like the rest of them."

"Yellow like what?"

"Like the rest of the paper." She squared her stack with the blotter. "Everybody's filed somewhere."

On his way back he passed the Archivist's door. It was shut. It was always shut. He had worked fourteen years on the same floor and never seen it open, and he had never once wondered what was behind it until that day.

He went back to his desk. The in-tray was full. It was always full. That was the thing about the Office: the paper never stopped, not for one clerk and his red initials, not for an old woman in Indiana who was now named Helen Alden and would never write to Harold again. The machine did not pause. It did not even slow. It corrected his 2 to a 3 the way it corrected everything, without anger, without interest, the way a river corrects a stone.

He thought about not initialing the amendment. He had thought about it for one whole evening, sitting at his kitchen table with the carbon still on his cuff. If he refused, the form would go to Ives. Ives would initial it. Ives would also read the pink slip, and the pink slip named him, and then there would be a second memo, and the second memo would not be brief. He had done the brave thing and the brave thing had exactly one digit of courage in it, and the system had all the patience in the world, and that was the whole arithmetic. He had initialed it. Of course he had initialed it.

The forms did not care why. That was the whole of the lesson, and there was no field on any form for it.

The next morning the in-tray held a fresh 88-D, blank and pink-edged, squared with the blotter the way he always squared things. He picked up his pen. The carbon was still on his cuff. It had been there for days. He had stopped trying to wash it off.

He pressed hard for the carbon, and began.
Below Landing Nine

Mara Voss zeroed the clicker and clicked it three times. It read 000. It always read 000. She had performed this check eleven years, four months, and six days, and the clicker had never once failed it, which was more than she could say for anything else in the building.

Form 4-A lay on the clipboard. She filled it in her square hand without looking at the field labels. She knew them the way she knew her own teeth. Enumerator: Voss, Mara. Number: 0307. Tract: 23, the Stairwell. Section: descent to Landing 9. Window: 0312 to 0352. Authorization: her own supervisor's signature, already obtained, because Mara Voss did not lie on paper.

What she did with her feet after the paper was filed was a separate matter. She had decided that on the elevator down.

In the break room the Nightly Tally was posted under glass. Tract 23: 1.1. The highest on the board. Somebody had drawn a small star beside it in pencil. Mara looked at the star for a moment, then at the number, then she walked to the Induction Suite counting her steps. Twenty-two from the elevator. Same as always.

Eleven years, four months, six days. She counted the days the way she counted everything: because not counting them would be a kind of lying.

The Induction Suite smelled of vinyl and bleach. The tech on this shift was young, new enough to still say "good luck" to Enumerators, which the older techs had trained out of themselves years ago.

"Forty minutes," the young one said. "Bell at thirty-six."

"I know," Mara said.

She lay back. The vinyl was cold. She counted the ceiling tiles while the lights dimmed, out of habit, out of something older than habit. Forty-eight. Same as B4, same as B6, same as every room in the Merriweather. Whoever built this building had counted once and never counted again. Amateurs.

She closed her eyes, and the Stairwell took her.



Concrete. Dust. Old paint. The stairwell went up and it went down, and the cage bulbs burned yellow over every landing, and her own footsteps came back to her off the walls, doubled.

Tract 23. The Stairwell. Enumerators were forbidden below Landing 9.

She started at the top and counted down, flight by flight, the way procedure required. Fourteen stairs per flight. She clicked each one. The clicker was an honest machine. It did not guess.

Landing 1: fourteen. Landing 2: fourteen. Her shoes made their flat sound on the concrete, and the echo made its flat sound a half-beat later, and the two sounds walked down together like a woman and her shadow.

Landing 3: fourteen. The cage bulb here was dead, but the landing was no darker for it. She wrote: bulb out, visibility normal. Somebody should replace the bulb. Somebody never would.

Landing 4: fourteen. Landing 5: fourteen, and the painted 5 ghosted, new over old, offset left. She wrote it down. Procedure had a field for paint condition. Procedure had a field for everything. That was the beauty of it.

Landing 6: fourteen. The air smelled faintly of rain. It never rained in the Stairwell. She did not write that down. There was no field for weather that was not happening.

Landing 7: fourteen. Landing 8: fourteen.

Landing 9.

The red line was painted across the stairs at the top of the flight, wide as her hand, the paint still tacky-looking after all these years. It never dried. Somebody in Quarantine had once told her it was mixed with something. She had not asked what. Below the line, bolted to the wall, a brass plaque: ENUMERATION ENDS HERE.

Under the plaque, pinned through its corner with a brass tack, a memo. White paper, typed. Three lines.

Do not count below this landing.
The Director

The memos were always correct. The memos were always brief. Nobody had ever seen the Director write one.

Mara read it twice. Then she looked down. The stairwell went down further than the building. That was the tract's whole description in the manual, one sentence, and standing here she understood it was not a description but a warning that had been filed in the wrong drawer.

The air below the red line was cooler. She could feel it on her face, rising, the way cold air rises off a cellar stair. Her breath did not show. It was not that cold. It was only cooler, the way a room is cooler when somebody has just left it.

She stepped over the line.

Count it anyway. That was the job. That was the faith. Eleven years of Form 88-Ds, and not one of them had ever turned out to be wrong. She was the auditor who had stopped believing in arithmetic, and she kept doing the arithmetic anyway, because the alternative was the red line, and the red line was somebody else's faith.

Flight nine to ten: fourteen stairs. She clicked each one. The clicker read 14. She wrote it down.

The cage bulb over Landing 10 was dark. She could still see. The dark below Landing 9 was thin, like water. She wrote that down too, in the margin, because the form had no field for the quality of darkness. Bulb unlit. Visibility normal.

Landing 10 to Landing 11: fourteen stairs. Her footsteps echoed once too many. She stopped and listened. Step, echo, echo. She wrote: echo +1. She did not write what she thought about it. What she thought about it was not procedure.

Landing 11 to Landing 12: thirteen stairs.

She counted them twice. Thirteen. She wrote: 13. The clicker read 13. Everything agreed. A flight could have thirteen stairs. There was no rule that said fourteen. She had simply expected fourteen, and expectation was not procedure, and she underlined the number once, hard, to remind herself of that.

Landing 12's numeral was painted twice, fresh over old, offset by an inch. The fresh paint was still tacky. She touched it with one fingertip. It came away green. Below Landing 9, somebody was still painting the numbers. She wiped her finger on her trouser leg and wrote: numeral repainted, paint wet. Her fingertip kept the green under the nail. She did not wipe it twice.

Landing 12 to Landing 13: fourteen stairs. She clicked fourteen times. The clicker read 15.

She stopped. She zeroed the clicker. Three test clicks: 000. She counted the flight again, aloud this time, touching each stair nosing with her toe. Fourteen. She clicked fourteen times, watching the wheels. The wheels read 15.

She wrote both numbers. Counted 14. Clicker 15. The clicker had never failed the check. The check was performed awake, in the Induction Suite, under fluorescent light. This was not the Induction Suite.

Her thumb was pressing the clicker too hard. She made herself loosen it, finger by finger, the way you uncurl a fist.

She stood on Landing 13 for a while and listened. Her breathing. The building's breathing, which was the ventilation, which was always the ventilation. Somewhere far below, a sound like a page turning. She wrote: sound, distant, unidentified. Then she crossed out unidentified and wrote page turning, because procedure preferred a guess it could file over a truth it could not, and she underlined it once, hard, because she was angry at herself for the preference.

Landing 13 to the next landing: fourteen stairs. She did not trust the clicker now, so she counted on her fingers, touching each stair, and arrived at fourteen with all ten fingers used and four stairs left over, which was correct, which was arithmetic, which was the faith.

She looked at the landing number painted on the wall.

It was not a number.

She stood there with her tally board in her hand and looked at it, and her mouth moved, and no word came out that she recognized. It was painted the same green as all the others. It sat where the number should sit. Her eyes saw it clearly. Her training said: record what you see.

She looked down at the tally sheet. Her hand had already written something in the landing field. A mark. In her square handwriting. She did not remember writing it. The pencil was still in her fingers, warm.

She stared at the mark. It was not a numeral she had ever learned. It was not a letter. It sat in the field like a stone in a shoe.

She tried to say the number aloud, to force it through the honest machinery of her mouth. What came out was not a word. It was a shape her tongue made that had no name.

Mara Voss had not filed a Form 88-D in eleven years that turned out to be wrong. She understood, standing on that landing with the green under her fingernail and the mark on her sheet, that she was about to file one that she could not prove was right.

The bell rang.

She climbed.

Going up, everything counted clean. Fourteen, fourteen, fourteen. The landings came in order, 9 to 1, every numeral a numeral, every number a number. The echo walked beside her like a woman and her shadow. The place only lied on the way down.

Her legs burned by Landing 6. By Landing 4 she was counting her breaths between flights, the way she had counted everything since before the Office, since childhood, since she learned that numbers stayed where you put them. The red line came into view below the plaque, bright as a wound from underneath. She stepped over it going up and did not look back.

At the top she stood in the gray light of the upper stairwell and waited for her heart to slow. It slowed. That was arithmetic too.



She sat up on the vinyl couch. The young tech's pen had stopped.

"Welcome back," the tech said. "Good count?"

Mara looked at her tally board. The mark was still there, in the landing field, in her handwriting.

The tech glanced at Mara's hand. "You've got paint on you."

Mara looked at the green under her fingernail. "Yes," she said.

"Good count?" the tech asked again.

"No," Mara said.

In Forms & Records, Agnes Plumb took the 4-A with both hands. "Tract 23," she said. "The Stairwell." She stopped. Corrected herself. "Full descent, the form says. To Landing 9."

"To Landing 9," Mara said.

Agnes looked at the tally sheet for a long time. At the mark. "That's not a number, dear."

"No."

"Procedure says a field left blank is a field left blank by procedure." Agnes set the sheet down carefully, the way you set down something that might be hot. "Shall I file the 88-D with the field blank?"

Mara thought about the red line. She thought about eleven years of forms, every field filled, every count verified, every 88-D correct. She thought about nobody monitoring Enumerators' dreams, which was the rule, which she had filed eleven years ago under rules she did not ask about, and had not opened the drawer since.

"File it," she said.

She sat at the little desk and looked at the tally sheet for a long time. The mark sat in the landing field like a stone in a shoe. She could have filled the field with a number. Fourteen would fit. Fourteen was what the stairs had said. Nobody would ever check. Nobody monitored Enumerators' dreams, which was the rule, which she had filed eleven years ago under rules she did not ask about, and had not opened the drawer since.

Her pencil hovered. Then she set it down.

She zeroed the clicker. The wheels turned: 0, 0, 0, 0. She clicked it once. 1. She clicked it again. 2. She zeroed it again. 0, 0, 0, 0.

Four honest numbers in a row. She set the clicker down on top of the form, centered on the blank field, and left it there for Agnes to file.
The Pharmacy with No Address

Ruth Calloway kept her lists on the refrigerator, under a strawberry magnet.

THINGS TO DO TODAY
1. laundry
2. pills (morning)
3. find the pharmacy
4. laundry

She stood in the kitchen in her bathrobe and looked at the list for a while. The morning sun came through the window over the sink and laid a warm bar across the linoleum. The coffee maker gurgled. She crossed out the second number 4 and wrote groceries next to it, and then she stood there holding the pen, because she could not remember writing the first number 4 either, the laundry one, though the handwriting was hers, the careful round letters she had practiced in -- somewhere. Some school. Somewhere with radiators that clanked.

Almost is a place. You can live there a long time.

The pill bottle was in the cabinet over the stove, behind the tea. Small amber plastic, no label, the way it had always been, the way it would always be. Inside: small blue pills, round, the color of a robin's egg gone pale. She shook two into her palm -- no. One. Morning was one. Evening was one. She had written that on a list once, in the beginning, and lost the list, and then found the rule written on the inside of the cabinet door in her own handwriting, which was worse, because it meant she had known she would forget.

1 in the morning. 1 at night. Do not skip. Do not ask.

She took the morning pill with water from the tap. It was bitter going down, the way blue things are bitter. She put the bottle back behind the tea and counted what was left through the plastic. Three pills. Three days.

The refills came in a plain white envelope on the first of every month. No return address. Postmarked Washington, D.C. She had never questioned it. That was the thing about the envelope -- it arrived, and she took the pills out and put them in the bottle, and she never once stood at the kitchen counter and asked who was sending a woman in an unnamed midwestern town unmarked blue pills from Washington, D.C., every month, for seven years. The not-asking was part of the arrangement. The not-asking was the walls of the house.

But the bottle was down to three pills, and the envelope wasn't due for nine days, and this morning -- standing at the refrigerator with the pen in her hand, looking at 3. find the pharmacy in her own careful letters -- Ruth realized she had written the list last night and she could not remember deciding to write it.

She remembered the drive, though.

Left at the water tower. Right past the feed store. The pharmacy on the corner with the green awning, the one with the mortar and pestle painted on the window. She could see it the way you see a story someone told you too many times -- the bell over the door, the man in the white coat, the little paper bag stapled shut.

She had never driven it. She was almost sure she had never driven it. But her hands knew the wheel positions, left then right then the long straight stretch, the way your hands know a hymn.

She finished her coffee. She dressed. She wrote a new list and put it in her purse:

THINGS TO BRING
1. purse
2. bottle (show them)
3. water
4. list of what to ask

And under that, in smaller letters, unnumbered: do not cry in the pharmacy.

She drove.

The town was the kind of town that had a water tower with the town's name on it in letters you could read from the highway, though Ruth had never read them all the way through -- her eyes always slid off before the end, the way they did. The morning was already hot. The car's air conditioner rattled like a spoon in a drawer. In the cup holder the pill bottle rattled with every turn, three pills, three days, tick tick tick.

Left at the water tower. She turned left.

The street after the water tower wasn't the street she remembered. The remembered street had maples and a white church with a sign that said something about a fish fry. This street had a car wash and a lot full of rusted farm equipment and a dog asleep in the exact middle of the road, who opened one eye at her and closed it again. Ruth drove around the dog.

Right past the feed store. There was no feed store. There was a vape shop called CLOUD NINE with a flag out front snapping in the wind, and next to it a building with boarded windows where a feed store might have been, sometime, in some year. Ruth turned right anyway. Her hands knew the turn. Her hands had always known the turn.

The radio was on low. A song came on she knew all the words to -- every word, the harmonies, the little breath the singer took before the bridge -- and she sang along with her hands at ten and two, and when it ended the DJ said the name of the band and she had never heard the name before in her life. She turned the radio off. The air conditioner rattled. The bottle ticked in the cup holder.

She passed a playground. She slowed without meaning to. The swings were moving though there was no wind and no children, just the chains creaking, and for a second -- for one clean second, like a glass struck -- she knew the name of the girl who used to push her on those swings. It started with M. It started with M and then it was gone, the way a fish goes, a flick and a ring on the water and nothing.

At the stoplight a woman in the next car waved. Ruth waved back before she could stop herself, a big friendly wave, and the woman's face did something complicated -- surprise, then something softer -- and she waved back, and the light changed. Ruth drove on with her cheeks hot. She did not know the woman. She was almost sure she did not know the woman.

Her list said water, so she stopped at a gas station with a flickering sign and bought a cold bottle and drank half of it standing by the car, the way people do when they're not really thirsty but need a reason to stand still. The clerk, a boy with a name tag that said KEVIN, asked if she was lost.

"No," Ruth said. "I'm -- I'm going to the pharmacy."

"Which one?"

"The one on -- " She gestured, vague, down the road the way her hands knew. "The corner. Green awning."

Kevin frowned at the road like it had personally disappointed him. "Ma'am, I don't think there's a pharmacy that way. There's a CVS back by the highway."

"Thank you," Ruth said, and got back in the car, and did not cry in the gas station parking lot, which she counted as keeping the unnumbered rule at the bottom of the list.

The long straight stretch. Her hands knew it. Past the cemetery with the iron fence. Past the Little League field, empty, the chalk lines fresh. And then the corner where the pharmacy should have been.

There was no pharmacy.

There was a concrete pad, empty, with weeds coming up through the cracks. A sign frame stood at the edge of the lot with no sign in it, just the frame, rusted, leaning. Ruth pulled into the lot and parked on the concrete and turned off the car, and the air conditioner shuddered into silence, and the heat came in through the windows like water finding a leak.

She sat. A man walked past with a dog on a rope leash. The dog sniffed at her tire. The man nodded at her.

"Excuse me," Ruth said, through the window. "Was there -- there was a pharmacy here. With a green awning."

The man squinted at the lot. "Pharmacy?" He scratched his neck. "Hon, that was a laundromat. Suds City. Burned down -- oh, years ago. Before my time, and I've been here twelve years."

"A laundromat."

"Yes, ma'am." He tugged the dog's leash. The dog had found something interesting in the weeds. "You new in town?"

Seven years, Ruth almost said. Seven years in the blue house on Chestnut with the strawberry magnet. Instead she said, "Thank you," and rolled the window up, and sat in the heat with her hands on the wheel at ten and two.

She took the bottle out of her purse. Three pills. She took out the list.

THINGS TO BRING
1. purse
2. bottle (show them)
3. water
4. list of what to ask
5. do not cry in the pharmacy

She had not cried. That was something. She folded the list and put it back.

And then, because there was nothing else to do in the empty lot where the pharmacy had never been, she thought about the envelope. The plain white envelope, no return address, postmarked Washington, D.C., first of every month, seven years. She had never needed a pharmacy. She had never once, in seven years, needed a pharmacy, because the envelope always came.

So whose drive was this? Whose hands knew the wheel positions, left at the water tower, right past the feed store that wasn't there?

She closed her eyes. The heat pressed on the roof of the car. And it came -- not like a memory, but like a story someone had told her too many times, the way she'd seen the green awning: the back seat. Vinyl, hot through her skirt. A man's voice from the front seat saying almost there. The water tower going by the window, big as a moon. Her own voice, younger, asking where are we going, and the man saying somewhere quiet, and the terrible kindness in it, the terrible practiced kindness, and then the blue house on Chestnut, and the cabinet over the stove, and the rule written on the inside of the cabinet door in her own handwriting.

She had not driven here in 2019. She had been driven.

Ruth opened her eyes. The lot was empty all the way to the sky. The sign frame leaned. The weeds moved though there was no wind, the way the swings had moved.

She drove home. She knew the way home -- that drive she knew, every pothole, every mailbox, the blue house on Chestnut rising up like it had been waiting. She parked in the driveway and sat for a minute with the engine off, and then she went inside and put the bottle back in the cabinet behind the tea, and she stood at the refrigerator with the pen.

She crossed out 3. find the pharmacy. Under the list she wrote a new one, on the back of a grocery receipt, in the careful round letters:

THINGS I ALMOST REMEMBER
1. the back seat, hot vinyl
2. the water tower going by like a moon
3. a man's voice saying almost there
4. the girl on the swings (M--)

She stopped. The pen hovered. Then she wrote, very small, under number 4, unnumbered:

do not ask

That evening she took the evening pill with water from the tap, bitter as blue things are, and she put the bottle on the windowsill over the sink while she washed her coffee cup. The last of the sun came through the plastic and the three pills left inside glowed blue, lit from within, like beads of blue glass, like small patient lanterns. She stood at the sink with her hands in the warm water and watched them glow, and the kitchen was quiet, and the house was quiet, and the town was quiet all the way out to the water tower, and the almost-memories settled back down into their places like dust after a truck goes by.

She dried the cup. She put the bottle back in the cabinet, behind the tea. On the refrigerator the lists hung under the strawberry magnet, her careful letters marching down the paper, and the last one ended mid-thought with the pen still lying beside it, as if she might come back and finish.

    Interstitial A — Form 88-D (Notice of Dream Irregularity)

  The Soup

Eddie eats the soup on Tuesdays. Nobody else does.

The cafeteria is on B2, under the fluorescents that never learned how to hum in tune. At noon the line moves past the steam tables and Marisol, who has worked the line longer than most of the Enumerators have been alive, lifts her ladle and asks each person the same question.

"Soup today?"

They shake their heads. They take the sandwich. They take the salad that sweats under the plastic. The soup sits in its steel pot and steams, and nobody orders it, and Marisol sets the ladle down, and the line moves on.

Eddie gets in the line like anybody. He takes a tray. He holds it out.

"Soup today?" Marisol asks.

"Yes, please," Eddie says.

She ladles it. The steam comes up and fogs his glasses, and he stands there a moment in the white of it, smiling the way you smile at weather you expected. He carries the tray to the corner table, the one by the wall where the paint has gone soft from forty years of steam, and he sits down, and he eats it slow.

The soup is never the same soup. That is the first thing people get wrong. They think it is one soup, endlessly reheated, a government soup, and that is why they won't touch it. But Eddie has eaten it every Tuesday for longer than most of the building has worked here, and he can tell you: some Tuesdays it is chicken and barley. Some Tuesdays it is tomato, thin as dishwater. Some Tuesdays it is a chowder with potatoes gone soft at the edges. The kitchen cooks what the kitchen cooks.

Underneath, it is always the same.

It tastes like a kitchen that isn't yours.

That is the closest Eddie can get to it, and he has had forty years to practice the words. It tastes like standing in somebody else's kitchen at night, in your socks, with the refrigerator humming, and knowing somebody loves you enough to have left the stove warm. It tastes like flour on a wooden table and like rain against a screen door and like a pot that has been on low so long the bottom has learned the shape of the flame. Nobody can name it. They only know they don't want it. They take the sandwich instead, and they eat it fast, and they don't look at Eddie in the corner with his bowl.

Eddie looks at them, kindly, and eats.



One Tuesday a young man from Tally sat down across from him. New. Still wearing his badge clipped straight, like it mattered.

"Do you actually like it?" he asked, nodding at the bowl.

Eddie considered it. Steam. Barley today.

"It's good soup," Eddie said.

"But nobody eats it. I've been here two months and I've never seen anybody but you take it." The young man lowered his voice. "Is something wrong with it?"

"Nothing's wrong with it, son."

"Then why doesn't anybody."

"They taste something in it they don't want to think about at lunch. That's all."

The young man looked at his sandwich. "What do they taste?"

Eddie ate a spoonful. He let it sit on his tongue. Flour. Rain on a screen door. A pot that had been on low so long the bottom had learned the shape of the flame.

"Somebody's kitchen," he said. "Somebody who isn't here anymore. You taste it and some part of you knows, the way you know a room's been lived in. People don't like knowing, at lunch."

The young man was quiet. Then: "Whose kitchen?"

Eddie wiped his spoon on the napkin. "A woman who counted dreams for a living. She dreamed a kitchen four nights running, and the Office fenced it, and now they cook it down so the rest of us don't have to dream it." He said it plainly, the way you'd say the bread gets delivered Tuesdays. "I eat it so somebody knows whose it was."

The young man stared. "Is that... is that in a procedure?"

"No," Eddie said. "Some things aren't."

He never sat with Eddie again. He took the sandwich after that, like everybody, and ate it fast, and got back to the Tally. Eddie didn't mind. The soup didn't need company. It needed one person who knew.



In the spring of 1987, an Enumerator named Louise Kane came off a bad Enumeration and sat on an overturned mop bucket on B6 at three in the morning and told Eddie about the kitchen.

She had been counting Tract 12. The House. Your childhood home with the extra rooms, the ones that are newer than the house. The map said the tract was holding steady. The map was wrong the way maps are wrong when the ground has moved under them and nobody has told the cartographer.

Louise told it plainly, the way Enumerators tell things when they are too tired to file them yet. She had gone in lucid, the way they are trained, with her clicker and her count. And there was a kitchen off the back hall of the House that the map did not show, and in the kitchen there was a pot on the stove, and the pot was full, and it did not get emptier no matter how many bowls she ladled out of it in the dream.

"I kept ladling," she said. "It seemed rude not to."

Eddie wrung out his mop. The water in the bucket was gray. He did not say anything, because when people tell you a thing at three in the morning on B6, what they want is for you to keep wringing the mop and let the telling happen at its own speed.

"It smelled like my grandmother's house," Louise said. "My grandmother died when I was nine. I don't remember her house smelling like anything. But in the dream I knew."

She dreamed it four nights running. That was the part she couldn't file. Enumerators dream on duty, and the Office does not monitor their dreams, and nobody will say why, but an Enumerator knows the shape of her own work the way a carpenter knows her own hammer, and Louise knew this kitchen was not hers. It was a place. It had colonized her the way a place colonizes: politely, by feeding her.

On the fourth morning she woke up with a spoon in her fist.

She showed it to Eddie. It was a tablespoon, stainless steel, government issue, the kind the cafeteria has by the hundred. She had not gone to sleep holding it. She slept alone. She turned it over in her palm, and there on the pad of her thumb was a burn, small and round, the exact size and shape of a pot handle pressed too long against skin.

"The stove was low," she said. "It shouldn't have burned me."

Eddie took the spoon from her and put it in his bucket with the gray water, because it seemed like the thing to do, and Louise laughed, a short tired laugh, and said, "File that under lost and found."

They quarantined the kitchen. That is the word for what happened next, though what happened next looked like nothing at all. A Form 88-D was filled out. Eddie saw the carbon of it later, Louise's handwriting gone careful in the way of someone writing around a thing she cannot write. Quarantine came with clipboards. There were no sirens. There are never sirens. A man from Quarantine knocked on doors at three in the morning with a form on a clipboard, and the sleepers who had dreamed the kitchen signed where he pointed, and they were reassigned, new names and new towns and the small blue pills that keep the dreaming down, and the tract was fenced with dreamless sleep, and then it was flooded with counter-dreams, the way you flood a field to drown what is living in it.

Eddie learned what a counter-dream was the Tuesday after, when Marisol lifted her ladle and the steam came up smelling of flour and rain on a screen door.

The Office cooks it. That is the plain truth, and Eddie has never found a plainer way to say it. Somewhere below the cafeteria, in a kitchen nobody eats from, they cook the quarantined dream down into something a body can hold. Barley. Tomato. Potatoes gone soft at the edges. The dream of Louise Kane's kitchen, rendered harmless, salted, served at noon. Four hundred people eat a spoonful of the safe version, and that night none of them dream the real kitchen, because the dream has already been had for them, in daylight, with a spoon.

It works. The Tally holds. That is what matters to the Office, and Eddie understands the Office the way you understand a mule: you do not ask it to explain itself; you walk beside it and keep it out of the ditch.

Louise went to Nights in the summer. Nobody explained it. Nobody explains Nights. One Tuesday she was not in the Enumeration roster, and the next Tuesday her name was on a transfer slip, and the Tuesday after that Eddie was mopping B6 and the hall was quieter in the particular way it gets when someone you knew has gone down it for the last time as one kind of person and will come back as another.

He never saw her again. He hears, some nights, a humming from the far end of B6 where the lights thin out, and he does not go and check, because there are things on Nights you do not go and check, and Eddie has made his peace with that the way you make your peace with winter.

The Tuesday after Louise went to Nights, Eddie asked Marisol if the soup would keep coming.

Marisol didn't look up from the ladle. "The menu comes down from upstairs, Eddie. I cook what the slip says."

"And the slip still says soup on Tuesdays."

"The slip still says soup on Tuesdays." She ladled his bowl, and the steam came up, and for a second her face did something it didn't usually do. "You knew her."

"I mopped her hall."

Marisol set the bowl on his tray. She had worked the line longer than most of the Enumerators had been alive, and she had the particular tiredness of a woman who has served lunch through things she was never told about. "Then eat it slow," she said. "That's all anybody can do for anybody in this building. Eat it slow."

But the soup still comes on Tuesdays. And that is how Eddie knows she is still counted. Whatever they did with the rest of her, they kept the kitchen. They keep cooking it. The Office does not waste a working counter-dream.

Nobody orders the soup. They can taste the grief in it, even if they can't name it. They take the sandwich and eat it fast and get back to the Tally, and the pot steams, and Marisol sets the ladle down.

Eddie eats it so somebody tastes it knowing whose it was.

That is the whole of it. It would be a lonely thing, to feed four hundred people your dream every Tuesday and have not one of them know it was yours. Eddie knew Louise Kane. He wrung his mop while she told him about the pot that never emptied, and he put her spoon in his bucket, and he remembers the burn on her thumb, round as a dime. Somebody ought to sit in the corner and eat it slow and know.

He finishes the bowl. He wipes the spoon on the paper napkin and lays it across the empty bowl, straight, the way you lay a thing down that you are done with and grateful for. The steam thins. In the bottom of the bowl, the last of the broth holds the light from the fluorescents, and for a moment it holds his face too, old and plain and kind, looking back up at him out of Louise Kane's kitchen.

He buses his tray. He takes up his mop. Eat what you are given, his mother used to say. Remember who cooked it.

There is a whole building to clean, and the night shift will want B6 mopped by two, and the gray water is waiting in the bucket, and the work does not do itself.
Final Boarding

The doorbell rang and somewhere inside the house a dog started up and quit, the way a dog quits when it has been told once and believes it.

Marcus Webb stood on the welcome mat with his clipboard held against his ribs and waited. The cul-de-sac was asleep around him. The air smelled of cut grass and, under it, faint as a rumor, jet fuel. They were under the Dulles flight path. Every few minutes a plane went over low enough to rattle the gutters, and the porch lights up and down the street burned steady and orange, and the moths worked them.

The door opened on its chain. A woman in a robe. Behind her, down the hall, a child's nightlight glowed green.

"Ma'am," Marcus said. "Office of Sleep Statistics. We're with the Census. I have a notice for this address."

She stared at him. "It's three in the morning."

"Yes, ma'am. That's the procedure. It won't take long."

That was the first thing they taught you in Quarantine, back when Marcus came over from the Army Corps of Engineers twelve years ago: nobody believes you at three in the morning, so you do not ask to be believed. You run the list. The list was the whole job.

Step one: the notice. Form 88-D, Notice of Dream Irregularity, triplicate, the carbon between the sheets. He handed her the top copy and kept the pen ready.

"There's been an irregularity in this tract," he said. "Your address falls inside the fence line. For one night, we're asking every household on this street to take dreamless sleep."

"What's a tract."

"A census district, ma'am. For dreams."

She read the form. At the bottom, under the signature line, the Office motto in small neat type: Everyone counts. Everyone dreams.

"What's in the pills," she said.

"They stop dreams," Marcus said. "Nothing else. One night."

"And if I say no."

"Then I note the refusal on the form, ma'am, and I come back tomorrow night with a different form, and that one doesn't ask."

She looked at him a long moment. Then she signed all three copies, her handwriting slanted and tired. He gave her the small blue envelope, two pills, and the instruction card. She took the pills dry, standing in her doorway, like a woman who had decided to get it over with.

"Thank you, ma'am," Marcus said. "Sleep well."

He walked back down the drive and marked the address on his route sheet with a check. Check. That was the sound the night made when it was going right.

Up and down Alder Court the porch lights burned orange and the moths worked them and the air had the jet-fuel smell under the grass smell, faint, the way a memory sits under a room. A plane went over on final approach and the gutters ticked. Marcus's knees ached the way they always ached on stairs and long nights, Army knees, forty-some years on them. He shifted the clipboard to his other arm and knocked on the next door, and the next, and the list moved the way the list always moved: one door at a time, one signature at a time, the night giving way in small squares.

Down the street, Lenore Dodd was working the even side, her flashlight bobbing from door to door. Hannah Kessler had the odd side. Marcus could see her at the Faradays' door, clipboard up, patient as a fence post. Hannah was thirty-four, ex-Army like him, six years on his team. She had a way of standing on porches that made people open the door. He had signed her Form 4-A himself, back when she was new and earnest and asked too many questions. She had stopped asking them. That was the other thing the job taught you.

The field office was room 12 of the Pine Rest Motel, two miles from the cul-de-sac. The ice machine in the hall hummed like a second refrigerator. Marcus spread the route sheet on the bed and Lenore tallied the signed 88-Ds while Hannah came in from the odd side smelling of night air and somebody's dryer sheets.

"Twenty-two served," Lenore said. "Two refusals."

"Who."

"The Hendersons, 9 Alder. And a man at 14 who said he'd pray on it."

Marcus wrote it down. Refusals got the second visit. That was step nine on the list, and the list did not skip steps.

On the nightstand, the Tally printout curled at the edges. Tract 7, The Airport. Baseline variance 0.3. Last night's reading: 1.4.

Hannah picked it up. "That's a spike."

"That's why we're here," Marcus said.

Tract 7 was the Airport. Everybody dreamed it sooner or later. Your gate was always closing. The announcements came in a voice like a relative's. You ran with your shoes in your hand and the gate was always one more corridor away. Most of the tract was human. The variance said some of it wasn't, tonight.

The fencing was simple. That was the point of it. You served the notices, you got the signatures, you put the whole street into dreamless sleep for one night, and the tract went quiet, the way a room goes quiet when everyone in it stops talking. In the morning, Tally read the numbers. If the numbers came down, the fence held. If they didn't, you fenced wider.

While the street slept, Mara Voss was inside the tract, counting.

Mara was Enumeration, gray hair cut short, a mechanical clicker she worked without thinking. She had not filed an 88-D in eleven years that turned out to be wrong. She went into Tract 7 lucid at midnight, and she counted what was there, and at 3:40 the motel phone rang.

Marcus picked it up. "Webb."

"Webb." Mara's voice was dry as chalk. "Tract 7. The announcement board."

"Go."

"Flight 117. Gate 9. Now boarding." A pause. He could hear the clicker, faint, through the phone. Click. Click. "They called a name, Webb. Kessler. Party of one."

The ice machine hummed. A plane went over, low, on final approach to the real airport, the real sky.

"Say it again," Marcus said.

"Flight 117. Gate 9. Now boarding. Kessler, party of one." Click. "The announcer had my sister's voice. That's standard for the tract."

"Read me the board," Marcus said. "All of it."

She did. Departures, gates, the white letters flipping over one by one down the long board. "Anything else with a name on it."

"No," Mara said. "Just the one. Just her." Click. "Webb. The gate's been closing for forty minutes. It hasn't closed."

"You're sure of the name."

"I counted the letters," Mara said. "Seven. K-E-S-S-L-E-R. I'm sure."

Marcus thanked her and hung up. Lenore was looking at him. Hannah was looking at him. She had heard enough. Six years on the team, she knew the sound of a list changing.

"Step one," Marcus said, "you come off the fence."

"What's step two," Hannah said.

He opened the field manual. The Quarantine field manual was a binder, the rings sprung, the pages soft at the corners from twelve years of thumbs. Section 9. He had read it twice. The page was dog-eared, and the dog-ear was not his. In the margin, in pencil, in a hand that wasn't his and wasn't anybody's he knew, somebody had made a single tick beside step three. A small mark. Like a man marking a trail he had walked before.

He read it aloud, because that was the procedure.

"Section 9. Tract claims on staff. When a tract names a member of a fencing team by name, number, or gate: one, remove the member from the fence line at once; two, administer dreamless sleep for thirty nights; three, reassign per Form 12-C. Do not permit the member to enter the tract to verify the claim."

Hannah sat down on the edge of the bed. "Well," she said. "That's a first."

"It's not," Marcus said.

He took a Form 12-C from the kit. Reassignment of Sleeper. He had filled out hundreds of them. At the top, under the name line, there were two checkboxes, pre-printed, the ink as black and certain as the motto.

☐ sleeper ☐ staff

Underneath, in smaller type: tract claim (staff).

The form had a box for this. The box had been printed before Hannah Kessler was born. Somebody had sat at a desk in the Merriweather Building, years ago, and decided this would happen often enough to need a checkbox.

"So it's happened before," Hannah said. She was watching his face.

"Yes."

"How many times."

"I don't know." That was true. The manual didn't say. The form didn't say. "Sign here. Three copies."

She signed. The carbon smudged her thumb blue-black. She looked at the smudge and wiped it on her jeans, and it stayed.

"Do you think the flight has peanuts," she said. "They never have peanuts."

"Go to sleep, Hannah."

"Yes, sir."

"Step two," Marcus said, and gave her the blue envelope. Two pills. Thirty nights of them, starting tonight.

She took them with tap water from the motel bathroom, in the little paper cup with the Pine Rest pine tree on it. Then she lay down on the bed on top of the covers, still in her jeans, and Marcus sat in the chair by the window with his clipboard on his knees and waited for her breathing to even out.

"Marcus," she said, into the pillow.

"Yeah."

"Don't skip steps."

"I won't."

"And don't — " She stopped. Her voice was going soft at the edges. "Don't make it a thing. On the form. In the remarks."

"I'll put 'per Section 9.' That's all."

"Good." A pause. The ice machine hummed. "Thirty nights of nowhere. Then Forms and Records for a year. Filing."

"You'll be good at filing."

She laughed, once, half asleep. "I hate filing."

"I know."

Her breathing evened. Marcus sat with the clipboard and watched the parking lot. A plane went over. The gutters of the Pine Rest rattled, faint.

He had signed her Form 4-A six years ago, in this same kind of room, a different motel, a different tract. She had been twenty-eight and earnest and she had asked him straight out what happened to Quarantine agents when a tract learned their names. He had told her the truth, because the Army had taught him that people work better when they know the shape of the risk. Section 9, he had said. Thirty nights. Reassignment. She had nodded like an engineer hearing a load rating. That was when he knew she'd do.

Now her face in the parking-lot light coming through the blinds was slack and young, and her hand on the coverlet still had the carbon smudge on the thumb, and Marcus sat with his own hands flat on his knees to keep them still, and ran the list in his head because the list was the only thing that had ever held.

Step one, done. Step two, in progress. Step three, tomorrow, with the forms.

He thought about the announcement board in Tract 7, the white letters flipping, and a voice like somebody's sister saying a name into the long corridor, and all the gates closing, one after another, down the whole length of the night. The gate had been closing for forty minutes, Mara had said. It hadn't closed. It was waiting.

At dawn Mara called again. "Board's clear," she said. "Flight's gone. Tract reads clean."

"Numbers?"

"Tally says 0.3. Baseline." Click. "The fence held, Webb."

Marcus thanked her and hung up. Lenore packed the route sheets and put the two refusal forms on top of the kit, squared neat.

"Hendersons first," she said.

Marcus nodded. "Step nine."

"The man who said he'd pray on it?"

"After the Hendersons."

She looked at the bed, the dent in the coverlet where Hannah had slept. She didn't say anything. Six years she had worked beside Hannah Kessler, and she folded the blanket instead, and smoothed it, and that was the whole of what she said.

The team moved out. The Pine Rest parking lot was empty and white in the early sun. A plane went over, climbing this time, engines loud, going somewhere.

He filed Hannah's 12-C in the kit, the carbon copy, her name in his handwriting. Under it in the kit, under twelve years of forms, there were two older carbons. The names on them were in a younger man's handwriting. He had stopped saying those names out loud a long time ago.

He zipped the kit shut and put it in the trunk.
Three Days Early

Janet Pryor sorted the morning inbox the way she had sorted it for twenty-two years: by form number, lowest first, the Director's memoranda on top because they bore no form number at all.

She had come down in the elevator that morning the way she always came down, watching the floor numbers skip. The elevator in the Merriweather Building did not stop at every floor. It had never stopped at every floor, and in twenty-two years Janet had never once asked why, because there were forms for maintenance requests and she had never filed one. The doors opened on B3 and let her out into the corridor with its concrete walls and its humming lights, and she walked the forty paces to Personnel with her heels clicking, and the clicking stopped at her door, and the day began.

The sub-basement air tasted of concrete and toner. The break-room coffee had been on the burner since seven and tasted of the pot. The fluorescents hummed their one note, and under the hum there was the fainter tick of the wall clock, and under the tick there was nothing, which was how Janet liked it. It was the only quiet she trusted.

Her date stamp came down, thump, RECEIVED, thump, on a stack of 88-Ds from Enumeration. The thump was the steadiest sound in the building. Forms came in, the stamp came down, the forms went out, and the building kept its count. Everyone counts. Everyone dreams. It said so on the poster by the elevator, and Janet had stopped seeing the poster in her second year.

The memorandum was on top of the inbox. White paper, no letterhead. That was how you knew.

MEMORANDUM
TO: J. Pryor, Personnel
FROM: The Director
DATE: March 2
RE: Okafor, Daniel, probationary assessment

Okafor, Daniel. Enumerator, probationary. Assessment at ninety days: diligence exceeds standard; detachment below standard. Recommend transfer to full Enumeration status, Tract 12 route, upon completion of probation.

The assessment stands.

Janet read it twice. Then she set it square on the blotter and aligned its edges with the blotter's edges, and she pulled Daniel Okafor's hiring packet from the pending tray, interviews complete, references checked, start date approved, and she looked at the hire date the division chief had signed off on.

March 5.

The memorandum was dated three days before Daniel Okafor was hired.

Janet looked at the date for a long time. Then she did what procedure required, which was verify first and decide what kind of problem you had second.

She pulled his recruitment file. The photograph was paper-clipped to the inside cover: a young man, twenty-eight, smiling the way people smile for ID badges, one hand raised halfway in a wave he had thought better of. He did not know. In the photograph he did not know anything yet.

Former university sleep researcher. Three years in the lab. Thesis on sleep-spindle density and overnight memory consolidation, defended with distinction. The CV listed the publications, the grants, the supervisor's letter calling him the most careful young researcher she had supervised in a decade. All of it correct. All of it already in the file, checked and initialed, by Janet herself, the week he was hired.

She pulled his Enumeration file. It was thicker than a ninety-day file should have been. Three 88-Ds, all upheld, all precise, the kind of thorough that made the veterans tired. She read the first one all the way through, though she had read it before, because procedure said verify and because something in her wanted the paper to be wrong about something, anything.

It was not wrong. The dream-irregularity was described down to the street number. The sleeper interviews were transcribed fairly. The recommendation was sound.

The third 88-D carried a note in the margin, in his handwriting, half a page long. The sleeper was a stipend volunteer on the Tract 12 route, a woman who had dreamed the extra room three nights running. The form recommended reassignment. The note recommended against it. The sleeper had a family, the note said. The sleeper had told him about her children. The note said the children had been in the dream too, standing in the extra room, and the volunteer had woken crying, and Okafor had written, in the margin, that reassignment would take the children's mother out of the house for the duration and he did not think the census required it.

Detachment below standard.

Correct.

Janet closed the file. She had written a hundred assessments like it in her career. Diligence exceeds standard went into the commendation column. Detachment below standard went into the watch column. The watch column was Personnel's quietest work: a note in the file, a word to the division chief, a transfer, eventually, to a route with fewer sleepers on it. Or to Nights. Personnel processed the transfers. Personnel did not ask where they went.

She went to the cabinet and found the transfer order, and there it was, signed by her own hand three weeks earlier: Okafor, Daniel, transfer to full Enumeration status, Tract 12 route, effective upon completion of probation. Her signature. Her stamp. The ink had gone into the paper the way ink goes into paper when you press hard enough, and she remembered pressing hard enough, she remembered the morning, the coffee, the thump of the stamp.

The memorandum had recommended it.

Everything in it was correct.

By procedure, a misdated document was lined out, initialed, and re-dated, and then it was a corrected document, and then you filed it. Janet uncapped the red pen. Her hand was steady. Twenty-two years had made it steady.

She drew the line through March 2. She wrote her initials in the margin. She wrote March 5 above the line, which was wrong, and then she stopped, because the Director's memoranda were never misdated, and she looked down to check her work.

The date read March 2. There was no line. There were no initials. The paper was unmarked.

She did it again, pressing until the nib bit the paper and her knuckles went white and the tendons stood up in the back of her hand. March 2. Unmarked. The paper did not even show the dent of the nib.

She capped the pen and set it in the tray and aligned it with the tray's edge, and she sat with her hands in her lap until the shaking in them went quiet.

Forms & Records smelled of paper dust and cold tea. The cabinets stood in rows under the humming lights, and the logbooks lay open on the long table, and Agnes Plumb sat among them in a cardigan with a cup of tea she had poured an hour ago and would never drink. She looked up with the expression of a woman who had been expecting Janet for some time and had also forgotten she was coming.

"Janet, dear. What can I do for you."

"The Director's memorandum," Janet said. "Re Okafor, Daniel. Probationary assessment. Did it come through here."

"Oh, yes," Agnes said. "That came in Monday." She reached for the log without looking. "No, the post comes Tuesday. Monday, then. The second of March."

"It was logged."

"Received and logged." Agnes turned the log toward her with one finger. "Would you like to see."

The log showed it, in the clerk's neat hand: MEMO, DIRECTOR → PRYOR, J. RE: OKAFOR, D. Received March 2. The ink was the brown-black of the Records pens. It had been there for months.

"He wasn't hired until March 5," Janet said.

"I know, dear."

"Doesn't that trouble you."

Agnes corrected herself the way she always did, mid-sentence, the way other people breathed. "The Director's memoranda are never misdated, Janet. That is rather the point of them."

"The memorandum assesses his first ninety days. It recommends a transfer I have already processed. It is dated three days before he worked here."

"Yes," Agnes said. "It would be."

"Agnes."

"The Director's memoranda arrive when they arrive, dear." Agnes picked up her cold tea and set it down again without drinking. "The Director likes the paper ready. Was there anything else."

Janet walked back to Personnel with the memorandum in her hand, and the corridor was the same corridor, forty paces, humming lights, and her heels clicked, and the clicking stopped at her door.

She wrote a memorandum of her own. She used the form for internal queries, because there was a form, and she filled every field, because the fields were there to be filled, and she kept her handwriting neat, because neat handwriting was a kind of politeness.

TO: The Director
FROM: J. Pryor, Personnel
RE: Filing procedure

Memorandum dated March 2 re Okafor, Daniel predates subject's hire date (March 5) by three days. Please advise on correct filing.

She read it over. It was polite. It was correct. It asked the only question procedure allowed her to ask. She put it in the outbox and went back to the 88-Ds. Thump. RECEIVED. Thump. The fluorescents hummed. The clock ticked.

When she looked up, the reply was on her blotter.

The assessment stands. File as received.

She had not heard anyone come in. The door had not opened. The memorandum had no date on it at all.

In twenty-two years Janet had sent two memoranda to the Director. Both had gone through the internal mail, and both answers had come back the same way, on white paper with no date, and she had never once set foot on the top floor, because there were no stairs to the top floor, only the elevator, and the elevator skipped. She had never wondered about it. There were forms for maintenance requests. She had never filed one.

Janet read the reply four times, and then she did something she had not done in twenty-two years of Personnel work. She did not file the memorandum. She told herself she would file it in the morning, when she had thought it through, when she had decided what kind of problem it was. She put it in her desk drawer and turned the key, and she put the key in her purse, and she went home, and she heated soup from a can and ate it standing at the counter, and she put the key on the kitchen table where she could see it, and twice in the night she got up to check that it was still there, and she did not sleep well, and in the morning the memorandum was in her inbox, on top, stamped RECEIVED MAR 2.

The stamp lived in her top drawer. The ink was dry. She never stamped things the night before. She had never stamped anything the night before in twenty-two years.

She held the memorandum up to the light. The paper was ordinary paper. The imprint was hers: her stamp, her hand's pressure on it. The date was March 2.

The desk drawer where she had put it was empty. The key was still in her purse.

She filed it.

She opened his personnel folder, the tab in her own handwriting, OKAFOR, DANIEL, and she slid the memorandum in behind the transfer order she had signed three weeks ago, the transfer the memorandum had recommended before Daniel Okafor worked here. She had thought the recommendation was the division chief's. It was the Director's. It had always been the Director's. The interviews, the references, the signed start date, the photograph with the half-raised hand. The paper had been waiting for the man to catch up to it. The hiring had been the formality. Her signature had been the formality. The stamp coming down, thump, had been the formality.

She had not hired Daniel Okafor. She had filed him.

She put the red pen back in the tray and lined it up with the tray's edge. She put her hands flat on the desk and kept them there until they stopped shaking.

The desk was cool under her palms.
Nights

Okafor could not sleep, so he went down to B6 to watch Eddie mop.

It was a quarter past two in the morning. The Enumeration had ended at midnight, Tract 12, the House, a routine count, nothing out of true except the extra room, and there was always an extra room now, and he had filed the Form 88-D with the careful handwriting of a man trying not to think about the house it described. Then he had lain in his apartment on the pull-out couch he still hadn't replaced and listened to the building settle, and sleep had stood off at a distance like a dog that wasn't sure of him.

The count had gone like this. The House first: his own childhood kitchen, which in the dream had his mother's linoleum and a refrigerator that hummed too loud. Then the back hall, longer than the map said, every door shut except the last one. The new door. Fresh paint. He could smell it even dreaming, sharp and clean, the smell of a thing trying hard to be new.

And the sleeper. A woman in her forties, standing in the doorway of the extra room in a nightdress, barefoot on the dream's cold floor. Lucid dreamers aren't supposed to talk to sleepers. The manual is clear on that page; Okafor had underlined it in training. But she had looked straight at him, through the Enumeration like he was weather, and said, "It's bigger on the inside than the house. Don't you think that's strange?"

He had clicked his counter. Count it anyway, Mara Voss would have said, dry as dust, and she would have been right, and he hated that she would have been right. He counted the room. Four walls. One window that looked out on a yard the house didn't have. And all the way up out of the dream, her voice came with him like something caught on his sleeve: "Don't you think that's strange?"

He had filed the 88-D. The right form. The pen had shaken anyway.

The Merriweather at night is a different building. In the day it hums. At night it ticks. Okafor rode the elevator down and it skipped B4 the way it always did, the way nobody had ever explained, and the doors opened on B6, and there was Eddie with his mop and his bucket, working the long hall under the thin end of the lights.

The smell down here was pine cleaner and old concrete and something underneath that Okafor had never been able to name. Cold air, maybe. The air of a place that has been waiting.

"Evening, son," Eddie said, without looking up. "Or morning. It gets blurry down here."

"Can't sleep," Okafor said.

"No," Eddie said, kindly. "I expect not."

He worked the mop in long slow arcs. The water in the bucket was gray. Okafor had asked once, months ago, in the bright foolishness of his first week, what exactly Eddie mopped up down here, the hall was empty, the doors all shut, nobody walked it in the night, and Eddie had said, "The hours," and smiled, and Okafor had laughed, and then he had stopped laughing about a week later and never asked again.

Now he stood with his hands in his pockets and watched the mop go back and forth, and the question he had been carrying for three months came up out of him the way things do at two in the morning, when the professional distances go slack.

"Eddie," he said. "What is Nights?"

Eddie wrung the mop. The wringer squeaked. He did not answer right away. That was his way. He let a question sit the way you let tea sit, until it was ready.

"Nights is the shift," he said at last.

"I know it's the shift. I mean, who goes there? What happens to them?"

Eddie leaned on the mop handle and looked at him. He had kind eyes, and that was the trouble with him, Okafor had decided weeks ago. In this building, kind eyes were the most frightening thing going. Everybody else was afraid of something. The Tally analysts were afraid of the numbers, the Quarantine men were afraid of the doors, Mara Voss was afraid of nothing and that was its own kind of fear. Eddie was not afraid, and it frightened everyone, and Okafor was starting to understand why.

"People get transferred," Eddie said. "That's the plain of it. They ask about B7, and they get transferred. They count wrong too many times, and they get transferred. They care too much about one sleeper, and they get transferred."

Okafor felt his face do something he didn't authorize. "I filed an 88-D tonight. On a sleeper. A woman in Tract 12. Her house had an extra room and she knew it, Eddie. She stood in the doorway and she knew it and she asked me." He stopped. "I filed it right. I filed the right form."

"I believe you, son."

"But I wanted to file the other one." The words came out flat. "The 12-C. Reassignment. Get her out before the room finished, before whatever it is finished. I stood there with the pen in my hand and I wanted to file the wrong form to save her."

Eddie nodded, the way you nod at weather. "That's the caring," he said. "That's the one that gets you."

"Did it get you?" Okafor asked. "Forty years. Were you transferred?"

Eddie smiled. "I applied."

Okafor stared at him.

"There's a form for everything in this building, son. Even that. I filled it out in triplicate and I have never once been sorry." Eddie went back to mopping, slow arcs, the gray water laying down clean. "Somebody has to mop the hall. I like the quiet. The nights are honest. In the day everybody's counting and filing and pretending the numbers mean the building is winning. Down here it's just the work."

"But they don't come back the same."

"No," Eddie agreed. "They don't."

"Why not?"

Eddie wrung the mop again. The squeak of the wringer echoed down the hall and came back thinner, like the hall was repeating him at a distance.

"You give the nights enough of yourself," he said, "there's less of you for the days. That's all it is. It isn't a punishment. It isn't a mystery, however much the memos like their mysteries. You spend your hours where the dreaming is thinnest, mopping up what the dark leaves on the floor, and some of you stays here. After a while there's more of you here than there." He nodded upward, toward the daylit floors. "So you stop going up. It's a kindness, really. The building knows where you belong before you do."

Okafor thought about the woman in Tract 12, standing in her doorway. He thought about the extra room, which had smelled of fresh paint.

"What's on B7?" he asked.

It was the question the veterans had stopped asking. He watched himself ask it the way you watch yourself step off a curb.

Eddie stopped mopping. He looked down the hall, past the thin end of the lights, to where the corridor bent and the dark gathered in the bend like water in a low place.

"There's a door at the end of this hall," Eddie said. "I mop up to it. Every night, forty years. I mop up to it and I turn around and I mop back."

"Have you ever."

"No." Eddie said it gently, the way you'd tell a child no about the stove. "The water comes back clean on that side of the line. That's how I know where the line is. I don't need to know more than the mop tells me."

"That's not an answer."

"No," Eddie said. "It isn't. But it's true, and true is rarer around here than answers."

They stood in the ticking quiet. Somewhere above them, four hundred people slept in the city's grid, dreaming the mapped tracts, and the Office counted them the way a farmer counts fence posts in the dark, by touch, trusting the last count, hoping the ground hasn't moved.

"Did you ever file the wrong form?" Okafor asked. "In forty years. To save somebody."

Eddie reached into the bucket cart and produced a thermos. He poured into the cap and held it out. Tea, lukewarm, too sweet.

"Drink," Eddie said. "You look like a man arguing with himself."

Okafor drank. It was the kindest thing anyone had done for him in three months, and it landed like a stone in his chest, because kindness here had a price printed on the back that nobody showed you until later.

Eddie poured himself tea in the cap. He drank it standing, the way working men drink.

"Once," he said. "A long time ago. It worked, too. That's the devil of it. The form worked, and the sleeper went home, and I got a memo." He tapped his temple. "The Director's memos are always correct. This one said: KINDLY REFRAIN. Two words. I've kept every procedure since, to the letter."

"What happened to the sleeper?"

"I don't know," Eddie said. "That's the mercy. Not knowing is the only mercy this building sells, and it doesn't even charge."

"Are you afraid?" Okafor asked. "Of any of it. The things out there. The Unlit. Any of it."

"No," Eddie said.

"That's what scares them," Okafor said. "The others. That's why when you walk through Enumeration in the morning, they go quiet. It's because you're not afraid."

"I know."

"Doesn't it bother you? That your peace frightens people?"

Eddie considered this the way he considered everything, slowly, like turning a thing over in his hands to see all its sides.

"Son," he said, "forty years ago I was mopping this hall and a woman told me about a kitchen she couldn't stop dreaming, and I listened, and the Office took her dream and cooked it into soup, and every Tuesday I eat it so somebody remembers whose it was. I'm not afraid because I've already met the worst thing this building does, and the worst thing it does is paperwork." He smiled, and the smile was real, and that was the worst part of all. "Go home, Daniel. File your forms. Sleep. The nights will still be here when you're ready for them. They are in no hurry. That is the one thing about the nights you can count on."

Okafor wanted to ask another question. He could feel it stacking up behind his teeth, the next one, the one after that, the whole staircase of them going down further than the building. He had been asking questions for three months, earnest and thorough, the new hire who noticed people instead of numbers, and every answer he got was a door with another hall behind it.

Instead he said, "Good night, Eddie."

"Good night, son."

Okafor rode the elevator up. It skipped B4. The doors opened on the lobby level, empty and ticking, and he walked out into the October dark to find his car, and behind him the elevator doors closed, and he heard the car descend again, empty, back down to B6, where a kind old man in gray coveralls was mopping a hall that nobody walked, up to a line nobody crossed, in water that came back gray from one side and clean from the other.

Everyone counts, the motto said. Everyone dreams.

Okafor drove home through the empty streets, and he did not sleep, and at his kitchen table at four in the morning he took out a fresh Form 88-D and filled it out again, slower this time, in his careful handwriting, about the woman in Tract 12 and the room that smelled of fresh paint, and in the margin, where no field asked for it and no procedure permitted it, he wrote her first name, so that somebody, somewhere in the files, would know she had one.
The Extra Rooms

The Tally bullpen on B4 smelled of toner and old coffee and the particular defeat of a room with no windows. The fluorescents buzzed at a pitch Nadia Reyes had long ago stopped hearing, the way you stop hearing a husband. She hung her coat on the back of her chair, set down her thermos, and picked up the overnight 77-T from her inbox tray, where the night clerk had left it facedown, the way you leave a thing you don't want to look at.

Tract 12: variance 0.6.

Baseline was 0.4. Nadia stared at the number until it stopped being a number and became a small animal she had to catch.

"Morning," said Hollis from the next desk, not looking up. "Tract 23's at it again."

"Tract 23 is allowed," Nadia said. "Tract 23 is the stairwell. The stairwell is supposed to be strange. Tract 12 is houses."

She turned to the footnotes. The 77-T always had footnotes. Some night clerk with neat handwriting and no imagination had written, under Tract 12: One (1) additional room reported across six (6) sleeper-diaries. Tract map stable.

Nadia trusted arithmetic the way other people trusted dogs: completely, and with a small private grief for the times it bit.

She pulled the six 88-Ds. Notice of Dream Irregularity, triplicate, the pink copy already going soft at the edges from handling. Six diarists. Ohio, New Mexico, Oregon, Georgia, Maine, Texas. Six people who had never met, who kept their dream diaries for the stipend and never questioned it, the way you never question a check that clears.

They had all dreamed the House. That was normal. Everybody dreamed the House sooner or later — your childhood home with the extra rooms, the rooms you never had. Tract 12 was the most dreamed tract in the night country after the School. What was not normal was the agreement.

Ohio: There is a room off the upstairs hall that wasn't there when I was twelve. The paint still smells.

New Mexico: New room behind the pantry. Doorknob still had the plastic on it.

Oregon: The carpet in the new room had vacuum lines in it, like a model home.

Georgia: It's newer than the house. You can tell by the drywall.

Maine: I opened the door and the air that came out was cold like a new refrigerator.

Texas: One more room. It's got that new-house smell.

Nadia read all six twice. Then she read them a third time, because that was the job, and because the third reading was when the adjectives started to bother her.

The tract map was stable. She checked that first, the way you check the foundation before you blame the walls. The official Tract 12 composite — forty years of analysts' drawings layered into one impossible floor plan — hung in the map room on B3, and it had not changed. The House was the House. But the rooms were newer than the house. That was the phrase every diarist reached for, in their own words, like six people describing the same bruise.

She spent the morning the way she spent every morning the numbers moved: auditing. Intake forms against diaries, diaries against the 88-Ds, the 88-Ds against the 77-T. Her adding machine chattered. The coffee in her thermos went cold and then colder. At noon Hollis set a cup of the B2 soup on her desk without a word and took it away again untouched at one, also without a word. Nobody ordered the soup. The soup was a rumor with a ladle.

By two the audit was done. Every figure balanced. Six diaries, six rooms, one room each, variance 0.6, correct to the decimal.

Nadia filed a Form 88-D of her own — Notice of Dream Irregularity, her handwriting less neat than the night clerk's — and sent it upstairs in the pneumatic tube, which coughed like an old man and swallowed it.

The reply came back in nine days. Memos from the Director always came back, and they were always correct, and they were always brief. This one said:

Noted. Continue the count.

Nadia taped it to her cubicle wall, next to the floor plan she had drawn in training. Every Tally analyst drew their Tract 12 house from memory in their first week. Hers was her mother's house in Tucson: flat roof, gravel yard, the swamp cooler that rattled all summer like it was trying to cough up a secret. She had drawn the pantry where the pantry was. She looked at the drawing for a long time.

The next week's 77-T read: Tract 12, variance 0.7. The footnote, in a different night clerk's handwriting, slanted the other way: Two (2) additional rooms reported across nine (9) sleeper-diaries. Tract map stable.

Nadia pulled the 88-Ds. Nine diarists this time. The rooms were in pairs now — two new rooms per house, always adjacent, always sharing a wall, like they had been built together by the same hurried contractor. The descriptions had the same newness: fresh paint, vacuum lines, plastic on the doorknobs, cold refrigerator air.

She laid the "noted irregularities" fields out on her desk in chronological order, oldest first, the way she laid out everything when she was thinking. Two weeks of clerks' handwriting. And then she saw it, and her thermos stopped halfway to her mouth.

Week one: One more room.

Week two: One more room after that.

It was a sentence. Or the start of one. Two different clerks, two different weeks, and the second week's footnote continued the first week's the way a second sentence continues a paragraph.

"That's the Texas sharpshooter fallacy," Hollis said, reading over her shoulder. Naming the bias was Hollis's whole personality. He had a bias for every occasion, like a man with a key ring. "You painted the target after."

"Somebody painted it before I got here," Nadia said.

She audited the second week the way she had audited the first. Intake forms, diaries, 88-Ds, the 77-T. The adding machine chattered. The numbers balanced to the decimal. Nine diarists, eighteen rooms, two per house, variance 0.7, correct.

Correct was starting to feel like a threat.

She filed another 88-D. She wrote, in the "analyst's remarks" field, which nobody ever filled in: The footnotes are continuing each other. Recommend review of night-clerk dictation procedure.

The Director's memo came back in six days this time.

Noted. Night clerks dictate independently. Continue the count.

Nadia read it three times. Dictate independently. The memo had answered the question she had almost asked, in the tone of a man closing a door gently.

She taped it under the first one.

The third week's 77-T arrived on a Tuesday that smelled of rain from the street grates four floors up, the storm-drain smell finding its way down through the elevator shafts. Nadia picked it up facedown, the way the night clerk left it. She turned it over.

Tract 12: variance 0.9.

The footnote, in a third handwriting, round and unhurried: Four (4) additional rooms reported across eleven (11) sleeper-diaries. Tract map stable. One more room after that one, and the door was open, and the rooms are newer than the house, and the house is counting.

Nadia read the footnote four times. Then she laid all three weeks out on her desk, oldest first.

One more room.

One more room after that.

One more room after that one, and the door was open, and the rooms are newer than the house, and the house is counting.

"It's learning to write," she said out loud.

Hollis looked over. "What's learning to write."

"The footnotes." She tapped the three sheets. "First week it's a fragment. Second week it's a clause. Third week it's a compound sentence with parallel structure. The grammar's getting better."

"Clerks get better," Hollis said. "Practice."

"Three different clerks, Hollis."

He was quiet for a moment. Then: "Coincidences don't use semicolons."

"There are no semicolons."

"There should be. That's my point. It's not even trying to hide it."

She called Forms & Records that afternoon and asked for the dictation logs. The clerk on the line — new, nervous, the kind who read back everything you said — confirmed it three times: three different night clerks, three different nights, each one swearing they had written down exactly what the tally showed. "They always do," the clerk said. "The tally shows what it shows." Nadia thanked her and hung up and sat very still.

Nadia audited the third week. She audited it the way a woman checks a locked door a fourth time — not because she expects it to be open, but because the checking is the only thing she can do with her hands. Intake forms against diaries. Diaries against the 88-Ds. The 88-Ds against the 77-T. Eleven diarists, forty-four rooms, four per house. The descriptions were getting longer, more confident, the way a liar gets confident when nobody interrupts: wainscoting still tacky to the touch, the light switches worked, I could hear the house settling around the new rooms the way a body settles around a new tooth.

That last one made her put her pen down.

Everything balanced. Variance 0.8, correct to the decimal. The census always balanced. That was the thing nobody said out loud in the bullpen, because saying it would have been like saying the walls were listening: the Nightly Tally had never once failed to balance. Not in forty years. Whatever the night country did, the count caught it, to the decimal, every time.

Nadia understood, sitting there with the adding-machine tape coiled around her wrist like a bracelet, that this was the worst possible news. If the numbers had been wrong, it would have been an error, and errors could be fixed. The numbers were right. The rooms were there. The count had found them because they were there to be found, four per house, newer than the houses, with the paint still smelling and the vacuum lines still in the carpet.

She filed her 88-D. In the "analyst's remarks" field she wrote: *The irregularities field is generating grammatical sentences across independent clerks and weeks. The sentences describe the intrusion. Recommend — *

She stopped. Recommend what. She wrote: Recommend nothing. The count is correct.

The memo came back in three days.

Noted. The count is correct. Continue the count.

She taped it under the others. Three memos in a column, getting shorter, coming faster, like something walking toward her.

That night she stayed late. The bullpen emptied desk by desk — Hollis last, his coat over his arm, pausing at her cubicle like a man deciding whether to say the thing.

"Go home, Reyes."

"In a minute."

He nodded at the memos. "You know what I think? I think the count is the job. Not the houses. The count." He left before she could ask what he meant, and the fluorescents buzzed, and the adding machine sat there like a small patient animal.

Nadia redid the whole month by hand. Not the audit — the count. She took the raw diaries, all twenty-six of them, and she tallied the rooms herself on the big paper sheets, the way the night clerks did, her pencil moving down the columns. One more room. One more room after that. One more room after that one, and the door was open.

It came out the same. To the room. To the decimal.

She sat back. Her neck ached. The thermos was empty. On her cubicle wall her mother's house in Tucson looked back at her — flat roof, gravel yard, the pantry where the pantry was — drawn in her own hand in training, eight years ago, from a memory she had not visited since.

She reached for the red pen she used to mark variances. She did not remember picking it up. The ink was still wet on the page.

In the pantry wall, where no door had ever been, someone had drawn a door. In her handwriting.

Below it, in the footnote space of her own drawing, in her handwriting, the sentence continued:

One more room after that one, and the door was open, and the rooms are newer than the house, and the house is counting, and the counter is counted.

The red pen was warm in her hand. The ink was still wet.
No Such Office

The woman set a pill bottle on Priya Desai's desk, between the phone and the pen cup, the way people set down things they have carried a long way.

Small blue pills. No label. The bottle was the amber plastic every pharmacy used, and the cap clicked when she turned it in her fingers, and there was nothing else. No name, no dosage, no warnings. Nothing that said what it was for.

"How long have you taken them," Priya said.

"Seven years."

"What are they."

"They stop the dreams." The woman folded her hands. "I haven't dreamed in seven years. Not once."

Priya wrote it down. Name: Ruth Calloway. Forty-six. Address in a town Priya had to look up, two counties over, a place with one stoplight. Occupation: she worked three mornings a week at the library, shelving returns. She had come in on the bus.

"What do you want the court to do, Ruth."

"I want to know what my name was."

Priya set the pen down. "Say that again, plainly."

"I was reassigned." Ruth said it the way people say a word they have practiced. "Seven years ago. They gave me a new name and a new town and the pills. I don't think I was asked. I would remember being asked." She paused. "I keep almost remembering. That's the worst part. It's like a word on the tip of the tongue, except the tongue is seven years long."

"Who did this."

"The Office of Sleep Statistics."

Priya wrote that down too, and then she looked at it, and then she said, "I've never heard of it."

"No one has," Ruth said.

From her purse Ruth took a folded paper and unfolded it on the desk next to the pill bottle. The paper was soft at the creases from being folded and unfolded many times. In a neat, careful hand it said, at the top: THINGS I ALMOST REMEMBER.

A dog. I think his name was Biscuit.
Yellow curtains in a kitchen.
A song about a river. I don't know the words.
A man's voice saying "hurry up now."

"That's all," Ruth said. "That's everything. Seven years, and that's everything."

Priya Desai had been a civil-rights attorney for eleven years. She knew what a case was made of: a wrong, a wrongdoer, and a paper trail between them. She looked at the pill bottle with no label and the list of things almost remembered, and she said what she always said at intake, because it was true and because clients needed to hear something true.

"Courts don't deal in names. They deal in records. If the records exist, I can get them."

Ruth smiled, and the smile was the most tired thing Priya had seen that month. "That's what I'm afraid of," she said.

There was no Office of Sleep Statistics.

Priya checked the way a lawyer checks: the Department of Commerce directory, the federal agency listings, the website, the phone tree. She called Commerce public affairs and got a young man who put her on hold for nine minutes and came back and said he had never heard of it and would she like the number for the Census Bureau.

She went to the Merriweather Federal Building on a Tuesday with a process server named Dale who had served papers on three cabinet departments and was not impressed by buildings. The directory board in the lobby listed the Bureau of the Census on the third floor, Economic Analysis on four, a dozen offices Priya didn't read. There was no Office of Sleep Statistics.

"Sleep Statistics?" the guard said. "That's Census, maybe. Third floor."

The elevator did not stop at B1. Priya pressed B1 and the button lit and the doors closed and the car went past it, and the doors opened on B2, and the smell of soup came in, thick and warm, and the doors closed again before she could decide whether to get out. The car took her back to the lobby.

On the third floor a Census clerk with a kind face listened to Priya's question and shook her head. "We publish the Annual Survey of American Sleep," she said. "That's the closest thing. It's very dull." She smiled. "Would you like a copy." Behind her, through an open door, Priya could see rows of desks and the steady green blink of a server rack, and a wall clock with no numbers on it, just twelve short lines.

On the way out Dale said, "You know what the weird part is," and Priya said, "The elevator," and Dale said, "The elevator didn't bother me." He pushed the revolving door. "The soup smelled good."

Priya filed the complaint anyway. That was what you did when the wrong was real and the wrongdoer wouldn't come to the door: you filed, and you let the system do what the system did.

CALLOWAY v. OFFICE OF SLEEP STATISTICS, et al. United States District Court for the District of Columbia. Declaratory relief. Production of records. The identity of one woman before she was reassigned.

She served the Secretary of Commerce through the department mailroom. The clerk signed for it without looking up. That was his job.

The motion arrived three weeks later, by mail and on the docket both: DEFENDANT OFFICE OF SLEEP STATISTICS' MOTION TO DISMISS. It was twenty pages, perfectly drafted, the citations real and on point, the argument clean as a scalpel. The Office of Sleep Statistics did not exist, the motion said. It had no listing, no budget line, no officers, no employees. It could not be sued because there was nothing to sue. The motion asked the court to dismiss for lack of jurisdiction over a defendant that was not there.

It was signed: D. Park, counsel for defendant. D.C. Bar No. 498201.

Priya checked the bar rolls. There was no D. Park. She checked Virginia and Maryland. No D. Park. She called the phone number on the letterhead and got a recording that said the number was not in service, in a voice that did not belong to anyone.

The clerk had stamped the motion. FILED. That was her job. The stamp did not care whether D. Park existed.

At the hearing, the judge, Hollis, sixtyish, tired in the way judges get tired, looked at the motion, looked at Priya, and said, "Ms. Desai, the defendant has appeared through counsel."

"Your Honor, there is no defendant."

"The court has a motion before it, Ms. Desai. It is signed, and it is filed."

"Anyone can file a paper, Your Honor."

"Then answer it." The judge set the motion down. "The court will order jurisdictional discovery. The defendant shall produce a witness competent to testify regarding its existence, and the documents requested, within forty days." A pause. "If it exists."

Ruth called that night. "What did the judge say."

"He said the defendant has appeared." Priya rubbed her eyes. "Ruth, a lawyer who doesn't exist filed a motion saying the office doesn't exist, and the court accepted it."

"Good," Ruth said. "Then it's working."

"What is."

"The system," Ruth said. "It responds to paper. That's what it's for."

The document production arrived on day thirty-nine: one envelope, no return address, Priya's office address typed on the front. Inside, a Form 12-C. Reassignment of Sleeper. Subject: Calloway, Ruth. Date: seven years back. Every field filled in the neat type of a government form, stamped twice, and at the bottom, the authorizing official's signature block, blank.

Priya took it to the deposition.

The records custodian arrived twelve minutes early to the conference room: seventy-one, cardigan, a tote bag with a thermos in it. She set a stack of folders on the table and folded her hands.

"Please state your name for the record."

"Agnes Plumb."

"By whom are you employed, Ms. Plumb."

"Forms and Records, Bureau of the Census."

"Are you the records custodian for the Office of Sleep Statistics."

"I keep the records, dear."

Priya marked the 12-C as an exhibit. "Can you identify this document."

"Form 12-C. Reassignment of Sleeper." Agnes adjusted her cardigan. "Subject Calloway, Ruth."

"Why is the authorizing official field blank."

"By procedure, that field is left blank."

"What procedure."

"The filing procedure." Agnes poured tea from the thermos into a cup with a lid. "Was there anything else."

Two hundred pages of transcript. Priya read it twice on the train home. Agnes Plumb had answered every question precisely, had corrected herself twice on dates, had produced every document requested, and had established nothing. It was the most complete deposition Priya had ever taken, and it proved nothing, and it disproved nothing, and the court reporter had typed every word.

The second envelope arrived a week later. Inside was a photocopy of Ruth's list, THINGS I ALMOST REMEMBER, the dog, the yellow curtains, the song about the river, stamped RECEIVED, dated the day before Ruth had walked into Priya's office.

Priya called Ruth. "Did you show that list to anyone but me."

"No."

"It's in their production. Stamped. Dated the day before we met."

A long quiet on the line. Then Ruth said, "That's my handwriting."

"I know."

"How did they get it."

"I don't know, Ruth."

"I keep it in my purse." Ruth's voice frayed at the edges, the way it had in the office. "It was in my purse the whole time."

Priya sat in her office after the call with the photocopy in her hand, and she thought about paper. Paper was the system's native country. You could file a paper about a thing that didn't exist, and the system would stamp it, and docket it, and schedule a hearing about it, and order the thing that didn't exist to produce a witness, and the witness would come, twelve minutes early, with a thermos, and answer everything, and the machine would keep turning, because the machine did not run on truth. It ran on paper.

The docket grew. Opposition, reply, sur-reply. The court reporter typed. The clerk stamped. Every stamp landed with the same sound, and the sound was the sound the system made when it was working, and the system was working. Priya billed the hours. There was no one to bill them to but Ruth, and Ruth paid in cash from the library pay envelopes, and Priya cut the rate without saying so.

Judge Ellis ordered the defendant to produce all records reflecting the plaintiff's identity prior to reassignment, within thirty days.

On day thirty, a sealed envelope arrived at Priya's office. No return address. Inside was a file, complete, bound with a clip: Ruth Calloway, born Ruth Calloway. Birth certificate. School records. A dream diary in her handwriting going back years, the entries neat and ordinary and dull. Medical records: a dream-suppressant prescribed for nightmare disorder, refilled without fail for seven years. Employment records. Tax returns. Everything a life left behind, in order, stamped, filed.

Priya read it twice, looking for the seam. The wrong paper. The too-new ink. A date that didn't hold. There was no seam.

It might have been true. That was the worst of it.

She called Ruth. "They produced the records. It's all there. Birth to now. Your handwriting."

"I know," Ruth said. "They sent me a copy. It's very thorough."

"Ruth."

"It's all right." Ruth sounded calm, calmer than she had in the office, calmer than the woman with the pill bottle and the list. "I think I remember now."

"What do you remember."

"That it doesn't matter."

Priya closed her eyes. "Are you still taking the pills."

"Yes."

In court the next week, Judge Ellis looked at the file, looked at Priya, and said, "The defendant has produced the records sought. What relief remains, Ms. Desai."

Priya stood there with eleven years of civil-rights law in her mouth and nothing in her hands.

"None, Your Honor."

The stipulation of dismissal took four lines. Priya signed it. The clerk stamped it. FILED. That was her job.

She put the file in a box and wrote CALLOWAY on the label in her own hand, and under it she wrote CLOSED, and she shelved it between Carver and Dillard.

In the morning, under CLOSED, in red ink, in a stamp she did not own, someone had written COUNTED. The ink was still tacky when she touched it.

Priya stood in front of the shelf for a long time. Then she put the box back, between Carver and Dillard, where it fit exactly, as if the shelf had been measured for it.

It fit exactly.

    Interstitial B — Dream-diary excerpt, stipend volunteer

  Tuesday

Mara Voss counted the cots on the way in. Twelve rows, eight to a row. She had counted them every Tuesday for eleven years. The number never changed. That was the point.

The elevator skipped B2 on the way down and sighed to a stop at B3. In the locker room Mara changed into the enumeration grays and hung her street clothes on the hook with her name taped above it. The clicker lived in her locker, in a tin box that had once held tea. She took it out and weighed it in her palm the way she always did — eleven years, and the weight still surprised her, the honest heft of it — and slipped it into her pocket.

The cot room smelled of bleach and old wool. The blankets were gray and folded the same way on every cot, the fold to the left. The attendant was a young man with a clipboard who never said her name, only checked it off, and initialed her 4-A with a pen that clicked.

"Evening, Voss."

"Evening."

Two cots down, a new hire was talking to nobody in particular about the induction breathing, the way new hires did, as if describing it would make it work better. Mara had stopped listening to new hires in her fourth year. She lay down on her usual cot — third row, second from the aisle; she had never told anyone it was her usual cot, she simply arrived early enough on Tuesdays — and set the clicker on her sternum where her hand could find it in the dark. She checked the little window. 000. She pressed once. 001. She reset it. The ritual was eleven years old and she performed it the way other people touched wood.

The attendant dimmed the lights. The new hire kept talking for another minute, then went quiet. Mara did the breathing the way she had been taught twenty years ago: in through the nose for a count of four, hold for two, out through the mouth for six. Somewhere above her the building settled into its night shape, concrete and pipes cooling.

Count it anyway, her trainer had told her, twenty years back, when she was new and had asked what to do about a door she wasn't sure she'd seen. Count it anyway. She had counted everything since.

The House came up the way it always did. First the smell of dust. Then the radiators ticking. Then the hallway unrolling in front of her: the wallpaper with its roses gone brown at the edges, the runner worn through to the boards down the middle where ten thousand feet had gone before hers, the light that came from nowhere and fell the same on everything, like the light in a photograph of a room.

Tract 12. The second floor. The route sheet said sixty doors.

She started at the east end and walked west, clicking. The clicker was warm from her pocket. Click — a door, tall, with a brass knob gone green at the edges. Click — a door with the paint chipped at the bottom where something had worried it. Click — a door standing open on a room with a bed made so tight the blanket had corners like envelopes. Click — a narrow door, a closet, smelling of cedar and mothballs. Click — a door with a key still in the lock, the key cold when she touched it. Click — a door with a child's drawing taped to it at knee height, a house with too many windows.

She knew this hallway better than she knew her own street. Eleven years of Tuesdays. She knew which floorboard creaked third from the east end and which radiator ticked loudest and that the nowhere-light fell a fraction dimmer past the halfway mark, as if the hall were longer than the building that contained it, which it was.

After each click, a fainter click answered from inside the walls. A beat behind. Like an echo that had learned manners.

Mara stopped and wrote in the margin of the route sheet: answering click, faint, per door. Then she tested it, the way an auditor tests anything. She clicked twice, fast. Click-click. A beat later, from inside the wall beside her: click-click, fainter. She stood still for a count of ten and did not click. The walls said nothing. She nodded once, to nobody, and went on.

Halfway down the hall she found the door that wasn't on the map. It stood where the map showed blank wall, and it smelled of fresh paint under the dust — the new-room smell, the smell the extra rooms always had, as if the House were being renovated by someone who never quite finished. She opened it. A small room. A window with the shade drawn. Dust on the sill in a smooth sheet, unmarked, as if no hand had ever touched it. She stepped inside and clicked once. The walls of the little room clicked back, fainter, polite. She stepped out, closed the door, and marked the route sheet.

At the west end she stopped and checked the counter. 061. Sixty doors on the map. Sixty-one in the hall.

She filed the 88-D at Forms & Records before she clocked out. The archive smelled of old paper and cold air. Agnes Plumb took the form with both hands, the way she took everything, and read the door count twice.

"Sixty-one doors," Mara said. "Map says sixty. One unlisted, second floor, east-west hall. It smells like paint."

"Paint," Agnes said. "In Tract 12. That's new." She stamped the receipt and slid it across the counter, and her hand lingered on it a moment longer than procedure required. "The House is renovating, dear. Somebody should tell the tenants."

Mara put the receipt in her pocket. In the cafeteria on B2 she got coffee and did not order the soup. Nobody ordered the soup. She drank the coffee standing up, tasting the burnt bottom of the pot, clocked out, and rode the bus home through streets that were just starting to lighten. Her apartment had one plant, which she watered on Sundays, and thirty-one books, which she had counted. She slept with the clicker on the nightstand, the way she always did, and dreamed nothing she could remember, the way she always did.

It was the only thing she had never gotten wrong. She had been wrong about people, and about weather, and about a bus schedule in 2009 that had cost her forty minutes in the rain. She had never been wrong on a form. Every 88-D she had ever filed had come back confirmed. Eleven years of them.

Her trainer had been a man named Bell, twenty years gone now — retired, dreamless, smiling the way they all smiled at the end. He had told her on her first week: The form is the only honest thing in the building, Voss. People lie. The building lies. The tracts lie for a living. The form doesn't lie, because the form doesn't know how. She had believed him the way young people believe anything said with absolute certainty. Eleven years of confirmed 88-Ds had been her proof. She had never said it out loud, but the record was the thing she was: not the counting, the being right about the counting.



Wednesday. The in-tray.

Her 88-D had come back with a discrepancy slip paper-clipped to the front. The slip was pink. Forms & Records only used pink for one thing.

Tract 12, second-floor door census: 62. Filed 61. Recount required. — N. Reyes

Mara read it twice. Then she read it a third time, in case the number changed, the way numbers sometimes did when you needed them to.

It did not change.

Her thumb found the clicker in her pocket. Her jaw ached; she had been clenching it. She made herself stop.

She found Nadia at the Tally board, where the week's figures glowed in their neat rows.

"The slip says sixty-two," Mara said.

"The tract says sixty-two," Nadia said. "I don't make the doors, Mara. I only count what the forms say."

"You counted what my form said yesterday. It said sixty-one."

Nadia looked at her then, and the dry humor went out of her face the way a light goes out in an empty room. "I know," she said. "That's why there's a slip."

Mara pressed the clicker once, without thinking. 001. She reset it to zero.

"Count it anyway," she said.

It was what her trainer had told her. It had never failed her. It had failed her yesterday, on a Tuesday, and she hadn't known.

She spent the rest of Wednesday in the archive, pulling her own 88-Ds. It took four hours. The files came up in their gray jackets, eleven years of them, and she checked each one against the Tally confirmations stapled to the back: door censuses, room censuses, a stairwell landing count from her second year that she remembered doing in the rain. Every figure matched. Every confirmation stamp was square and clean. Eighty-one filings. Eighty-one confirmed.

The eighty-second had a pink slip on it.

She sat in the archive with the gray jackets stacked around her and her thumb on the clicker in her pocket, and she did not click it, because there was nothing to count. The numbers were all correct. That was the worst of it. She hadn't made an error you could find. The error had found her.

She drank her coffee black and cold at her desk and did not taste it. Twice she caught herself counting the ceiling tiles. She stopped herself the second time. Counting wouldn't help. The number was already filed.



Wednesday night. The cot room. Third row, second from the aisle. The attendant initialed her 4-A. The new hire was quiet tonight. The lights dimmed. The breathing: four, two, six.

The House came up. Dust, radiators, the brown roses.

She started at the east end and walked west, clicking, and this time she did not hurry. Click — the door with the green knob. She tried it. Locked. Click — the chipped paint. Click — the bed with the envelope corners. After each one, the walls answered, fainter, a beat behind, and she wrote nothing in the margin this time, because she had already written it and it hadn't helped.

She counted every door twice and the unlisted one three times, standing in front of it with the route sheet while the paint smell worked its way into the back of her throat. The dust on the sill inside was still smooth. Unmarked.

At the end of the hall she stopped and looked at the counter.

062.

The sixty-second door stood at the end of the hall, where Tuesday the wall had been blank. It smelled of fresh paint and dust. She opened it. A shallow closet, empty, the back wall close enough to touch with her fingertips. She touched it. It was cool. She closed the door.

She stood in the hallway with the route sheet in one hand and the clicker in the other and did the arithmetic the way she had done it for eleven years. Sixty on the map. Sixty-one Tuesday. Sixty-two tonight. The tract had gained a door overnight, the way tracts did — the extra rooms were always newer than the house — or she had missed one Tuesday, the way people did, and eleven years had ended on a Tuesday because of a door.

Or the thing in the walls had been counting with her all along, click for click, and the Tally had counted it too.

She clicked once, deliberately, into the quiet.

A beat later the answer came, from inside the walls all around her. Fainter. Polite.

She waited. A second answer came, softer, from further down the hall, where there was no door at all.

She looked at the counter. 001. She had pressed once.

The counter was honest. It only counted what her thumb did.

She would file sixty-two. Tally would stamp it confirmed. The record would stay broken, because on Tuesday she had filed sixty-one, and Tuesday was gone, and no form had a field for the difference.

She lifted her thumb over the button.

The sixty-second door stood ajar. The hallway smelled of paint.

She put the clicker back in her pocket without clicking.

The door stayed open.
Called Twice

The phone on Marcus Webb's desk rang at 2 a.m., and the B3 hallway smelled of old paper and, coming up the stairwell from B2, soup.

"Webb," he said.

"Marcus, it's Nadia." Nadia Reyes was Tally, thirty-some, a pattern-matcher who used dry humor the way other people used a handrail. Tonight the humor was gone. "Tract 19. A number was called twice."

Marcus sat still. The soup smell came up the stairwell, onion and old stockpot, the B2 cafeteria making whatever it always made. "Say that again."

"Number 88. Called at 1:10 and again at 1:46. Same voice. Same number."

"That's not possible."

"I know," Nadia said. "That's why I'm calling."

Tract 19 was the Waiting Room. Rows of chairs bolted to the floor. A counter with a glass window. A voice that called numbers, and you went up, and you went through the door behind the counter, and that was the whole of it. The sixty-year file on Tract 19 was the thinnest file in Forms & Records and the most certain. It said one thing, in every report, every decade, without exception: nobody's number was ever called twice.

It was the one invariant. Everything else in the night country drifted. That didn't.

"Who was on the count," Marcus said.

"Okafor. He's covering the 19 count while 12's route is dark. He's still in the tract. He filed the 88-D by field phone. I'm reading it now." Paper rustled. "He writes: '1:10, number 88 called. A woman stood and went through the door. 1:46, number 88 called again. Nobody stood. The room kept waiting.' He writes that the chairs were bolted down in rows and the glass in the counter window was clean and the voice was a woman's, pleasant, the way voices are in the tract. He writes that between the two calls the room made no sound at all."

Marcus wrote it down on the pad by the phone. 88. 1:10. 1:46. Nobody stood.

"Variance?"

"Was 0.2. Now 0.6 and climbing."

"Where's it mapped."

"Dayton, Ohio. The 1400 block of Linden Avenue. Eleven houses. The incident reports have been clustering on that block for three weeks. Hospital intake dreams, two police blotters, one stipend diary that rhymes with both."

"I'm going," Marcus said.

"Marcus." A pause. "The file says it's never happened. Sixty years. You know what that means."

"It means I fence the block."

"It means be careful with the forms. If it's never happened, there's no form for it."

But there was always a form. That was the other thing the job taught you. If there was no form, you used the nearest one and wrote the truth in the remarks, and the truth sat there in your handwriting until somebody upstairs decided what it meant.

He was on a morning flight to Dayton with a kit, a binder, and a route sheet Douglas Ray from Forms & Records had pulled before dawn. Douglas was forty-some, fourteen years of careful procedural work, and he had clung to the route sheet like it was a rail.

"It's the one invariant," Douglas had said, handing it over. His hands were damp. "Sixty years, Marcus. Nobody's number is ever called twice. I checked it myself. I checked it twice."

Marcus had said, "Then the file's right."

"The file's always right," Douglas had said. "That's the — that's the trouble, isn't it."

Marcus had nodded. He did not say what they were both thinking.

The 1400 block of Linden Avenue was maples and chain-link and the smell of rain on hot asphalt, though it hadn't rained. Eleven houses, porches close to the sidewalk, a corner store with a hand-painted sign that said COLD DRINKS in letters going uphill. A kid's bike lay on its side in a yard. The route sheet listed every address, every sleeper, which tracts they dreamed. That was the census-taker's route: not the streets the mailman walked, but the streets the night walked, house by house.

The field office was a rented room above a hardware store on Third, up a flight of wooden stairs that smelled of cut keys and oil. A folding table, two chairs, a window looking down at the awning. Marcus spread the route sheet and weighted the corners with his kit and the binder, and the paper lay flat, and the block lay there under his hands, eleven small squares of other people's sleep.

The field office was a rented room above a hardware store on Third. Marcus spread the route sheet on the folding table and went through it the way he'd gone through a thousand others. Step one: read the block. Step two: read the people.

At noon a courier came up the stairs with a flat envelope. No return address. Inside, a single sheet, a single paragraph, in the Director's hand — or the hand the Director used; nobody had ever seen the Director write.

Fence the 1400 block of Linden Avenue, Dayton, Ohio. The number is 88.

No signature. There was never a signature. The memos were always correct, and they were always brief, and they always arrived before you were done thinking. Marcus held the sheet up to the window light. The paper was ordinary. The handwriting was ordinary. That was the worst of it, every time: how ordinary it was.

Marcus filed it. Then he called Nadia.

"I have a memo," he said. "It says the number is 88."

"I'm still working on whose," Nadia said. "The sixty-year file is clean. The stipend diaries don't have an 88. Give me until tonight." He could hear her keyboard. "Eighty-eight appears in the file forty-one times," she said. "Always once. Never twice. It's the politest number in the archive."

"The memo's already correct."

"I know," Nadia said. "That's what worries me."

He knocked on eleven doors that night at 3 a.m. with Lenore Dodd working the other side of the street. Notices, signatures, blue envelopes, instruction cards. The procedure was the procedure. People signed. An old man in a bathrobe asked what was in the pills and Marcus said they stopped dreams, nothing else, one night, and the man said, "Like being dead for the night," and Marcus said, "Like being nowhere for the night," and the man signed.

At 1407, a girl of nineteen or twenty answered with a baby on her hip and asked if the pills would hurt the baby through her milk. Marcus said he didn't know, honest, and she thought about it, and then she signed and said she'd sleep on the couch with the baby on her chest and not take them, and Marcus noted the refusal on the form, and she said, "Will you come back tomorrow." And he said yes. That was step nine. The list did not skip steps.

At 1418 Linden, the porch light was on and the TV was going, muted, the blue light working the curtains. The woman who answered was sixty-one, gray hair in a braid, a housecoat buttoned straight. Evelyn Cobb. She listened to the whole notice without interrupting, the way people listen when they've been expecting something without knowing what.

"Dreamless sleep," she said. "For the whole block."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Is it the dreams. Are they wrong."

"There's an irregularity, ma'am. One night and we'll have the numbers."

She signed all three copies. Her handwriting was round and careful, a schoolteacher's hand. Marcus gave her the blue envelope.

On the kitchen table behind her, past her shoulder, there was a waiting-room ticket. The kind with the tear-off number. He had seen a thousand of them in files. This one was lying face-up by a coffee mug, and the number on it was 88, printed twice, the second strike off-register and overlapping the first, like the machine had stuttered.

"Ma'am," Marcus said. "That ticket."

She glanced at it. "That was in my coat pocket this morning. I don't know where it came from."

"May I take it."

She shrugged. "It's not mine. Or it's mine twice. I don't know."

Her hands were steady on the doorframe. That was the worst of it, almost. She wasn't frightened. She was only puzzled, the way you'd be puzzled by a second spoon in the drawer.

He put it in an evidence envelope and attached it to Okafor's 88-D. Step nine: bag what doesn't belong. The list did not skip steps.

At 4 a.m. Nadia called the hardware-store room. "It's Evelyn Cobb," she said. "Sixty-one. 1418 Linden. She's never been a volunteer. The incident reports cluster on her address for three weeks. Hospital intake, two doors down — a man dreamed the Waiting Room and heard his own number called, and then heard it again, and woke up crying. That was nine days ago."

"The memo said 88 before you finished."

"I know." Paper rustled. "Marcus, the sixty-year file is clean. I read every page. Nobody's number was ever called twice."

"All right."

"All right," she said, and hung up.

An hour before dawn, Agnes Plumb called from the archive. Seventy-one, cardigans, tea gone cold on the desk. She was precise the way a scalpel was precise, and she corrected herself mid-sentence, the way she always did.

"Marcus. The Tract 19 file. I checked it myself this morning, after the girl from Tally called. It says the invariant has never been broken. Sixty years." A pause. "I remember filing an 88-D in 1962 that said otherwise. A double call. The file says I misfiled it. It says the report belonged to Tract 7."

"Did it."

"I have never misfiled. That is — that is the whole of it, Marcus. I remember the carbon. I remember the name on it. The file says there was no name."

She hung up. Marcus sat in the rented room above the hardware store and looked at the ticket in the evidence envelope. 88, over 88, off-register. A form the tract had filed for itself.

At 6 a.m. Okafor called from the Merriweather. Daniel Okafor, twenty-eight, three months on the job, earnest the way new hires were earnest, doomed the way new hires were doomed — by caring about the sleepers instead of the census.

"Mr. Webb," he said. "The woman at 1418. Evelyn Cobb. She's sixty-one, she lives alone. After tonight, will somebody — is there a follow-up."

"One follow-up knock," Marcus said. "That's the procedure."

"That's all."

"That's the procedure, Daniel."

A pause. "Yes, sir."

The fence went up that night. Eleven houses, ten signatures, one refusal, twenty small blue pills. Marcus and Lenore walked the block at midnight and the street was dark house by house, porch lights out, the maples still. At 1407 a lamp burned in the front window, the girl with the baby, awake on the couch the way she'd said. Marcus marked it on the route sheet and they walked on. It was the quietest sound he knew: a whole block dreaming nothing, all at once. Like a room where everyone had stopped talking.

In the morning the Tally came in. Tract 19: 0.2. Baseline.

Okafor called at nine. "The room was quiet last night," he said. "Number 88 was called once. A man stood. He went through the door. That's all."

"Good count, Daniel."

"Mr. Webb. The ticket. The one from her kitchen table."

"What about it."

"Nothing. I just — I wanted to say I counted it. Twice."

Marcus filed the 88-D with the ticket attached, the envelope, the eleven notices, the route sheet, the Director's memo. He wrote the truth in the remarks, in his own handwriting: Number 88 called twice, 1:10 and 1:46. Second call unanswered. Sleeper identified as Evelyn Cobb, 1418 Linden Ave, Dayton OH. Block fenced one night. Tally returned to baseline.

He read it over twice. It was the nearest form. It would have to do.

He closed the file. He put it in the drawer with the other closed files, and the drawer shut with the sound drawers make in the Merriweather, wood on wood, final as a door.

In the dark of the drawer, the ticket kept its two numbers.
Story 15 — Dated Tomorrow

The basement keeps its own weather. In October it runs a degree colder than the thermostat claims, and the thermostat lives on B1, which has never agreed with B6 about anything. I have noted this. Noting is not filing. There is no form for the temperature of the archive. There is a form for everything else.

I came down at seven for the quarterly audit of the structural drawings, 1974 to 1976, with a mug of tea that was hot at 7:40 and cold by the time I reached aisle nine. Both facts are true. I record the first one.

Aisle nine hums. It has hummed since March of 2019.¹ The sound gets into the back teeth. I have learned to file around it.

My cardigan is gray. The left elbow is darned — I darned it myself, in 2022, with wool that does not quite match, and the mismatch is visible, and I have never redone it, because the elbow is warm and the record does not require the elbows to match. My hands are seventy-one years old. The knuckles ache in October. I do not record this. There is no form for the knuckles.

The elevator down to B6 skipped B4, the way it always has. Nobody knows why it skips B4. There is no form for that either, or if there is, it has never been filed where I can find it. The elevator smells of old oil and other people's mornings. B6 met me with its particular cold, the cold that lives in concrete no sun has ever touched, and I unlocked the archive with the key I have carried for thirty — for longer than some of the staff have been alive. The key is brass, worn smooth. It has never once failed to turn.

I hung the cardigan — no. I kept the cardigan on. It is always cold enough for the cardigan.

The rolling shelves move on tracks laid in 1974. They complain when I crank them. Everything down here complains except the paper, which only waits. The air smells of paper dust and the sweet chemical ghost of old diazo prints, ammonia and vinegar, and underneath it the cold mineral breath of the vent. I drank the tea cold. It was hot at 7:40.

Box E-44 sat third from the left on the structural-drawings shelf, where it has sat since 1976. My audit notes said D-44. The shelf said E-44. The shelf was right. I corrected my notes. The notes were wrong. This happens. I am seventy-one, and my hand sometimes — no. The notes were wrong. The shelf is right.

Inside: the flat files in order, 1974 to 1976, each in its sleeve, each sleeved correctly. And at the back of the box, behind the last file, standing on end, a cardboard tube.

No accession tag. No string. No number in grease pencil, the way the others have.

I know what is in E-44 the way you know what is in your own kitchen. The tube was not in my kitchen.

I pulled it out. It was light — lighter than it should have been, the way empty boxes are lighter than you expect, though it was not empty. Inside, one sheet, vellum, twenty-four by thirty-six inches, rolled tight and tied with a cotton string that had been retied many times. The knot was a granny knot. I tie granny knots. Everyone in the archive ties granny knots. It proves nothing.

I carried it to the reading table and unrolled it and weighted the corners with the brass weights, the way I have done ten thousand times. The vellum wanted to curl back — vellum always wants to go home — and the weights settled it with their small, certain heft. The reading table is oak, scarred with forty years of brass weights and pen nicks, and it smelled, faintly, of lemon oil. I read the title block.

MERRIWEATHER FEDERAL BUILDING — LEVEL B7 — STRUCTURAL & SERVICES.

The handwriting was mine.

I know my hand the way you know your own hands. I cross my sevens — I have crossed them since 1968, since Mrs. Adler's drafting class, since before the Office. When I am hurried I dot my i's with a short downward slash, like a mark of impatience with the letter itself. The sevens were crossed. The i's were slashed. It was hurried. It was mine.

Stamp, lower right: RECEIVED — FORMS & RECORDS. Date stamp: OCT 9 2026. Initials in the corner: A.P., the P left open the way I leave it when I am tired.

Today is Thursday, October the 8th. I verified this against the wall calendar, the accession ledger, and my watch. My watch is correct. Today is the 8th. The stamp says the 9th.

The stamp was dated tomorrow.

I laid the B1–B6 master beside it on the reading table and I went through it room by room, because that is what the audit is for. Precision is a habit. It is also the whole of the job.

The archive — my archive — sits at the east end of B6 on the master. On the mirror it sat at the west end, the shelves drawn on the wrong side of the room, as if the building had turned over in its sleep and settled facing the other way.

The cafeteria on B2. The soup line on the master runs along the east wall; I have taken my lunch from the east wall for years. On the mirror the line ran along the west. The soup kitchen on the wrong side of the room.

The elevator bank, reversed. I checked the stops first — precision is a habit. Six stops on the master. Six on the mirror.

The locker rooms, the benches drawn on the wrong side of the lockers, the shower heads reversed like a row of question marks. The holding rooms on B4, every door hinged on the wrong side, every hinge drawn with the same hurried slash-dot care as the i's. The Tally room on B3, the analysts' desks in mirror order, the board on the west wall instead of the east. Nineteen doorways on B3 in the master. Nineteen in the mirror. I counted twice.

In the mirrored archive, on the mirrored shelf E-44, a single tube was drawn at the back of the box, pulled halfway out — the way I had left it. The way I was still holding it.

And on the mirrored reading table — the table I was sitting at, drawn on the wrong side of the mirrored room — a ring was drawn in pencil. A mug ring. The size of my mug.

I looked down at my own table. The oak was bare where my mug sat. No ring. Not yet.

I moved the mug two inches to the left, onto the bare wood, away from the vellum. My hand was steady. Precision is a habit.

The top floor was not drawn. It is not drawn on the master, either. Some things are not drawn. I do not draw what I have not seen.

Every room reversed. Every measurement exact. The mirror balanced to the sixteenth of an inch, and I checked three of them with the scale rule, because I am precise, and they balanced.

I sat back. The brass weights held the vellum flat. The fluorescents hummed — aisle nine, and now, I noticed, aisle ten had started, a lower note, like a second voice joining. I made a note of it. Noting is not filing.

By the ledger stand someone had pinned the week's Tally. Tract 23: 1.2. It was 1.1 in September.

I opened the accession ledger to check the tube against the record. Vol. 31 is bound in green buckram, heavy as a brick, with a ribbon marker gone frayed at the end. It smells of binding glue and the years. I keep it properly. Page 114. And there it was, in my handwriting, the i's slashed, the sevens crossed:

Box E-44 pulled per request of A. Plumb, 10/1.

I do not remember requesting it.

The ledger does not require me to remember.²

Douglas Ray came down at nine with the forms restock, his arms full, anxious the way he always is, as if the paper might get away from him. He has worked in Forms & Records for fourteen years and he still handles the triplicate like it might bite.

"Morning, Agnes."

"Morning, Douglas. The 88-D blanks are — the blanks are low."

"I'll put in the req." He shifted the boxes and set them down too hard, and winced at the sound. "Form 12-M?"

"There's a form for that," I said. "There is always a form for that."

He laughed, a short sound, relieved to have gotten the answer right. "Anything else? Anything — out of the ordinary?"

The vellum lay on the reading table behind me, weighted at the corners, my handwriting all over it, dated tomorrow.

"Nothing out of the ordinary," I said.

He nodded, and went back up, and I was alone again with the hum and the vellum and my own handwriting dated tomorrow.

An unscheduled drawing with no accession number is an irregularity. Irregularities require Form 88-D. My hand went to the phone — the black phone on the reading table, 1974, heavy as a brick — and I took my hand away. There was no one to call. There is never anyone to call. That is the shape of the Office.

I took a blank 88-D from the drawer instead — triplicate, the carbon paper smelling faintly of a swimming pool — and I filled in my name, and my division, and the date: October 8, 2026. My hand did not shake. The letters came out the way they always come out, the sevens crossed, the i's slashed, hurried and certain. At nature of irregularity the pen stopped.

Staff who ask about B7 are transferred to Nights.

This is not written anywhere. It is known the way the hum is known.

I put the blank back in the drawer, aligned with the others. I did not ask.

I lifted the outgoing tray to slide the schematic beneath for refiling, and under today's outgoing, there was already a completed 88-D.

My handwriting. The sevens crossed. The i's slashed.

Nature of irregularity: Schematic B7 located in E-44. Filed correctly. No action required.

Stamped RECEIVED. Dated OCT 9 2026. Initialed A.P., the P left open the way I leave it when I am tired.³

The paperwork was already complete. My report existed. It was dated tomorrow. Anything I filed now would be a duplicate, and there is a procedure for duplicates, and the procedure — the procedure was already complete.

I refiled the schematic in E-44. I rolled the vellum the way vellum likes to be rolled, snug but not tight, and retied the cotton string — a granny knot, the way everyone ties them — and stood the tube at the back of the box where I found it. I slid the flat files back in front of it, in order, 1974 to 1976. I cranked the shelf closed. The tracks complained. I file what is filed. That is the whole of the job. That has always been the whole of the job.

Then, because I am precise, I took the accession ledger to log the audit. It is heavy. The ribbon marker left a frayed red thread across page 114. I opened it to October 8 — and then, to be thorough, I flipped forward, to check whether tomorrow's page had been started.

It had.

At the top of the page, in my handwriting, the sevens crossed, the i's slashed:

E-44 audited. B7 schematic located, verified, refiled. 88-D on file. — A.P.

I did not remember writing it.

I would write it tomorrow.

Under the fluorescents, the ink glistened.

It was still wet.



¹ Form 12-M, Maintenance Request, filed twice: March 2019, November 2021. No action taken. The hum is part of the record now.

² Accession Ledger, vol. 31, p. 114. Verified against the shelf list. Correct.

³ I have checked the date three times. The stamp says October 9. The stamp is kept properly. I keep it properly.
The Wrong Form

The file arrived on Daniel Okafor's desk on a Monday morning with a blue routing slip. He read it three times, the way he read everything, and then he said her name aloud to the empty office, because that was his habit with the sleepers. It made them harder to file.

"June Park."

The file was thin. That was the worst kind. A thin file meant Tally had already decided and Quarantine had already opened the paperwork and all that remained was the procedure. The paperclip had left a rust mark on the top sheet. The diary pages were photocopies, smelling faintly of the copier's hot plastic. Her handwriting was pencil, careful, the letters leaning a little to the left.

June Park, 58, Providence, Rhode Island. Stipend volunteer 44081. School cafeteria cook. Dream diary kept for four years without a missed month.

The flagged entries were marked with Nadia Reyes's neat initial in the margin. Four nights running, Tract 7 — the Airport:

The airport again last night. The departures board had my name where the cities go. Just my name. June Park. The announcements were in my mother's voice. She said, "June Park, your gate is ready." I have been dreaming this airport for years and the voice was never hers before.

The earlier entries were quieter. I found the gate. It wasn't on any of the signs. A man in a uniform told me, "That's a new gate." It smelled like rain. And: I almost went through. My mother kept saying my name. I woke up with my hand up, like I was waving. I underlined ready so they would know I was not confused.

The Tally note was clipped to the back: Sleeper-specific address in Tract 7, volunteer 44081, four nights running. Possible place-formation. Recommend 12-C per procedure. — N. Reyes.

The intake photo showed a woman with gray-streaked hair in a loose knot, smiling a small, practical smile.

Daniel turned the photo over. On the back, in the same careful pencil: June Park. Do not lose this.

He had been a sleep researcher before the Office recruited him, three months ago. He had spent two years in a university lab watching strangers dream on monitors, and he had told the recruiter, honestly, that he wanted the dreams to be safe. The recruiter had smiled the way people smile at new hires. Daniel still wanted it. That was the problem, and he knew it was the problem, and he wanted it anyway.

At the coffee machine a senior enumerator named Brennan watched him read the file for the third time.

"Don't learn their names," Brennan said.

"I already know her name," Daniel said.

Brennan drank his coffee. "That's what I said. Don't."

He picked up the 12-C packet at the forms window that afternoon. Janet Pryor slid it across without looking up from her stamping.

"Twelve-C for 44081," she said. "Confirmation interview, in person. You have three days."

"What happens to her, exactly?" Daniel asked.

"Reassignment. New name, new town, dreamless sleep." She held out the pen. "Sign here."

"Does she get to say goodbye to—"

"The form doesn't have a field for that, Mr. Okafor."

On the wall behind her, the Office motto hung in its frame: Everyone counts. Everyone dreams. Daniel had believed it when they hired him, three months ago. He still believed it. That was the problem.

He took the morning train to Providence on Tuesday. Rain ran down the windows in crooked lines, and the fields went by gray-green and shining, and the towns went by with their church steeples and their water towers, each one keeping its own small weather. He read the file twice more. He memorized the diary dates. He looked at the intake photo until he could have described her without it, and then he put it away, because there was a difference between a sleeper and a person and he was going to meet the person.

June Park, he said, to the rain on the window. Do not lose this.

Providence was rain and brick and a street of small houses with kept lawns, the hedges trimmed even in October, the pumpkins out on the steps. Hers had a blue door with a brass knocker shaped like a hummingbird. He stood on the step with the 12-C packet under his coat, getting wet, and knocked, and she answered, and she was smaller than the photo, with flour on her hands.

"Mr. Okafor? Come in, come in. Tea? I just made tea."

She poured before he answered. The kitchen was warm and smelled of tea and bleach and bread. The diary sat on the table with a hummingbird sticker on the cover, the colors still bright. A jar of pencil stubs stood by the phone. On the refrigerator, held by magnets shaped like fruit, were crayon drawings: a house with too many windows, a sun with a face.

"My daughter's two," June said, following his eyes. "They live over in Cranston. The little one draws me a house every week. I told her, honey, I already have a house." She smiled the small, practical smile. "You take sugar? I never remember."

Daniel did the interview the way he'd been trained. He asked her to tell him about the airport, and she told him plainly, the way she'd written it: the departure boards, the moving walkways, the announcements in a voice like her mother's.

"She said my gate was ready," June said.

"How did that feel?" he asked.

She thought about it, the way she did everything — carefully, without rushing. "It's the only place I ever hear her voice," she said. "She's been gone eleven years. In the airport she sounds the way she did on the phone."

He wrote it down. His hand was steady. He had been trained.

She showed him the diary entry, the word underlined three times in the careful pencil. "I underlined it so they'd know I wasn't confused," she said. "I wasn't confused. I know what I heard."

"What would you miss?" he asked. It wasn't on the interview form. He asked it anyway.

She looked around the kitchen — the hummingbird sticker, the pencil stubs, the crayon houses on the refrigerator. "The mornings," she said. "I like the mornings. The light in this kitchen." She refilled his cup. "Drink your tea before it cools."

He asked about the gate — the one that wasn't on the signs. "What did it look like?"

"Like a gate," June said. "They all look like gates. This one had my name on the little screen, where it usually says the city. June Park, it said. Like I was a place." She turned her cup in her hands. "My mother worked the school cafeteria too, you know. Thirty years. She always said, a fed child is a quiet child. I think about that when I'm dishing up."

"There's a program," he said, when the questions were done. He chose each word the way the procedure manual told him to. "For people whose dreams — the Office thinks your dream might not be safe. They'd move you. A new name. A new town."

She nodded, like someone receiving news about the weather. "Will I still dream?"

He looked at his hands. The form didn't have a field for that either.

"These were my mother's," June said, refilling his cup. "They're good cups."

He asked if there was anything else about the airport she had written down and not sent in.

She hesitated. Then she went to the counter drawer and took out a folded sheet, the careful pencil on both sides, and held it without handing it over. "I wrote this one last week. I didn't send it. I thought — if the announcements know my name, maybe they read the diaries, too." She looked at him, level. "Do they read the diaries, Mr. Okafor."

Daniel looked at the folded sheet in her hands. He thought about the readers in Tally, Nadia's neat initial in the margin, the forty thousand diaries moving through the building like blood. He thought about lying, and he did not lie.

"Yes," he said.

She nodded, once, and put the sheet back in the drawer without unfolding it. "Then they'll know I said the voice sounded kind." She closed the drawer. "I wanted that on the record somewhere."

At the door she pressed a pencil stub into his hand. "Take a pencil. You look like a man who loses pencils."

On the train back he held the pencil stub and the 12-C, and he thought about the airport, and the voice like her mother's, and the only place she ever heard it. He thought about the motto on Janet Pryor's wall. Everyone counts. Everyone dreams. He thought about what would be counted if June Park were reassigned: a closed file, a balanced tally. What would not be counted: the good cups, the hummingbird sticker, the house with too many windows drawn fresh every week by a child in Cranston.

That night in the hotel he laid the 12-C on the desk under the buzzing lamp and filled it out in his careful hand. Name, volunteer number, tract, dates. The room smelled of old carpet and the rain drying on his coat. On the routing line, where it asked for the sleeper number, he transposed the last two digits. 44081 became 44018. A small wrongness. A human wrongness, the kind a tired clerk makes at the end of a long day. The carbons carried it through all three copies.

He thought about Brennan at the coffee machine. Don't learn their names. He thought about the motto on Janet Pryor's wall. Everyone counts. Everyone dreams. He thought about what would happen to him if anyone looked closely: the audit, the transfer, Nights. He thought about June Park's kitchen, and the light in it in the mornings, and the only place she ever heard her mother's voice.

He sat with the pen over the signature line for a long time.

On purpose, he thought.

He signed.

He filed it Wednesday morning at the forms window. Janet Pryor stamped the receipt without looking up. He waited for the summons — her brisk voice, the audit, the pink slip. He checked his in-tray every hour on Wednesday. He checked it twice on Thursday. He dreamed, both nights, of an airport terminal, and woke each time before the announcement finished saying his name.

It did not come.

The following Monday the processed copy landed in his in-tray. The stamp was square and black: PROCESSED — CASE CLOSED. The initials beside it were not Janet Pryor's. He didn't recognize them.

The order had named a sleeper who did not exist. There was no one for Quarantine to collect. And the case was closed, as if it had been done correctly, as if the wrong number had been right all along.

He checked the active roster. Park, June — 44081 — active. Her diary arrived on Friday, ordinary, in the careful pencil: Quiet night. No airport. Made soup for the freezer.

She was spared. The wrong form had worked. It shouldn't have.

He went down to Forms & Records to pull the processed copy. The elevator skipped B2. The file room smelled of paper and dust and the particular quiet of rooms where no one raises their voice. Agnes Plumb stood at the counter in her cardigan, her tea gone cold beside her, filing with the steady rhythm of forty years — take, stamp, slide, take, stamp, slide. The gray jacket of his file waited in her out-box, tagged and closed. It looked like every other closed file. That was the trouble with closed files.

"Mr. Okafor," she said. "Your 12-C? Processed. Let me — no, that's the March file, this is — here." She slid the gray jacket across.

He opened it. He looked at the stamp.

The date on the stamp was Tuesday. He had filed the form on Wednesday morning.

"This stamp—" he said.

Agnes glanced at it. "The stamp says Tuesday. Though you only just — well. The stamp says what it says." She corrected herself and turned back to her filing, and the conversation was over, because Agnes Plumb did not discuss stamps.

He stood under the fluorescents with the processed copy in his hands. His signature was on it, in his own hand, on all three copies, the ink fully dry. Dry as a day-old signature. Dry as something written on Tuesday, before he had decided.

His hand found the pencil stub in his pocket. June Park's pencil. You look like a man who loses pencils.

The worse question sat where his mercy had been. He had filed the wrong form on purpose, small and human, to save June Park — and the Office had accepted it, processed it, closed the case. But the stamp said Tuesday. His act of rebellion was already on file before he committed it. The paperwork had already been complete.

Had he saved her? Or had he only been the hand that held the pen?

The ink was dry. It had been dry for a day.
The Impossible Statistic

The Annual Survey of American Sleep arrived in March, in a manila envelope with the frank of the Department of Commerce, and it smelled faintly of the government printing office, that warm chemical smell of ink laid down by the ton. Dr. Alan Weiss slit the envelope with the bone-handled knife he had owned since graduate school, set the kettle on, and sat down in his study to read it the way other men did crosswords.

He was, by his own estimate, one of a dozen people in the country who read the Survey all the way through. He knew this the way birders know each other — not personally, but by the shape of the silence. Once, at a conference in 2011, a woman from Minnesota had quoted Table 4 at him from memory, and they had stood there in the hallway grinning like conspirators while the demographers flowed past. He had never seen her again. It did not matter. There were a dozen of them, and the Survey was theirs.

The kettle whistled. He poured. He opened to the summary tables, pencil in hand, and began.

It was on page 41 that the pencil stopped.

Table 2, Persons reporting sleep of one hour or more per night, 2026: 339,014,556.

Table 7, Regular dreamers, by age cohort, 2026: 341,284,112.

Alan read both numbers twice. Then he added the Table 7 cohorts himself, in the margin, in his small careful hand. The total row matched his sum exactly. That was the trouble with the Survey: its arithmetic was always perfect. You could hate a perfect thing, but you could not argue with it.

There were two and a quarter million more regular dreamers in the United States than there were people who slept.

He sat back. The tea steamed. Outside the study window, a college town in Wisconsin went about its March business — students hunched against the wind off the lake, the bells of Bascom Hall marking an hour nobody was late for.

It seemed to him, at first, that it must be a frame difference. Table 2 and Table 7 might draw on different samples, different reference weeks, different weighting. He turned to the methodology appendix, which he had read every year for nineteen years, and found the frames identical. Same sample. Same week. Same weights.

He checked 2025. Dreamers: 340,118,903. Sleepers: 338,402,117. The dreamers ahead again, by further.

He went back ten years, table by table, the pencil moving, the tea going cold. In 2017 the dreamers had been fewer than the sleepers by thirteen million, which was as it should be — not everyone who sleeps dreams, or remembers. The lines had crossed in 2022. Since then the gap had widened every year, steady as a tide table.

One might suppose, he thought, reaching for the comfort of the passive voice, that a misprint had been carried forward. But the Survey did not carry misprints. In nineteen years he had found two, and both had been corrected in errata mailed to — he imagined — all twelve of them.

He made fresh tea. He checked the arithmetic a third time, because that was what one did.

That evening he told his wife. Marian was shelling peas at the kitchen table, although it was March and the peas were frozen, which told him something about the state of her patience.

"More dreamers than sleepers," she said.

"By two and a quarter million."

"It's a misprint, Alan."

"The Survey doesn't misprint."

"Everything misprints." She set down the peapod. "Write to them. You love writing to them."

He had written to the Census Bureau twice before, years ago, about a fertility table and a migration footnote. Both times he had received courteous form letters. He loved courteous form letters the way other men loved fishing: it was the waiting that mattered.

He wrote the letter that night, at his desk, on his good stationery. He kept it short, because long letters got short answers. He cited the tables and the pages. He proposed three hypotheses — frame difference, a weighting change undocumented in the appendix, a transposition in Table 7 — and he asked, with genuine deference, which of the three the Office believed to be correct. He signed it Respectfully, Dr. Alan Weiss, and in the morning he walked it to the mailbox himself, because some things should not be trusted to the outgoing tray.

The reply came in three weeks, on Department of Commerce letterhead, in an envelope that smelled of nothing at all.

Dear Dr. Weiss,

Thank you for your close reading of the Annual Survey of American Sleep. Readers of the Survey are few, and careful readers fewer. We are grateful for both.

Your observation regarding Tables 2 and 7 is correct as far as it goes. The two tables do employ the same sampling frame, and the figures are not misprinted.

The discrepancy arises from the reconciliation procedure. A portion of respondents report vivid dreaming in the reference week without reporting sleep in the same week — shift workers with fragmented rest, for example, and respondents whose sleep falls below the one-hour reporting threshold but whose dream recall does not. These respondents appear in Table 7 but not in Table 2. After reconciliation, a residual remains: respondents enumerated in more than one tract, who are counted once in the national total. This residual has increased in recent years, as you observe.

We enclose a corrected Table 7 for your records.

With appreciation for your attention,

R. Vance
Forms & Records
Office of Sleep Statistics

Alan read the letter twice. Then he read it a third time, because the third reading was when the politeness started to bother him.

It was thorough. It answered everything. That was the first wrong thing: nineteen years of reading government correspondence had taught him that a thorough answer is usually a wall built in front of a door.

The second wrong thing was the residual. This residual has increased in recent years, as you observe. Stated, and then abandoned, the way you set down a suitcase in a station and walk away. The whole letter was an explanation of the discrepancy that declined, politely, to explain the only part of it that mattered: why the residual grew. Why more people, every year, were being counted in more than one place.

He turned to the enclosed table. The corrected Table 7 was identical to the printed one except for a new footnote 3, which read:

"Continuing respondents" are those appearing in the sample in three or more consecutive surveys. The Survey is grateful to its continuing respondents, the longest-enrolled of whom joined the panel in 1958.


	Alan did the subtraction without meaning to. Sixty-eight years. A respondent enrolled since 1958 would be — if enrolled at twenty — eighty-eight now. Possible. The Survey had old respondents; the old were its most reliable. It was possible.



It was the third wrong thing that made him put the letter down and walk to the window and stand there with his hands in his pockets looking at nothing.

The Office had enclosed, as Vance's letter said, a copy of your letter for our mutual records. A photocopy of his own letter, on his own stationery. Except that the photocopy contained a final paragraph he had not written.

It was in his typeface. His margins. His diction — he recognized the cadence the way you recognize your own cough. It read:

I would be grateful, finally, for the Office's guidance on a question the tables raise but do not answer: whether the deduplicated respondents are, to the Office's knowledge, still living.

He had not written that paragraph. He had thought it — God help him, he had thought it, standing at the mailbox with the letter in his hand, the unasked question rising like a bubble — but he had not written it. His own copy, in his desk drawer, ended: with best regards.

He held the two letters side by side until the light failed.

Marian found him there. "Alan?"

"The Office wrote back," he said.

"And?"

He tried to explain about the residual, and the continuing respondent from 1958, and the paragraph. The paragraph defeated him. He kept touching it with his fingertip, as if touch would settle the question of authorship.

"They added a paragraph to your letter," Marian said, when he had finished. She had the gift of the plain restatement. "Why would they do that."

"It isn't done," he said. "These things aren't done."

"Then it's a mistake. A clerk's error."

"The Survey doesn't — " He stopped. He had said that before, about the misprint, and look where it had gotten him.

That night he did not sleep well. He lay awake listening to the house — the furnace, the ice in the gutters, Marian breathing beside him in the slow rhythm of a woman with a clear conscience — and he did what he had done for forty years with any unruly dataset. He counted.

One sleeper. One dreamer. Himself: one of each, he hoped.

He began keeping a sleep log. He told Marian it was for his blood pressure, which was almost true; the doctor had mentioned it. Every morning he wrote down the hours, to the quarter. The log grew precise and then more precise, the handwriting tightening, until he was recording the minutes he lay awake counting, which defeated the purpose, which he knew, which did not stop him.

In April he wrote to the woman from Minnesota — he had kept her card for fifteen years, because demographers keep everything — and asked, as casually as he could manage in a letter, whether she had noticed anything odd in Table 7. She wrote back in May: Odd how? The tables look clean to me. Are you sleeping all right, Alan?

He was not. That was the fourth wrong thing, or possibly the first: the reply had been polite, and thorough, and it had answered everything except the question, and it had asked him a question he had not asked, in his own voice — and since reading it, he had not slept through a single night.

He understood, lying awake in June with the windows open to the lake wind, what the letter had actually told him. He had been reading it as a demographer, looking for the error. There was no error. The arithmetic was perfect. That was the horror of it, and it came to him the way cold comes through a window you thought was shut:

The Survey counted more dreamers than sleepers because it was counting people who dreamed without sleeping. And it counted people in more than one tract because some of the sleepers were asleep in two places at once. And the residual grew every year because every year there were more of them.

And the Office knew. The Office had a name for them — continuing respondents — and a footnote, and a procedure. The Office reconciled them the way you reconcile any books: you count them once, and you do not ask where the other count went.

Readers are enumerated annually. That had been the closing line. He had taken it for courtesy.

The new Survey arrived in February, a month early, in the same manila envelope. Alan slit it with the bone-handled knife and sat down in his study, and the house was quiet around him, Marian at her sister's for the weekend, the lake wind working at the windows.

He turned first to the technical notes. There, in the list of cited correspondents — a list he had read every year, a private honor roll of the twelve — was a new name. A. Weiss.

Under Table 7, a new footnote: Includes one (1) reader-initiated correction.

He sat for a long time with his finger on his initial. It was an honor, of a kind. They had counted his correction. They counted everything.

Then he turned to the acknowledgments page, which he had never read before — no one read the acknowledgments — and found, under The Office thanks its readers, a single new line, set in the same type as everything else, as if it had always been there:

A. Weiss, enumerated.

He read it until the words stopped being words. Upstairs, the house was empty, and the wind moved in the gutters, and he sat in the lamplight with his finger on his own name in print.

He counted the breaths in the house, the way he had started counting everything now, without meaning to.

He did not stop at two.
Story 18 — A Kindness

Monday. Personnel sits on B1 behind a door with frosted glass, and the frosted glass has the word PERSONNEL on it in gold leaf, and the gold leaf is peeling. Frank Delgado had walked past that door for thirty years. He had never once gone through it until the letter told him to.

The letter was on Office stationery. It thanked him for his service. It gave him a date and a time. It was signed by a machine.

He arrived eleven minutes early and sat in the waiting chairs, which were orange vinyl, cracked at the seams, the foam showing through like bone. The clock on the wall ticked loud enough to hear. He held his badge in his lap and turned it over in his hands — thirty years of turning it over in his hands at 3 a.m. doorways, a habit like breathing. The photograph on the badge was from his forties. He looked at it the way you look at a relative you used to know well.

Janet Pryor's office smelled of stamp-pad chemicals and old pennies. The radiator under the window ticked like a clock with a stone in it. On the wall: the Office motto, framed. Everyone counts. Everyone dreams.

"Mr. Delgado." She was brisk, forms-first, the way she was with everyone, and Frank found that comforting. Thirty years of 3 a.m. door knocks had taught him the value of a person who does the thing the same way every time. "Form 61-E. Enumerator Separation." She laid it on the desk between them, triplicate, the carbon paper crisp. "Initial here. Here. Here. Sign above the line — above, Mr. Delgado. Thank you."

He signed. Three initials and a signature, and thirty years went into the file the way a letter goes into a slot. His knees ached. He had taken the elevator down, which skipped B3 the way it always had.

"Thirty years," Janet said, stamping. The stamp came down with a sound like a small, final door. "That's — that's a full career."

Frank looked at his hands. There was ink on his right thumb from the signature, a black smudge at the whorl of the print. Thirty years of forms, and he had never once signed one without getting ink on his thumb. He rubbed at it. It stayed.

"Thank you," Frank said. "Thank you, Janet."

She slid a single sheet across the desk. "This came down this morning."

Three lines, centered:

Mr. Delgado —
Thirty years of faithful enumeration. Rest well.
— The Director

He read it twice, the way you read anything short, looking for the part you missed. There was no part he missed. Three lines. Correct.

He folded the memo into his breast pocket, over his heart, and patted it flat. "Thank you," he said. "Thank you, Janet."

She was already stamping the next thing.

Wednesday. The farewell was in the cafeteria, on B2, at noon. The fluorescents down here never quite committed to being on — they flickered at the edge of vision, a tremor you felt in the temples. Someone — he never learned who — had put a sheet cake on the folding table by the soup line. Grocery-store cake, white frosting, HAPPY RETIREMENT FRANK in blue piping, the letters leaning like tired marchers. Beside it, a card. Three signatures: Janet Pryor, Douglas Ray, and a third he could not read. Under the signatures, in Janet's brisk hand: Best wishes!

The soup steamed at the line. Chicken, and something underneath the chicken, something sweet and wrong, the way it had smelled for thirty years. The server stood behind the tureen with the ladle in his hand, waiting, the way he had waited for thirty years. Frank had never ordered the soup. Not once. Today he stood at the line and considered it — the ladle, the steam on his face, the surface of the soup trembling — and then he took the cake table instead. It seemed kinder, somehow, to the cake.

He ate a slice with a plastic fork. The fork bent. The frosting was too sweet and the cake was dry, the way grocery cake is dry, and he ate all of it, because someone had bought it. Nobody came.

The lunch crowd came and went around him, kind the way strangers are kind, incurious. A young woman from Tally — he didn't know her name — smiled at him on her way past with her tray. He smiled back. He had smiled through thirty years of 3 a.m. door knocks, through clipboards and waiting rooms and the particular silence of a house where someone has just been reassigned. Smiling was part of the kit, like the badge. You smiled so the people behind the doors would not be afraid.

When the cake was gone he folded the cardboard plate in half and put it in the trash, and he stood a moment with the empty table, the leaning blue letters gone with the slice he ate. Happy retirement, Frank. Across the room the server was still standing behind the soup tureen, ladle in hand, waiting. Frank wondered, not for the first time, whether the man ever got to sit down. He put the card in his jacket pocket. It would live in the drawer by his front door, with the takeout menus and the dead batteries. Things you keep without knowing why.

Eddie's mop bucket announced him before he arrived, the wheels squeaking on the tile. Eddie stopped at the cake table and leaned on his mop, unhurried, the way he did everything.

"Thirty years, Frank."

"Thirty years, Eddie."

Eddie wrung the mop into the bucket. The water was gray. "You rest now."

"They tell me it's a kindness."

Eddie nodded. "Rest is rest."

Frank thanked him. Eddie went back to mopping, steady and unhurried, and Frank sat a while longer with the leaning blue letters, and then he went back upstairs to clear his locker.

The locker was on B6, at the end of a row of lockers belonging to men and women he had worked beside for decades and never really known. Enumerators didn't talk much. There wasn't much to say that the forms didn't say better.

Inside: a spare shirt, gone yellow at the collar. A paperback western, the spine cracked at page sixty, where it had been cracked for a decade. A pencil stub, worn to a nub. He left the shirt for whoever got the locker next. He took the pencil stub and put it in his pocket next to the card.

He had asked Mara Voss once, in his second year, why the Office never monitored Enumerators' dreams. She had clicked her counter twice — click, click — and said, "Lucky us." He had never asked again. Thirty years, and he had never once been asked to report a dream of his own, and he had kept a pencil on the nightstand for all of them anyway, out of habit, out of — he didn't know. Courtesy. The Office had its courtesies, and he had his.

On his way out he passed the break room, and out of thirty years' habit he glanced at the Tally board.

Tract 1: 0.9. Tract 7: 0.4. Tract 23: 1.2.

He nodded at it, the way you nod at a dog you used to own.

Thursday. The medical office was on B1, past Personnel, past the frosted glass. The waiting room had the same orange vinyl chairs, cracked at the seams, and Frank sat in one and turned his badge over in his hands until the nurse called him, and then he turned the badge in at the desk — it went into a tray with a small click, like a tooth into a cup — and he never saw it again.

The exam table paper crackled under him. The air smelled of antiseptic and clean linen. On the wall, a poster: THE ARCHITECTURE OF SLEEP, a brain in cross-section, the stages in colored bands like a geological survey. He stared at it while he waited, at the neat bands of color, at how tidy it looked, how manageable. Thirty years, and no one had ever shown him a poster of what he actually did. He wondered, briefly, which band was his. Then Dr. Ellery came in, and he stopped wondering.

Dr. Ellery was kind. Not Office-kind, not procedural-kind — genuinely kind, the way a good nurse is kind, warm hands and a warm voice, and she explained it to him the way you'd explain a pension. She sat on the rolling stool and looked him in the eye and did not look at the chart once while she talked, and Frank, who had spent thirty years watching people not look at each other, noticed.

"After thirty years of dreaming on duty, Frank, this is the kindest thing we can do for you." She said it the way you'd explain a pension. "Medically dreamless sleep. Forever. One small dose each evening this week, and then it's done. No more night country." She smiled. "You've earned the quiet."

The dose was a small paper cup, smaller than a communion cup. He held it. It was light.

"All those years," he said, "nobody ever — you never asked what we dreamed."

"A professional courtesy," Dr. Ellery said, making a note on his chart.

"I used to wonder what it added up to. Thirty years of —" He stopped. The paper cup was very light. "I never reported them. There was nowhere to report them."

"The course doesn't need the particulars, Frank." She patted his hand. Her hand was warm. "It's calibrated by years of service. Thirty years, standard course."

"It's a kindness," he said.

He smiled. He drank the cup. It tasted of nothing — not bitter, not sweet, nothing, the way water tastes of nothing when you're not thirsty.

The consent form was two pages. He read both, because Elena had taught him to read what he signed, twelve years gone and still teaching him. It said what Dr. Ellery had said, in longer words. He signed at the bottom, above the line, the way Janet had taught him.

"Thank you," he said. "Thank you for the kindness."

The elevator down. Steel doors. His reflection in the steel, smeared and smiling. He didn't remember deciding to smile. He let it stay. It was easier.

The week's doses sat on his kitchen counter in a row of small paper cups, and each evening he drank one, and each evening it tasted of nothing, and each morning he woke a little later and a little less. He had lived alone for twelve years, since Elena, and the apartment was quiet the way it had always been quiet, only now the quiet had a shape to it, like a room after the furniture is taken out.

On Tuesday evening he stood at the counter with the cup in his hand and thanked it — actually thanked it, under his breath, the way you'd thank a person — and then he laughed at himself, a short, surprised sound in the empty kitchen, and drank it.

On Friday night he dreamed — he thought he dreamed — of a waiting room. Rows of orange vinyl chairs, cracked at the seams. Numbers were called. He couldn't read his ticket; the print kept sliding off it, the way print slides off a dream. He woke with the ticket still in his hand, except his hand was empty, and he lay there in the dark and tried to hold onto it, the way you try to hold water, and it went. In the morning he couldn't remember whether the number called had been his.

Saturday morning. The course was complete.

Light through the blinds in bars across the blanket, dust moving in the bars. The radiator cold — October. Coffee he hadn't made yet; the kitchen smelled of nothing, clean and unused. On the nightstand: the pencil. Thirty years, a pencil on the nightstand, for the dreams he was never asked to report. He looked at it for a long time. He didn't pick it up. His hand stayed where it was, on the blanket, and that seemed — that seemed correct.

The bathroom. The tap dripped into the basin, counting out the seconds the way he used to count doorways.

In the mirror: sixty-four, gray at the temples, tired, gentle. Smiling.

He lifted his hand to his face, to feel whether it was really there. The cheeks ached faintly, the way a muscle aches after honest work.

He tried to remember his last dream, to say goodbye to it properly. There was nothing to say goodbye to. That was the kindness. That had always been the kindness.

In the mirror, he was still smiling.

    Interstitial C — Director's memo re: Okafor

  Landing Nine

The Enumeration room on B3 smelled of rubber and old coffee. The couches stood in a row under the low lights, vinyl gone shiny at the headrests where twenty years of Enumerators had laid their heads down to go under. The night-shift techs moved quiet around the couches, checking straps, and the whole room had the held-breath feel of a place where people went under for a living. Mara Voss sat on the third couch and took the clicker out of her coat pocket.

She oiled it first. That was procedure, or it had become procedure, which was the same thing. A drop of machine oil from the little can she had carried since her first year, worked into the knurled wheel with her thumb. The wheel turned clean. The counter window read 00417. She had never reset it. Resetting it would have been a kind of lying.

The Office issued a new counter every two years. She had never taken one. The issued ones turned too easy under the thumb, like they wanted you to lose count. Hers had weight. It sat in her palm like a thing that meant it.

Douglas Ray stood by the door with the Form 4-A on a clipboard. He was a careful man, fourteen years of careful, and his hands did the anxious thing they did with the paper edges.

"Purpose of Enumeration," he read.

"Recount," Mara said. "Tract 23. Below Landing 9."

He wrote it down. He did not ask why. In eleven years he had never asked her why, and her record had broken on a Tuesday two months back, on a Tally she still would not talk about, and he had not asked about that either. That was the worst part. Nobody asked. The forms went through.

The 4-A was triplicate. The carbon left blue on his fingertips, and he wiped it on his trousers without noticing, the way he always did.

He stamped it. The stamp came down hard, the way his stamps always did, like he was trying to make the ink believe him.

"Below Nine is forbidden," he said. It was not a warning. It was a field on the form, read aloud.

"I have a 4-A," Mara said.

"Yes," he said, and filed the top copy, and gave her the second, and kept the third for the archive, and that was that. The procedure had waved her through. The barrier had been procedural, and the procedure had a form for going past it.

The tech dimmed the lights. Mara lay back. The vinyl was cold through her shirt. She put the 4-A copy in her left shoe, the way she always did, because paper was real and dreams were not, and the tech said, "Going under," the way they always did, and she counted her own breaths until the stairwell arrived.

It arrived the way it always did: all at once, and smelling of a school after hours. Concrete. Old paint. Dust, and other people's sleep. The stairwell lights buzzed, one of them flickering at the edge of hearing.

Tract 23. The Stairwell.

She stood on the landing and clicked the counter once, for the landing, and wrote 9 in the notebook. The brass plate beside the stairwell door said 9. Someone had screwed it into the concrete a long time ago. The screws had rusted into the plate like they had grown there.

On the wall, in stencil gone gray at the edges: DO NOT PROCEED BELOW LANDING 9.

Mara Voss put her hand on the rail and went down.

She counted the stairs. Fourteen to the flight. She clicked once per stair, thumb moving the way it moved when she was thinking about something else, which was always. At the bottom she clicked once more, for the landing, and wrote 10 in the notebook, and looked at the brass plate.

10.

The door on Landing 10 was shut. The doors were always shut. She had never tried one. Enumerators did not open doors. They counted them.

She went down. Fourteen stairs. Landing 11. The plate said 11. The door was shut.

She went down. Fourteen stairs. Landing 12. The plate said 12. The door was shut, and the air had changed. It was warmer. It smelled of hot dust, and underneath the dust something sweet, like soup left too long on a burner. Mara stood still for a moment with the notebook in her hand. The cafeteria was on B2 and the food was always soup. Nobody ordered the soup. That was a rule nobody had written down.

The rail was warm under her palm. She took her hand off it and wiped it on her coat, and put it back, because that was where her hand went.

She went down. Fourteen stairs.

The plate on the next landing did not say 13.

Mara looked at it for a long time. The screws had rusted into it like they had grown there. The stairwell light buzzed. Then she took the pencil out of her notebook and copied what was on the plate, exactly, stroke for stroke, the way she had copied figures for twenty years. Her hand knew the work. When she looked at the copy, she could not read it.

The pencil had made the right marks. The marks said nothing she knew. She knew what it meant anyway: further down.

She lifted the clicker to log the landing. Her thumb stopped by itself, halfway through the press. The wheel turned without her. It turned the way it turned when she was thinking about something else, except she was not thinking about anything else. She was watching it.

The counter window showed a total. She did not press the wheel back. You could not press it back. It only went one way.

She wrote in the notebook, under the copy she could not read: Count it anyway.

She went down. Fourteen stairs. The landings kept coming. The plates kept not saying what she knew. She copied each one, and each copy was exact, and each copy said nothing, and each one meant further down. Her thumb had stopped trying to help. The clicker clicked when it wanted to, which was once per stair, and once per landing, and sometimes once more, for nothing she could see.

At some point she took the chalk out of her pocket. It was a nub, blue, worn to the shape of her fingers. She marked a stair, low on the riser where her shoe would not rub it off: a short hard line.

Her knees had started talking to her. She ignored them. The doors down here were shut like the doors up there, but the wood was newer, or the paint was. She put her palm flat against one. It was warm, the way a wall is warm where a pipe runs behind it. She took her hand away and clicked the landing and wrote the copy she could not read, and went down.

The lights down here did not flicker. They burned steady and gave no heat, or gave heat and no light; she could not have said which. The distinction had stopped mattering some landings back. What mattered was the count. The count was the only thing that had ever mattered, and it was moving through her hands like water through a fist.

She turned around and went back up.

Thirteen stairs to the flight.

She stopped. She counted them again, going up, clicking each one. Thirteen. She wrote 13 in the notebook, under the 14, and drew a line between them. The line did not help.

At the top of the flight she looked for the chalk mark. It was there. It was one stair higher than where she had left it.

Mara Voss stood on the landing and looked at the mark and looked at her notebook and did the only thing she knew how to do. She counted the flight again. Thirteen. She wrote it down a third time.

Count it anyway.

She climbed. The plates went past in reverse, saying nothing, meaning nearer the top. The air cooled. The soup smell thinned out and was gone. At Landing 9 the brass plate said 9, and the stencil said what it said, and the stairwell smelled like a school after hours, and none of it had changed, and all of it had.

She woke on the couch with the vinyl cold through her shirt and the 4-A copy still in her left shoe.

At her desk she did the arithmetic. That was the job. You did the arithmetic.

In the notebook she had kept stroke tallies, landing by landing, the way she always did: little groups of marks, honest as hunger. She added them up. She read the counter window. She subtracted.

The window exceeded her strokes by exactly the number of stairs below Landing 9.

She checked it three times. She used the scratch pad. She used her fingers. The third time she did it slower, like slowness would change it. It balanced.

She sat back in the chair. The chair creaked. Somewhere down the hall someone was running water. The building hummed the way it hummed at night, patient as an animal.

The count had kept going without her. The count had been correct. Those were the two facts, and they did not fit together, and the arithmetic did not care.

She filled out the Form 88-D. Name: Voss, Mara. Tract: 23. Irregularity: she thought about leaving the field blank, and then she copied the figure from the notebook, stroke for stroke, into the field. It said nothing she knew. It meant further down. The form had a field for it. That was the worst part.

Douglas Ray took it. He looked at the figure for exactly as long as procedure required, which was not long. He stamped it. Triplicate. He filed the top copy and gave her the second and kept the third for the archive.

"Anything else?" he said.

"No," Mara said.

That night the Nightly Tally came up to B3 on the cart, 77-T, the figures in their columns like a fence. Tract 1: 0.9. Tract 7: 0.4. Tract 12: 0.9. Tract 19: 0.2. Tract 23: 1.2.

The numbers drifted up. They never drifted down.

She put her thumb on the Tract 23 figure and left it there until the paper warmed. Somewhere in the building, four hundred people were keeping the night country human with paper and stamps and triplicate. She was one of them. The cart squeaked down the hall toward Tally, and she went the other way, toward the elevator, toward home, with the second copy of the 88-D folded in her left shoe.

She rode the elevator up. The panel lit the floors as they passed, skipping the ones it skipped. Between B1 and the lobby, for one floor, it lit B7. Then it went dark. Mara watched it go dark. She did not ask. Staff who asked about B7 were transferred to Nights.

At home the apartment was quiet. She put the kettle on and did not make tea. She stood at the window a while and watched the street do nothing. Then she took the clicker out of her coat pocket and set it on the kitchen table, next to the notebook. The counter window read its total. It would never read anything else. It only went one way.

It clicked once.

She had not touched it. Her hands were in her lap. The kitchen was quiet, and the refrigerator hummed, and a car went past on the street with its radio up, and the clicker sat on the table, and it clicked once, soft, like a knuckle cracking in another room.

Mara Voss looked at it for a long time.

"Count it anyway," she said, and reached out, and clicked it once herself, and kept her thumb on the cold steel until the room was quiet.
One Night Off

The envelope came on the first of the month, the way it always did. Plain padded envelope, no return address, her name typed on the label: RUTH CALLOWAY. Inside, the bottle. Small blue pills, no label on the bottle either, packed tight in cotton. Ninety of them. One for each night, with a few to spare, the way months are.

She kept the bottle on the kitchen shelf above the kettle, where she would see it when she made her tea. That was the system. The system had held since 2019.

Ruth was forty-six, or thereabouts. The papers the man had given her said forty-six, and she had no reason to argue with the papers. She lived in a town whose name she could never quite place on a map without checking, in a house with good windows and a kettle that whistled a half-step flat. She worked three mornings a week at the library, shelving returns. She was polite to everyone. She kept lists.

Lists of things, in a notebook with a soft cover:

Things to do before bed:
1. Lock the door. Check it twice, sorry.
2. Pill, with water. Full glass.
3. Curtains.
4. Tomorrow's list, started.

She always wrote "sorry" next to checking the lock twice, though there was no one to read it. It seemed only polite.

On the first of this month she did what she always did. She opened the envelope over the sink, in case of spills. She tipped the new bottle's pills into the old bottle's mouth to combine them, the way you pour tea from one tin to another, and the blue pills rattled down like small rain. Then she counted.

She had always counted. It was part of the system, though no one had told her to. Ninety, plus the eleven left from last month. She wrote the number at the top of a fresh page — 101 — and underlined it, and then she sat at the kitchen table for a long time with her tea going cold, looking at the number.

Seven years. She had been taking the small blue pills for seven years, one each night, never missing, never late. In seven years she had not dreamed. Not once. She knew this the way she knew the kettle whistled flat: it was simply the condition of her evenings.

What she had instead of dreaming was the almost-remembering. It came in daylight, uninvited, usually while shelving. A patron would return a book with a blue cover and she would almost remember something about blue. A child would laugh in the stairwell and she would almost remember a house with a stairwell. It never arrived. It stood at the edge of her mind the way a neighbor stands at the edge of a yard, not coming closer, and after a while she had learned to nod at it politely and go on shelving.

She turned to a fresh page in the notebook. At the top she wrote, in her careful hand:

Reasons to skip the pill, one night only:


	I have taken it every night for seven years. I have been very good.

	The almost-remembering might be a dream trying to come back, and I would like to see it.

	It is only one night. The bottle has plenty.



Reasons not to:


	The man with the clipboard said the pills would keep me rested, and he was kind.

	I signed the papers. I do not remember what they said, but I signed them, and a signature ought to count for something.

	What if I dream something I was not supposed to keep.

	What if I like it, and then every night after is the pill again.



She read the lists over. Number four on the second list was the truest one, and she knew it, and she underlined it the way she had underlined 101, and then she did what she had been politely not doing since she sat down: she made the decision.

She took one pill from the bottle and set it on the saucer by the bed, the way you set aside a dessert you intend to eat later. Then she did her bedtime list in order — lock the door (twice, sorry), water, curtains, tomorrow's list started — and she lay down in the dark and waited for sleep the way she had waited as a girl, listening for the house to settle.

The house settled. She slept.

She dreamed of the house on — Street.

The street name would not come, but the house came all at once, the way a smell brings a room with it. The front hall smelled of lemon oil and dust. The wallpaper in the front room had roses on it, gone brown at the edges. The third stair creaked under her left foot, exactly the way it always had, and she said "sorry" to it without thinking, the way she said sorry to her own stairs now.

It was her childhood house. She almost remembered it. The almost stood beside her in the hall like a neighbor, and this time, in the dream, she turned to look at it directly.

Upstairs there were more doors than the house had ever had.

She stood at the top of the stairs and counted them, because counting was what she did. There had been three doors upstairs when she was a girl. Now there were — she counted again — more. The new doors were new wood, new paint, the varnish still tacky-looking. They were newer than the house. She knew, the way you know things in dreams without being told, that each one had been added later, and that later was still happening.

She opened the first new door. A bathroom, the tap running, the basin full to the brim and spilling over, the water clear and silent. She closed it.

She opened the second. A bedroom, the bed made, a quilt folded at the foot in a pattern of — she almost remembered the pattern. Her hands almost remembered making it. She closed the door gently, so as not to wake anyone, though no one was there.

The last door was at the end of the hall. The paint on it was still wet enough to catch the light. She put her hand on the knob and her hand did not shake, and she was proud of her hand, and she opened it.

It was her kitchen. Her kitchen now, in her town, the one with the good windows. Night outside the windows. On the table, the saucer. On the saucer, the small blue pill.

A woman sat at the table, writing in a notebook with a soft cover. She looked up when Ruth came in. She was Ruth's age. She had Ruth's hands.

"Oh," the woman said. "You forgot your pill."

She said it the way you'd tell someone they'd left their coat. Not unkind.

"I didn't forget," Ruth said. "I left it. On purpose. One night."

"I know," the woman said. "I do that, too. Some nights." She pushed the saucer a little way across the table, toward Ruth. "There's no shame in it. Take it. It works in here, too."

Ruth stood in the doorway of her own kitchen, in a house on a street whose name she almost remembered, and looked at the pill on the saucer.

"Is that mine?" she said. "Or yours?"

"It doesn't matter," the woman said, kindly. "They all come from the same place." She turned back to her list. Ruth could see the title at the top of the page, in her own handwriting: Things to do tomorrow. Below it, items in the same hand, her errands, her small life, down to the last line, which read: sleep.

"You've been keeping my lists," Ruth said.

"Somebody had to," the woman said. "You keep almost remembering them. It seemed only polite to write them down."

Ruth almost laughed. It was exactly the kind of thing she would say.

"There's a room made up for you," the woman said, not looking up from her writing. "Down the hall. The new one past the bathroom. It's the quietest room in the house."

"I should get back," Ruth said.

"Should you?" The woman capped her pen. She had Ruth's face when she did it, the small crease between the eyebrows. "It's all right. Everyone stays eventually. That's what the rooms are for."

Ruth thought of the doors, the new wood, the varnish still tacky. She thought of the quilt in the pattern she almost remembered, folded by hands that were almost hers.

"How long have you been here?" she said.

The woman smiled. "One night," she said. "One night, seven years ago. I kept meaning to go back in the morning."

The lemon oil and dust smell of the hall came through the open door behind Ruth, and under it, fainter, the smell of her own kitchen, tea gone cold in a cup she had not finished. The pill sat on the saucer, small and blue, catching the light from the window that showed night.

"Take it," the woman said, "and you'll sleep right through till morning, and you won't remember any of this. That's what it's for."

Ruth reached out. Her hand did not shake. She was proud of her hand.

She woke with the taste of water in her mouth.

For a moment she lay still, the way you lie still when you've heard a sound in another room and you're deciding whether it was anything. The curtains were drawn. The door was locked. On the nightstand, the saucer sat empty.

The pill was gone.

She sat up and turned on the lamp and searched the way she did everything, systematically, politely, as if the pill might be embarrassed at being lost. Not on the saucer. Not on the nightstand. Not on the floor beside the bed, not in the sheets, not under the pillow. She got down on her knees, apologizing to her knees, and looked under the bed. Dust, and a library rubber band. No pill.

She sat back on the edge of the bed in her nightdress and made a list, because that was what she did when she didn't know what to do:

Morning:
1. Pill — gone.
2. Count the bottle.
3. Call the — 

She stopped, the pen hovering. Call whom. The envelope had no return address. The pharmacy had no address — she had looked, once, in the phone book, feeling daring, and there was nothing to find, which she had taken as confirmation rather than mystery. The man with the clipboard had come in 2019 and had not come again. There was nowhere to call. She crossed out item three, neatly, and wrote instead:


	Carry on.



She counted the bottle. One hundred. Exactly what there should have been, minus the one on the saucer, which was nowhere. She wrote 100 at the top of the page and did not underline it.

All day at the library she shelved returns and almost remembered things at twice the usual rate. The blue cover of a novel. A laugh in the stairwell. The smell of lemon oil from the mop bucket in the janitor's closet, which stopped her cold between the 300s and the 400s with her hand on a book she could not see. It stood at the edge of her mind, the neighbor at the edge of the yard, and this time it seemed to be waiting for her to speak first.

That night she did her bedtime list in order. Lock the door (twice, sorry). Pill, with water — on time, from the bottle, the way she always did. Full glass. Curtains. Tomorrow's list, started. She lay down and listened to the house settle, and she slept, and she did not dream, and in the morning she woke rested in the flat gray way the pills made her wake, the way she had woken every morning for seven years.

On the saucer by the bed sat a single small blue pill.

She stared at it for a long time. She had not put it there. She counted the bottle — one hundred, exactly right, which meant this pill had come from nowhere, which meant it had come from the only where she had been last night.

She picked it up between her thumb and forefinger and held it to the window light.

It was warm, like something that had just been set down.
Story 21: The Memo Slot

The fluorescents hummed over the top floor, and the tile smelled of the green soap, and Eddie's cart squeaked its one squeaky wheel, the left one, the way it had since March.

He rode the freight elevator up at eleven, the way he always did, with his cart and his bucket and his thermos. The freight elevator was slow and honest. It skipped floors like all the others, groaning past the ones it wouldn't open on, but it got him there, and Eddie trusted it the way he trusted anything that did its job without complaint.

Nights was its own country, and Eddie was its longest citizen. They'd moved him off days in '86, second month on the job, and he'd never gone back. The day shift had meetings and memos and weather. Nights had the building itself, ticking as it cooled, and Eddie preferred it. Nobody on Nights ever asked him to hurry.

He had mopped the top floor of the Merriweather for longer than some of the day staff had been alive, and he knew it the way a man knows his own kitchen. The tile by the elevators that never quite came clean, no matter what he did or how long he worked it. The corridor running short and straight, doors shut on both sides, dark wood, quiet behind them the way offices are quiet at night, which is a different quiet from empty. By day the top floor belonged to people with titles. By night it belonged to him, and he kept it the way he kept everything: clean, and unhurried, and without complaint.

The deputy's office first, door shut, the nameplate blank since the last deputy retired and no one replaced him. The conference room with the long table that seated more people than worked on the floor. He mopped around the table legs, all of them, slow figures with the mop, and didn't hurry. Hurry was for people with somewhere to be.

And at the end of the corridor, the Director's door.

Darker wood than the others. No handle. No hinges on this side. He'd looked, in his first year, the way a young man looks at everything, and there had been nothing to see, which had suited him fine. A brass plate that said DIRECTOR, the letters worn soft as old coins. And set low in the door, at shin height, the memo slot: a brass flap worn bright at the edges by forty years of memos sliding out.

It was half past two. Eddie worked backward down the corridor the way he'd worked for forty years, facing the elevators, the mop moving in front of him in slow figures, the wet tile clean behind him. His knees ached in the cold the building kept at night. His left knee clicked when he turned. It had clicked since '09. He didn't mind. It kept him company.

He was thinking about nothing, which was his favorite thing to think about on Nights, when he heard the water.

It came from the elevator end of the corridor, off the dry tile ahead of him where he hadn't mopped yet. A sound like someone walking through a shallow puddle in office shoes. Squeak-slap. Squeak-slap. Coming closer, steady, unhurried.

At first he thought: the drinking fountain. But the fountain was on B2, and he was on the top floor, and fountains didn't walk. He thought: pipes. Old buildings made noises, and he knew every noise the Merriweather made: the pipes knocking on B4 when the heat came on, the elevator cables singing in their shafts, the ice in the B2 fountain cracking at odd hours like a knuckle. He kept mopping. Then it came again, closer, and it had a rhythm no pipe had ever had, and he stopped, and stood still, the mop dripping into the bucket.

He looked up the corridor.

It was empty. Empty in the way a corridor is empty at half past two, which is a complete empty, no shadows in it, the fluorescents showing everything there was.

But the sound kept coming. Squeak-slap. Squeak-slap. Closer now, past the deputy's door, past the conference room.

And then, on the dry tile ahead of him, the footprints began to appear.

Dark wet prints, one after another, blooming on the dry tile like something surfacing from under water. The size of a man's shoe. An office shoe, the kind with laces. The tread worn smooth in the middle, the way a man's tread wears when he walks the same route for years. They came down the corridor toward Eddie, steady as a metronome, left, right, left, right, and Eddie did what forty years had taught him to do when someone needed the corridor.

He pulled his cart aside, close to the wall.

"Evening," he said, to nobody, out of habit.

The footprints passed him. The air didn't move. His heart didn't quicken. It never did. Forty years on Nights had taught it a steady pace, and it kept that pace now, the way his mop kept its figures. The sound went past him and down the corridor behind him, toward the dark door at the end, and Eddie turned to watch, the mop dripping into the bucket, water beading on the gray tile.

The prints crossed the last of the dry tile and stopped a shoe's length from the Director's door.

And waited.

It was the particular stillness of a man at a door, deciding whether to knock. Eddie had seen that stillness on a thousand day-shift faces outside a thousand doors, all the years he'd pushed his cart through daylight before they moved him to Nights. A man gathers himself. He decides he is the kind of man who knocks. He rehearses the first sentence under his breath. Eddie knew that stillness the way he knew his kitchen, and he waited with it, respectful, his mop still, because a man at a door deserves his minute, whatever kind of man he is.

From inside the office: nothing. Not a chair. Not a breath. Not the tick of a clock.

The prints waited. Eddie waited. The fluorescents hummed. The minute stretched, thin and quiet, and Eddie thought about his own hands on the mop handle, and the water cooling in the bucket, and he did not move, because moving would have been rude.

Then the brass flap lifted, from inside, with no hand on it, and a memo slid out and fell face-down on the tile.

Eddie had seen the slot work a hundred times in forty years. Memos came out at all hours; the Director kept no schedule anyone could see. The flap always lifted the same way. From inside. No hand. The memo coming out on its own, like the office was breathing it out. He'd stopped noticing it the way he'd stopped noticing his knee, except tonight he noticed, because tonight there were wet footprints standing a shoe's length from the door, and the memo had come out for them.

The footprints turned around.

They came back down the corridor, past Eddie. He stepped aside again, his knee clicking loud in the quiet, and the prints went on to the elevators. The elevator doors opened before they reached them, the way a door opens for someone expected. The footprints stepped in. The doors closed.

Eddie did not watch the numbers. That wasn't his department.

He stood a long time in the hum of the fluorescents, his mop dripping, the bucket full of gray water, and listened to the building settle back around the quiet. Somewhere below, the freight elevator groaned past a floor it wouldn't open on. Somewhere above, nothing, because there was no above. The top floor was the top, and the door at the end of it was shut, and the night went on being the night, which was his country, and he was its longest citizen.

The corridor was empty again, the complete empty. On the tile by the dark door, the memo lay face-down, white against the gray tile, the one new thing in the corridor.

Nobody had passed him. Nobody could have; he had been facing the corridor the whole time, and the corridor had the one way in, and he would have seen a person. He had seen only the prints. The door had never opened. It had no handle to open.

Slowly, the way a man twice his age would move, Eddie set the mop across the bucket and walked to the end of the corridor. His shoes squeaked on his own wet floor. He knelt by the memo, his knee clicking, and picked it up. He dried his hands on his coveralls first, palm by palm. Paper and wet hands didn't mix. His mother had taught him that along with the politeness, and forty years hadn't worn it off.

He wasn't a man to read other people's mail. Forty years on Nights and he'd never read a one, never steamed one, never held one to the light. It wasn't his. But the address line wasn't a person. He turned it over.

The paper was plain, good stock, the Office letterhead at the top in the blue-gray ink they used for everything.

OFFICE OF SLEEP STATISTICS
DIRECTOR'S OFFICE MEMORANDUM

TO: THE VISITOR

WELCOME. YOU ARE COUNTED.

The Director's stamp, the round one, purple ink, set straight. Dated today.

Eddie read it twice. He held it by the edges, the way you hold a photograph. The ink was dry. The paper was ordinary, the same stock as every memo that had ever come out of that slot, and that was the strangest part of it, or maybe the least strange: the most courteous memo he'd ever seen, typed for someone with wet shoes and no face, on paper you could buy anywhere. He looked at the dark door with its soft-worn plate. He looked at the empty corridor, the wet tile shining under the fluorescents, the elevator doors shut like a mouth.

"Well," he said to the door. "That's a nice thing to say to a person."

He meant it. There was no one there to be frightened by him meaning it, which was just as well, because he meant it all the way through, the way he meant everything on Nights. A visitor had come a long way, whatever it was, to stand at that door and wait its minute. It was only polite to welcome it. His mother had raised him to be polite to visitors, and to offer them something, a chair, a glass of water, and forty years hadn't changed that, though there was no chair here and no water but his bucket.

He put the memo in the wire basket on his cart, between one gray glove and a dry-cleaning ticket, to hand to the day clerk in the morning. It wasn't his to file. It was his to carry. Forty years had taught him which was which, and he had never once mixed them up.

Then he mopped up the footprints.

They were already fading at the edges, the water giving itself back to the air. He worked gentle over them, blotting more than pushing, the way you'd blot a spill on a lady's dress. The tread worn smooth in the middle. Somebody's route, walked for years, here and back again.

"There now," he told the tile. "That's all right."

He wrung the mop, and the water ran gray into the bucket, and he worked his way back toward the elevators, and the corridor filled in clean behind him, tile by tile, the way it had every night for forty years. At the elevators he turned, out of forty years of habit, and said goodnight to the floor the way he always did.

"Night," he told the doors. "Night," he told the dark wood at the end.

At the end of the corridor, the slot sat shut in the dark wood, the brass holding the fluorescent light and keeping it.
Interstitial H — Cafeteria notice, B2

NOTICE

Effective immediately, soup service is suspended pending Tally review.

The soup is not the problem. The review is routine. Please continue to enjoy the cafeteria.

— Forms & Records
Story 22: Forty Years

Eddie filled his bucket at the slop sink on B6, and the water ran cold over his wrists, and the green soap went in, and the smell of pine and lye rose up the way it had since 1986.

The night guard's radio muttered two floors up. The building ticked as it cooled. He liked the first ten minutes of a shift best, before the work started, when the bucket was clean and the water was clean and the night lay all ahead of him, long and unhurried as a corridor.

His wire basket held the night's lost things from yesterday's rounds, waiting for the day clerk: one gray glove, a dry-cleaning ticket, a mechanical pencil. He set the basket on the cart and hung his thermos on the handle, and he started at the top and worked down. He had started at the top and worked down for forty years, and the building had never once asked him to do it different.

Top floor first. The Director's door, dark wood at the end of the corridor. Plaster dust in the corner where the wall met the tile: fine as flour, white on the gray. He swept it into his dustpan and tipped it into his trash bag, and he did not write it down, and he did not wonder out loud. Plaster dust meant a room had been built in the night, or unbuilt. Once, some winters back, he had come up and the whole corridor smelled of fresh paint, sharp and clean, and there was no work order on the board, and no painter's van in the garage, and no drop cloths folded anywhere. He had swept the plaster dust that morning and said nothing. Forms were for people who needed answers. He needed a clean corner, and he had it by half past twelve.

The Enumeration room, B3. The cots in rows, the blankets folded. Cold sand on the tile between the cots. Sand cold as a windowsill in January, though the room was warm as bread. The Enumerators came back from below with it in their cuffs and their shoe treads. Landing 9. Below that, nobody went, and the sand came up anyway, or came back with the ones who went down to the line and not past it. He swept it into the dustpan. It made no sound going in, the way warm sand would whisper. Cold sand was silent.

A new one had watched him sweep it once: a boy, twenty-something, earnest, three months on the job and still ironing his shirts. He'd stood in the doorway in his stocking feet and asked, "Doesn't that bother you?"

Eddie had looked at the sand, and then at the boy, and said, "It's sand."

The boy had laughed, wrong, the laugh catching halfway, and he hadn't asked again. They were all frightened of him, the new ones. Not of the sand. Not of the cots, or the cold, or the things the sand meant. Of him not being frightened. He knew. He was kind to them anyway. He left the blanket folded extra neat on the boy's cot, the corners square, because a neat cot was the one kindness he had to give in that room.

He stripped the cots the Enumerators had used and put clean sheets on, tucking the corners square. The sheets came back damp, every time, damp through, no matter how short the Enumeration ran. He had stripped Frank Delgado's cot the morning after the retirement party. Cake from the B2 kitchen, and the speeches, and Frank smiling all through it, describing it as a kindness, the dreamless sleep, forever, and he would not stop smiling. Eddie had mopped the conference room after, cake crumbs and coffee rings, and Frank had stood in the doorway smiling, and Eddie had said, "Congratulations, Frank," and meant it, and tucked the corners square on the fresh sheet for whoever came next.

The Tally room. He emptied the bins, liner by liner, and wiped the desks that needed it. Nadia worked late some nights, bent over her sheets with her hair coming down. He emptied her bin around her. She didn't look up.

"Night, Eddie."

"Night, Nadia. Don't work too late."

"The numbers don't sleep."

"No," he said, "but you could."

That got the small dry smile, there and gone. He liked that smile. It was the only soft thing in the Tally room.

He didn't read the sheets. Numbers were Nadia's department, the way wet was his. But the top sheet always had the Stairwell's number circled, and it was always the biggest number on the page, and some nights it was bigger than the night before, and he emptied the bin and said nothing. That was the arrangement. She circled; he carried.

B3. Luis the guard passed him in the corridor, doing his rounds, flashlight off to save the bulb.

"Night, Eddie."

"Night, Luis. Quiet tonight."

"Quiet's good."

"Quiet's the best thing there is."

Some nights the corridor smelled of jet fuel and old coffee, though no plane had ever landed in the Merriweather and the nearest runway was miles off. His mop water went gray by the second pass, gray as dishwater, and he changed it, and by the fourth pass it was gray again, and he changed it again, and he never wrote it down. Wet was his department. The smell wasn't. He wrung the mop and kept going, and the smell faded by morning, the way smells did, and the day shift never knew. That was fine. The day shift had enough to know.

B6. The archive stairs. Chalk dust on the steps, fine as flour, white on the gray tile, and under it the smell of a classroom: pencil shavings, old paper, chalk on a blackboard, the ghost of a room full of children trying to be quiet. The School. Colonized in '58, before he was born, the first one, and never un-colonized. They didn't fix the School. They counted it. There was a difference, and the dust was the difference, and he swept it every night, and every night it came back, and that was the whole of the story, and he had stopped needing the end of it in his fourth year.

Agnes Plumb worked late in the archive. Her tea went cold in the cup with the chipped handle. She looked up from her files when he came in with the dustpan.

"Thank you, Eddie."

"Thank you, Agnes."

He washed the cup in the slop sink and set it upside down on her desk blotter, next to the cardigan folded over her chair. He never moved the cardigan. Some things you washed. Some things you left exactly where they were.

The dispensary counter. A small blue pill under the bench, fallen and forgotten. He picked it up with a tissue, the way he'd been taught, since you didn't touch another person's medicine with your bare hands, and set it on the counter where the nurse would see it in the morning. They were for sleeping without dreams. The reassigned ones took them. He never asked for one. He slept like a stone and dreamed like everybody else, and in the morning he got up and filled his bucket. It was enough. It had always been enough.

B2. The cafeteria. The soup pot, big as a baptismal font, the soup always soup. He mopped around it, careful with the legs of the stools. He never ate the soup. Not because of the stories the Enumerators told. Because it was always soup, and a man gets tired, and his thermos kept his coffee hot till four.

The break room. The poster by the time clock, the one they'd put up years ago: EVERYONE COUNTS. EVERYONE DREAMS. Years back someone had drawn a mop under the words, in ballpoint, careful, like an illustrator: a bucket, a mop, a little shine on the floor. He had never found out who. He hoped they were still here. He hoped they were on days now, drawing their little pictures in the margins of better paper.

In the morning he left the wire basket on the day clerk's counter, the lost things lined up neat: the glove, the ticket, the pencil, and whatever the night had added. He never left a note. The day clerk knew his writing by now, or knew his silence, which amounted to the same thing. Lost things went home, or they didn't. Either way they'd been carried gentle.

He had been afraid, the first year. Everyone was, the first year: the chalk dust, the cold sand, the nights the slot opened on the top floor and a memo came out for no one he could see. He'd carried his fear around like a second bucket, sloshing, getting in the way. Then the second year the dust came back, and the third year, and somewhere in the fourth year he had set the fear down, the way you set down a bucket you don't need to carry, and he hadn't picked it up since. Not because he was brave. Because his arms were full.

His first night on Nights, he'd mopped B6 scared of the dark between the fluorescents, jumping at the pipes. By the second night he'd learned the dark was just the building resting its eyes. By the end of the first month he knew every noise it made, and by the end of the first year he knew the noises it made when something was wrong, which was different, and rarer, and he mopped through those nights the same as the others. The building wasn't haunted. It was busy. There was a difference, and the difference was that busy could be mopped.

People asked. The new ones always asked, sooner or later, usually in the small hours when the building was at its strangest and their courage was thinnest. Wasn't he afraid? He told them the plain truth, which was not the whole truth, which was all anybody ever got.

Fear was for people who thought the night would end.

He had mopped the same chalk dust for forty years. The School didn't get fixed. It got counted. The sand came back cold. The jet fuel came back. You could be afraid of a thing that was coming, but how did you stay afraid of a thing that had already come, and would come again, and would come again after that? You didn't. You mopped. That was the whole of it, and it was enough, the way the bucket was enough.

He wasn't unafraid because he didn't understand. That was what the new ones got wrong, and why they were frightened of him. He understood exactly. He had asked about B7 in his second month: twenty-six years old, pushing a cart on days, and he'd asked the foreman what was down there, just asked, the way a young man asks everything. The foreman hadn't answered. Monday his slip said NIGHTS. Nobody explained. He never asked again.

Not because he was scared. Because the slip had been the answer. The building told you what it wanted you to know by telling you where to mop, and it had told him: here. Nights. Forty years of here.

Understanding had turned out to be a mop and a bucket. The building was a body, and bodies made messes, and somebody had to clean them, and the things in the dark were weather, and you didn't get mad at rain. You mopped. The dust would come back after he was gone, and some other man would sweep it, and that was fine. That was the job. The job didn't end. He had made his peace with that in his fourth year, and his peace had held for thirty-six more, the way a good knot holds.

A floor didn't care what walked on it. It only wanted to be clean.

At six he mopped the lobby last, though the lobby was days' territory, because Luis liked a clean floor to hand over, and Luis never asked for it, which was why Eddie did it.

Dawn came through the east windows and lay in bars across his wet corridor. Eddie hung his mop head-up in the closet and set the bucket upside down to dry, and closed the door gentle, and behind him the corridor held the morning light the way a cup holds water.
The Census Comes Due

The decennial census came due on a Tuesday, which I noted in the log because Tuesdays are when things go wrong in this building. The elevators skip Tuesdays worst. The soup on Tuesdays is the color of wet cardboard. I have the data. I keep it in a notebook I do not show anyone, because Tally analysts are supposed to be quantitative, not superstitious, and I am nothing if not professional.

My name is Nadia Reyes. I am thirty-four. I have worked Tally for four years, which in this building makes me either senior or fossilized, depending on who you ask. My job is the arithmetic. Enumeration walks the night country and counts presences — how many someones are standing in the School hallway, the Airport terminal, the House, the Waiting Room, the Stairwell down to Landing 9 and not one step further. Tally counts dreamers: the forty thousand stipend volunteers with their diaries, the hospital sleep wards, the police blotters, the population estimates. Two counts, taken two different ways, of the same thing. They have to match.

Everyone counts. Everyone dreams. That is the motto over the door of the bullpen, stenciled in gold paint that has gone green at the edges. I used to find it reassuring. It is the kind of sentence that assumes the universe does paperwork.

The bullpen at twenty to midnight smelled of paper dust and cold air from the vents and, faintly, soup rising from the cafeteria two floors up. The fluorescents hummed. The decennial is the one night in ten years when Tally keeps the whole floor lit, and the daylight crew had gone home at six leaving the long tables covered in their work like a beach after the tide: sorted tally sheets in rubber-banded stacks, empty coffee cups, one abandoned cardigan. My desk calculator sat where it always sat, the paper tape curling off the edge of the desk like a tongue. I had a red pencil, sharpened to a needle. I had a fresh Form 77-T, triplicate, the carbon paper between the sheets still crisp. I had a thermos of coffee that had been hot three hours ago. I laid everything out in a row, the way a surgeon lays out instruments, because on census night the arithmetic is the only thing in the building that has to be honest.

The Enumeration total came in at ten past eleven, carried up by a runner with ink on his cuffs. The Tally total I had run myself at nine. I laid them side by side on the blotter and ran the tape.

Enumeration presences: 218,441,902.
Tally dreamers: 218,441,901.

I ran it again. The difference held at one.

"Well," I said to the empty bullpen. "One. A rounding error with ambition."

This is what the dry humor is for. It is armor. It is also, I have found, a reasonably accurate early-warning system: the jokes get thinner as the numbers get worse, the way the air gets thinner as you climb. At one in the morning the jokes were still holding. I wrote variance: +1 presence, unassigned in the margin of the 77-T in red pencil and underlined it once, neatly.

Step one of any audit: assume the machine. I re-ran the Tally tape from the raw sheets — volunteers, hospitals, blotters, estimates, every column added fresh, no carry-overs trusted. 218,441,901. Same.

Step two: assume the human. The most common true error in a decennial is the double-counted sleeper — a volunteer who moved towns and got a second intake number, appearing in two tracts at once. I pulled the duplicate-sleeper check, all forty thousand volunteer IDs cross-footed against the tract sums. It took an hour. The machine clattered. The tape piled up on the floor in loops.

Halfway through I found one that made my heart knock: a Miriam Adler in Tract 7 and a Miriam Adler in Tract 12, same birth year. I pulled both intake forms and held them up to the light together, and the signatures were different hands, and the middle initials differed, and I sat back and laughed once, a short surprised sound, because for eleven seconds I had believed the night was over. Two Miriam Adlers. The universe is allowed its coincidences; the census is not allowed its errors. I fed the sheets back in and kept going.

"Statistically," I told the calculator, "you are embarrassing me."

Zero duplicates. I wrote that in the log in red pencil and underlined it twice, harder than I needed to.

Step three: check the other direction. A presence with no dreamer means somebody is standing in the night country who is not on any roll. I went through the intake forms — Form 2-B, every new volunteer this decade — looking for an unmatched sleeper. I went through the hospital logs. I went through the blotters, all those dream-statements taken down by cops at kitchen tables at 4 a.m. Nothing unmatched. Everyone on every roll was accounted for. And there was still one more presence than there were people.

At two in the morning the jokes stopped working. I kept making them anyway, the way you keep tapping a dead monitor.

"On a scale of one to ten," I said, "my confidence that Enumeration miscounted is a nine. My confidence that I miscounted is a ten. Arithmetic does not care about my feelings."

I called down for a spot recount. Procedure says the recount goes to the tract with the highest variance, which this decade was Tract 23, the Stairwell, at 1.3 — up from 1.1, still the worst we had, still climbing the way it always climbed. They sent Mara Voss.

Mara came up from Enumeration at half past two with her clicker in her hand, clicking it without thinking, the way other people breathe. She is in her fifties, gray hair cut short, and she has not filed a Form 88-D in eleven years that turned out to be wrong. She stood at my desk and looked at my tape the way a doctor looks at a chart, and the clicker went on clicking, counting nothing, keeping time.

"Counted twice," she said.

"And?"

"Same number." Click. "Yours?"

"Same number," I said. "Count it anyway?"

"I did." She clicked the clicker once more, for nothing, out of habit. "It's there, Nadia. Whatever you want to call it. It's standing in the Stairwell and it isn't on your roll."

"Below Landing 9?"

She looked at me. Mara does not waste expressions. "I don't go below Landing 9," she said. "Nobody goes below Landing 9. I counted to the landing and stopped, the way we're supposed to, and the count was one more than your dreamers." A pause. "Count it anyway."

She left. The elevator skipped my floor on the way down; I heard it go past. I sat with the red pencil in my hand and the tape on the floor and I did the thing you are not supposed to do in Tally, which is sit still and think about what the numbers mean instead of what they are.

The numbers meant this: the night country had admitted one more person than the waking country contained. Not a rounding error. Not a duplicate. A remainder. Arithmetic's remainder, standing somewhere in the Stairwell in the dark below Landing 9, being counted by Mara Voss's clicker, belonging to no roll, no town, no diary, no blotter, no estimate. I thought about the motto over the door, gone green at the edges. I thought about the forty thousand volunteers writing down their dreams for their stipends, never questioning it, and I wondered, for the first time in four years, what exactly they thought they were counting.

One extra presence. Not a duplicate. Not a miscount — Mara Voss does not miscount, and neither do I, which was the problem, because between the two of us there was nowhere left for the error to hide. Somebody was dreaming who was not on any roll anywhere: not a volunteer, not a patient, not a blotter statement, not in the estimates. Somebody the census had never heard of, standing in the night country, being counted.

Everyone counts. Everyone dreams. Tonight, someone dreamed who didn't count.

At three in the morning I did what analysts do when the data behaves like language: I went looking for the procedure. The manual lives in a cage in Forms & Records, three ring binders that smell of mildew and old coffee, the pages soft at the corners from decades of thumbs. The night clerk let me in without looking up from his crossword. The cage light was a single bare bulb with a pull chain. I found the decennial section. I found the paragraph on true discrepancy.

It was one paragraph long. It said: In the event of a true discrepancy between the Enumeration total and the Tally total, file Form 88-D (Notice of Dream Irregularity) and recount until the discrepancy is resolved.

I read it four times. It did not say what to do if the recount kept resolving to the same wrong number. It did not have a field for that. The form has fields for everything — that is the single most frightening thing about the forms, though I did not understand that until 3 a.m. on a Tuesday — but the manual had no procedure for a discrepancy that was not an error.

On my way back upstairs I stopped at the Director's memo board. The morning memo was still pinned there, the paper fresh, the type clean:

The decennial census will balance. — The Director

The memos are always correct. I stood in the empty corridor and read it again, slowly, and then I understood, the way you understand a joke a second before you wish you hadn't, that the memo did not say the numbers would match. It said the census would balance. And it was balancing. Every check I ran agreed with every other check. The recounts agreed. Mara's clicker agreed. The census was balancing perfectly.

It was just balancing wrong.

I filled out the 88-D at my desk. Triplicate. I wrote the numbers in black ink, block capitals, the way procedure requires. Enumeration total: 218,441,902. Tally total: 218,441,901. Discrepancy: one (1) presence, unassigned to any roll. In the field marked probable cause I wrote unknown, and then, because the form seemed to expect more courtesy than that, I added: recounts confirm. I signed it. I carried it down to Forms & Records myself, because it was 3 a.m. and there was no runner, and the night clerk took it without looking up from his crossword and stamped it and gave me the third copy and I put the third copy in my outbox tray and went back upstairs to run the tape one more time, because that is what you do. The building was so quiet I could hear the elevator cables shivering in the shaft.

The tape said the same thing. Of course it did.

It was almost four when I got back to my desk. The bullpen was empty and the fluorescents hummed and the soup smell had faded and my coffee was long cold. In my outbox tray sat the third copy of the 88-D.

It was already stamped RECEIVED.

I picked it up. The stamp was square and purple and it said RECEIVED, and under it, in the date line, in the night clerk's hand — I checked; I went back down and checked the stamp pad and the night clerk's log, because that is what you do — the date was written in.

The date was tomorrow.

And in the field I had left blank, the sleeper ID field, the one procedure says to leave blank until the discrepancy is resolved, there was a number now. Written in. Nine digits. I ran it against the volunteer roll, the intake forms, the hospital logs, the blotters. It wasn't on any of them.

Somebody had filed the rest of the form for me. The paperwork was already complete.

I sat down at my desk. I put the form on the blotter next to the tape. I picked up the red pencil, and I put it down again, because there was nothing to underline. The numbers were all there. They added up. They had always added up.

The date on the stamp was tomorrow.

    Interstitial G — Director's memo, second

  The Unmonitored Dream

The bottle was in the drawer where it had been for eleven years. Small blue pills, Office-issue, the label printed in the same flat type as every other label in the building: DREAM SUPPRESSANT — OFF-SHIFT USE. TAKE NIGHTLY.

Eleven years of the same motion: drawer open, cap off, one pill on the tongue, water from the tap, drawer shut. Eleven years of going dark at night the way the Office went dark, orderly and complete. She had never missed a night. Missing a night had never occurred to her as a thing a person could do, the way opening a door in the night country had never occurred to her as a thing an Enumerator could do.

Mara Voss stood at the kitchen counter with the bottle in her hand and listened to the refrigerator hum. She had come back up from below Landing 9 nine days ago. Since then the clicker had been clicking in the drawer at night, soft, like something knocking to be let in. She had taken it out of the drawer that first night and set it on the table and watched it, and it had clicked once more, and she had clicked once back, and that had been that. It had not clicked since. But she kept listening for it.

Tonight she wanted to know what it was counting. Or she was tired in a way sleep did not fix. Both were true.

She put the bottle back in the drawer. She did not take the cap off.

"Count it anyway," she said to the empty apartment, and there was nothing to count.

She slept in her clothes. The apartment settled around her, the way apartments do, small sounds giving up for the night. A bus went past on the street, hissing at the corner, and then the building's own sounds took over for a while, pipes and the elevator cable, and then those stopped too. Then there was the House.

It smelled like boiled potatoes and wet wool, which was the smell of every winter she could remember. The linoleum was cold under her feet. She was barefoot. She stood in the hall of her childhood home and her hand went to her belt, and the clicker wasn't there, and her thumb kept making the motion against her palm, pressing nothing.

No couch. No tech. No one saying "going under." She had dreamed her way in the way sleepers did, which was to say she had simply arrived, the way you arrive in a room in a dream, with no memory of the door.

She knew the house. She had counted it for twenty years. Tract 12. The childhood home with the extra rooms, and the extra rooms newer than the house. She walked the hall and put her hand on the walls. The old part of the house was the way she remembered it: the narrow stairs with the runner worn through to the boards, the kitchen with the window over the sink, the cold coming off the glass. She stood at that window a moment. Outside was dark, the way outside was dark in this tract, with no town and no stars, and she did not look long. Enumerators learned early not to look long at the dark around the mapped places.

In the new hall the paint was still tacky on one doorframe. It pulled at her fingertip when she touched it. The carpet still had the fold lines from the store, pressed in clean ridges. She had written that in a report once, years ago: extra rooms newer than the house. It had gone into the Tally as a variance of 0.4 and nobody had asked.

She stood in the new hall and listened. The house made no sound. Dream houses never did, until they did. Her bare feet were cold on the carpet ridges. Somewhere, in the old part of the house, a clock she did not remember owning ticked once, and stopped, as if it had thought better of it.

She had counted this house for twenty years. She had counted its doors the way other people counted sheep. She had never tried one. Enumerators did not open doors. They counted them.

Tonight one of the extra rooms had a door with a handle that caught the light. The handle was brass, polished by no hand she knew. She stood in the new hall with the fold lines under her bare feet and looked at it.

Her thumb pressed nothing, twice.

She tried it. It turned.

It had never been locked. She had never tried it. That was the whole of it.

Inside was the Office at night.

B3. The Enumeration room, low lights, the couches in their row, the vinyl gone shiny at the headrests. Her desk by the wall with the blotter and the coffee ring, the ring exactly where it always was, brown and permanent as a birthmark. Her clicker, oiled, sitting square on the blotter like it had been placed there by someone who respected it.

And a Form 88-D, filled out in her handwriting.

Sleeper dreamed the House. Entered the extra room. Opened the door.

Stamped. Triplicate. The carbon copies aligned to the millimeter, the way Douglas Ray aligned them, with the little anxious smoothing of his palm.

Mara stood in the doorway of the extra room and looked at her own handwriting for a long time. The paperwork was already complete. It was always already complete. That was the engine, and she had worked inside it for twenty years without ever seeing it from this side.

She went in, because it was her desk, and sat down, because it was her chair. The chair creaked the way it creaked. The blotter had the coffee ring, brown and permanent as a birthmark, and beside it the pencil, sharpened, waiting. Everything was where she left things. Everything was where she would leave them. She picked up the clicker. It had weight. It sat in her palm like a thing that meant it.

She did what she did. She counted the doors in the room.

Three. She wrote 3 in the field. The form had a field for it. The pencil moved in her hand the way it had moved for twenty years, sure and stupid and faithful.

She looked up. There were four.

She did not correct the form. The form was already stamped. Her counting had been ceremonial for years, maybe; maybe it had always been. She set the pencil down.

On the desk beside the 88-D was the Nightly Tally, 77-T, for tonight. Tract 1: 0.0. Tract 7: 0.0. Tract 12: 0.0. Tract 19: 0.0. Tract 23: 0.0. The country, quiet. All those mapped places, all those sleeping millions, and not one irregularity in a hundred thousand. She had never seen a clean Tally. In twenty years she had never seen one. She put her finger on the Tract 23 figure and left it there, the way she had once left her thumb on a warm figure at B3, and the paper was cool.

And at the bottom, in her handwriting, under the official figures, a line that had no business being on a Tally and was there anyway:

Enumerator Voss, M. — dreamed. Unmonitored.

She understood, then, the way you understand things in dreams, which is all at once and without argument.

Nobody had ever told her not to dream. There had only been the pills, and the habit, and the count. The Office did not monitor Enumerators' dreams, and nobody would say why, and the reason had never been written down because it had never needed to be. The census counted everyone. Everyone had always been counted. The door had been open all along. That was the whole of it.

She could wake up. She knew it the way you know a door is unlocked, by the give of the handle.

She stayed a little longer. She looked at the desk, and the clicker, and the stamped form with her own handwriting on it. She looked at the couches in their row, empty, the low lights steady, and she thought about all the mornings she had woken on one of those couches with the vinyl cold through her shirt, and how she had never once, in twenty years, dreamed here. She had only ever counted here. Somewhere, in the waking building, the real B3 was dark and empty too, or the night shift was moving quiet around the couches, checking straps. She thought about the techs, and the rubber smell, and the 4-A copy in her left shoe, and none of it was here, and all of it was.

Then she woke.

Morning light through the blinds, in bars across the bed. The apartment quiet. The bottle in the drawer, the cap still on. She lay still a while and listened to the building wake up around her: pipes, a neighbor's radio, the bus again. Her thumb lay still against her palm. It did not press anything.

She went to work.

The Nightly Tally was on her desk when she got to B3, 77-T, the figures in their columns like a fence. Tract 1: 0.9. Tract 7: 0.4. Tract 12: 0.9. Tract 19: 0.2. Tract 23: 1.2. The numbers drifted up. They never drifted down.

Under the Tally, in the in-tray, was a diary page, paper-clipped to a Form 2-B. A stipend volunteer's entry, in a round unhurried hand, the letters leaning like they were tired:

Dreamed about a woman with gray hair and a clicker, counting stairs in a house that kept adding rooms. She looked tired. I hope she is all right.

Mara read it twice. The second time slower. Her thumb started the clicking motion against her palm, and she stopped it, and her hand lay still on the desk.

Somewhere in the country, forty thousand volunteers kept their diaries for the stipend and never questioned it. One of them had dreamed her. The Tally had counted it. That was the procedure. That had always been the procedure.

She filed the page under V. The drawer was full of Vs, sleepers with V names, variances and reassignments and diary pages, all in their folders, all in order. She slid the volunteer's page into a fresh folder and wrote Voss, Mara on the tab in her own hand, and put it between the others, and shut the drawer. It shut with the solid sound drawers made in this building, like a book closing. She took a fresh Form 88-D from the drawer and filled it out in her own hand. Sleeper name: Voss, Mara. Tract: 12. Irregularity: Dreamed. Unmonitored.

She carried it to Forms & Records. Douglas Ray took it. He looked at it for exactly as long as procedure required, which was not long. The sleeper name was her own. He stamped it without looking up. Triplicate. He filed the top copy and gave her the second and kept the third for the archive, and his fingertips were blue with carbon, and he wiped them on his trousers without noticing, the way he always did.

Back at her desk, the stamped form sat in the out tray, and the Tally lay under her hand, and the building hummed the way it hummed in the morning, patient as an animal. Four hundred people keeping the night country human with paper and stamps and triplicate. She was one of them. She had always been one of them. That had been the whole of it, from the first night to this morning: she was one of them, and they counted, and they were counted.

She picked up the clicker. It had weight. It sat in her palm like a thing that meant it. She clicked it once, for the record, the wheel turning clean under her thumb the way it had turned for twenty years, and set it down on top of the Tally, square on the figures, and kept her hand over it a moment before she took it away.

Everyone counts. Everyone dreams.
The Thirty-Eighth Step

She checked the Tally before she clocked out, the way she always did, the figures posted under glass in the break room in their neat rows. Tract 23: 1.4. It had been 1.1 when she started counting the Stairwell. The numbers drifted up the way water finds a slope. Somebody had drawn a small star beside it in pencil, years ago, and nobody had ever rubbed it out.

"Evening, Mara," Nadia said, from the coffee machine.

"Evening."

The bus smelled of diesel and wet wool, and Mara Voss sat three rows back with her transfer going soft in her fist and counted the stops. Nine to her corner. The wipers beat twice against the sleet and gave up. She had ridden this route eleven years and the number had never changed, which was more than she could say for most things.

Across the aisle an old woman counted her grocery bags, touching each one. One, two, three, four. She did it twice, frowning, and Mara counted along silently and got four both times and felt the small, mean satisfaction of a count that held. The woman caught her watching and nodded, the way counters nod at each other, and went back to her bags.

It was Thursday, the second week of November, cold enough that the windows sweated and the city showed through in smears. Her sister had called twice that week about Thanksgiving. Mara had let both calls go to voicemail. She would call back Sunday. Sundays were for the plant and for Diane, in that order, and Diane knew it.

The lobby of her building smelled of bleach and dryer heat from the laundromat below, the dryers thumping through the floor like a second heartbeat. The mailboxes wore their little brass doors, half the name tags missing, the slots stuffed with the pizza flyers nobody ever took. The building had been renovated once, in 1988, unless you counted the lobby tile, which Mara did not.

The stairs went up in the back. Concrete, painted gray sometime before Mara was born, the rubber nosings worn to the shape of feet that were not hers. The landing bulbs burned behind frosted glass, the kind that buzzed.

Thirty-seven steps from the lobby tile to her door on the third floor. She had counted them every night since she moved in, the way she counted everything: because not counting would have been a kind of lying.

She started up.

At twenty-nine the laundromat door banged below and the count fell apart in her head like a dropped stack of plates. She stopped on the first-floor landing and stood still until her breathing settled, and started over, because a count you had to guess at was not a count.

Thirty-eight.

She stood on the landing with her hand on the rail and did not move.

She counted again, aloud this time, touching each nosing with her toe the way she had counted stairs below Landing 9, the way she had counted everything since she was six years old and learned that numbers stayed where you put them.

Thirty-eight.

She took the clicker out of her pocket. She zeroed it, three test clicks, 000, the ritual, eleven years old, and walked back down to the lobby tile and clicked her way up, each step, watching the wheels turn. The clicker was an honest machine. It did not guess.

038.

She did it twice more. Down to the tile, up past the landings, thumb steady, eyes on the wheels. The frosted bulbs buzzed. The dryers thumped.


	038.



Three counts, all the same. That was worse than a miscount. A miscount was hers. This was the building's.

Count it anyway, her trainer had told her, twenty years back, when she was new and had asked what to do about a door she wasn't sure she'd seen. She had counted everything since. She had counted the stairs below Landing 9 when the clicker read fifteen for fourteen stairs, and she had counted the doors on a Tuesday when the hall said sixty-one and the tract said sixty-two. The counting had never saved her. It had only ever told her exactly where she stood.

She had not filed a Form 88-D in eleven years that turned out to be wrong. Except once. On a Tuesday. The record had stayed broken because Tuesday was gone, and no form had a field for the difference between sixty-one and sixty-two.

She walked back down to the flight between the first and second floors and found it with her hands, the way you find a misfiled form: by knowing exactly where everything else is.

The new step sat third from the bottom of the flight. The concrete was paler than the rest, the rubber nosing black and unworn, the edges still sharp enough to catch a thumbnail. And on the riser, she had to crouch to see it in the buzzing light, a smear of green paint, still wet.

The smell of it stopped her breath. Paint, and cold air off a cellar stair. She knew that smell. She had written it in a margin once, in a place with no field for it.

She touched the smear with her fingertip. It came away green.

She looked at her thumbnail. Under the nail, the old crescent sat exactly where it had always sat, since below Landing 9, since she had touched the wet numeral and wiped it on her trouser leg and kept the rest. Nails grew. She knew how nails worked. The green should have ridden out to the tip months ago and been cut away. It had not moved. It sat.

Beside it now, the new smear, brighter, wet. Two greens.

She wiped her finger on her trouser leg. The new paint smeared. The old crescent stayed.

She sat on the new step. It was a perfectly good step. It bore her weight without complaint.

Form 88-D, she thought. Notice of Dream Irregularity. Triplicate, pink on top. Field one: Tract.

Her building had no tract number.

She thought about the fields anyway, the way you run your tongue over a missing tooth. Sleeper: none. Section: the second flight. Description: one additional step, concrete, paint wet. She thought about Agnes taking the form with both hands, like something alive, and reading the count twice. She thought about the pink slip paper-clipped to the front when a count came back wrong, Forms & Records only used pink for one thing, and tried to picture a pink slip with her own name on it, her own stairwell, her own handwriting in the description field. The image would not come. It slid off, the way the truth sometimes slid off a form that had no field for it. She thought about the Director's memos, always correct, always brief, and tried to picture the memo for this. She could not.

A field left blank by procedure was a field left blank by procedure. Agnes had said that once, setting down a form the way you set down something that might be hot.

There was no form for a stairwell in the waking world that gained a step overnight. The Office fenced dream-places. It fenced them with dreamless sleep, or it flooded them with counter-dreams. You could not fence a building people lived in. You could not flood it. Procedure had no field for home.

She thought about calling the night desk. She pictured the phone ringing in the empty office on B1, and herself saying, "My stairwell has an extra step," into the quiet. The count of people who knew about Landing 9 stood at two. Herself, and Agnes, who had filed the form with the field blank. Two was a small number. She intended to keep it small.

Through the door of 1B she could hear Lou's television, the laugh track going off like a sprinkler. She knocked.

Lou opened the door in his slippers, a dish towel over his shoulder, smelling of the fried onions he ate every night at nine. "Mara."

"Lou. Did anybody paint the stairs?"

"Paint the stairs." He said it the way he said everything about the building, like a man reading a weather report for a town he had left. "The second flight."

"Mara, I haven't touched those stairs since '09. Since the flood, the insurance, you remember." He squinted past her at the stairwell, the way men squint at a noise in a car. "You want I should call somebody?"

"No."

"You want I should count them?" He was half joking. The laugh track went off behind him.

"No," Mara said. "Don't."

Some counts were hers alone.

She climbed back to the second-floor landing and stood in the smell of bleach and dryer heat, and the building ticked around her the way buildings do at night, pipes cooling, and she understood that she was the Enumerator of this stairwell now, unassigned and unmonitored, and that nobody would ever check her work.

She took out the clicker. She held her breath, and pressed it once, into the quiet.

Click.

She counted the beat. One.

From inside the wall beside her, fainter: click. Polite. A beat behind.

She put the clicker in her pocket. She did not click again.

She stood on the landing a while longer and did the enumeration in her head, because the habit was stronger than the absence of the form. Landing bulbs: two lit, one buzzing. Paint condition: gray, worn, one riser green and wet. Weather: none, though the air on the second flight was cooler, the way a room is cooler when somebody has just left it. Count: thirty-eight. She filed it under nowhere, in the drawer she did not open, with the rules she did not ask about.

She climbed the thirty-eight steps to her door, and before she put the key in the lock she stood on the top step and counted them backward, down the way she had come, the way down. Thirty-eight. In the Stairwell the place had only lied on the way down. Here it told the same number both ways, and that was worse, because a lie you could catch was still a kind of honesty. She let herself in. The apartment smelled of dust and the plant's damp soil. Thirty-one books on the shelf, in the order she had shelved them, the spines unbroken on the ones she had not yet earned. She touched one with her fingertip as she passed, the way you touch a thing to make sure it is still there. The pothos on the sill, leggy, older than the job. It was not Sunday, and she watered it anyway, off schedule, unmeasured, and the wrongness of it sat in her like a stone.

In the bathroom she ran the hot tap and scrubbed her thumbnail under it, and in the mirror her face looked back at her the way it always did: plain, tired, exact. The new green came off. The old crescent stayed. It had been there since below Landing 9, and she had never counted the days, and that was the one thing in her life she had never counted, and she understood, with the water running over her hands, that she had been afraid to.

She had counted the steps, and she had counted them again, and she had counted them a third time. The number stayed where she put it. That was the faith. That was the whole of it.

She got into bed and listened to the building tick, the pipes cooling one by one in the walls. She counted her breaths the way she had been taught twenty years ago, in for four, hold for two, out for six, and at eleven she lost the count and did not start over.

On the nightstand the clicker read 038.

She did not zero it. She turned out the light, and the dark came up around the little window like water around a stone.
26. The Back Room

The dream smelled like stew before it looked like anything. Palm oil and smoked fish and the particular sweet rot of plantain going soft in the pot, and Daniel Okafor stood in his mother's kitchen knowing it was a dream the way he knew everything in dreams now, the way you know the weight of your own shoes. He was an Enumerator. He dreamed on duty, lucid, trained. This was not duty. This was a Saturday night in his own bed, his daughter asleep down the hall, breathing through her mouth the way she did when she was getting a cold.

He stood in the kitchen anyway, and the stew was on, and his mother was not there, which was wrong before anything else was wrong, because his mother was always at the stove.

He counted the rooms. He could not help it. That was the job and also the man: the hallway off the kitchen had the two bedrooms and the bath, and the front room, and his mother's sewing room, and that was the house, nine rooms if you counted the pantry and the porch, and he had counted them all his life. In the dream there were eleven.

The two extra rooms were at the end of the hall, past the bath, where the wall should have been. The doors were new. The paint on the frames was still tacky enough to take a fingerprint, and under the stew-smell there was paint-smell, clean and sharp, and the new rooms smelled like nothing had ever happened in them, which is not how rooms smell.

He did what the manual said, though the manual had no chapter for this. Record, do not enter. He stood in the hall and recorded. The doors were shut. On the left-hand door there was a brass nameplate, the kind his mother's church used for the fellowship hall, and it said OAK-uh-for.

His grandmother's pronunciation. The School PA, twenty years gone, calling him to the office over the loudspeaker while the whole hallway listened. OAK-uh-for. He had corrected teachers until he was tired and then he had stopped correcting anyone, and here it was, screwed into a door in a house with two rooms too many.

The right-hand door had no nameplate. It had a keyhole, new brass, bright as a coin, and below the keyhole the paint was worn in the shape of a hand, as if many hands had tried it. He thought about the chalk dust under his nails, the bell at thirty-six minutes, the way you woke at forty whether you wanted to or not. He thought about the rule nobody opened: nobody monitored Enumerators' dreams. He was off duty. Nobody was watching this. That was supposed to be a comfort. It had never once been a comfort.

He reached for the left-hand handle, the one with his mispronounced name on it, and his hand stopped an inch from the brass, the way a hand stops over a hot stove before the skin knows. He could feel the cold coming off the metal. In a dream about his mother's kitchen, in a house that smelled like stew, the door handle was cold like a doorknob in February.

He woke up before he touched it. That was the training holding, or something kinder than the training.

His bedroom ceiling had forty-eight tiles. He counted them lying flat on his back with his hands folded on his chest like a man in a coffin, and he got forty-eight, and he counted them again to be sure, and he got forty-eight, and the third time he got forty-eight he sat up and put his feet on the floor and told himself that was enough.

In the kitchen he made tea he did not drink. His daughter coughed in her sleep, once, and settled. The clock said 4:40. He called his mother at seven, because seven was when she was up and the day had started and a son calling at seven was a son and not a symptom.

"You are not sleeping, Daniel," she said, before he had said anything except hello.

"I slept fine, Mama."

"You sound like a man who counted something all night."

He laughed, and it came out wrong, and she let it pass the way she let most things pass, the way a river lets a stick pass.

"Did you ever fix that lock?" she said. "The back room door sticks in the wet."

He held the phone very still. "The back room, Mama?"

"The door swells. Your father would have planed it down, but your father is with the Lord and I am asking my son."

There was no back room. There had never been a back room. He had grown up in that house and he knew where every door went, and he said, "I'll come by Saturday and look at it," because he was a good son and a coward, and those were the same thing on the phone with his mother.

"You are a good boy," she said. "Eat something with salt."

He ate toast with salt. He went Saturday, the way he said he would. His mother fed him jollof and fried plantain and watched him eat the way she had watched him eat since he was nine, with her chin in her hand, and when he was done she said, "Now the door," and he followed her down the hall with his toolbox, which was mostly for show, because there was no door.

He walked the hall anyway. He counted. Two bedrooms, the bath, the front room, the sewing room, the pantry, the porch: nine. He walked it twice, because the second walk was the check, and his mother stood in the kitchen doorway with her arms crossed, amused.

"What are you counting, Daniel."

"The rooms, Mama."

"You counted them when you were seven. They have not moved."

He put his hand flat on the wall past the bath, where the two doors had been. The plaster was cool. The paint was old, eggshell, the same paint that had been there since his father was alive. There was no seam. There was no newness. There was only wall, and his palm against it, and his mother's eyes on his back.

"Mama," he said, "where is the back room?"

She laughed. "What back room, Daniel?"

"The one with the door that sticks in the wet."

She stopped laughing. She looked at him for a long moment, the way she had looked at him when he told her he was going to work for the Department of Commerce and she had heard the lie inside the true thing.

"There is no back room," she said. "You need sleep, my son."

He planed down nothing, because there was nothing to plane. He fixed the kitchen drawer that stuck, which was a real thing, and he kissed her cheek, and he drove home with the taste of plantain in his mouth, and that night he counted his bedroom ceiling twice before he slept, and both times it was forty-eight.

Monday he drove to the Merriweather Building with the taste of salt still in his mouth from his toast, and he parked in B2, and he rode the elevator up, and the elevator skipped B3 and B4 the way it did when it felt like it, and he did not remark on it because you did not remark on the building. You filled out the forms.

Form 88-D. Notice of Dream Irregularity. Triplicate, pink on top, the carbon paper thin as a rumor between the sheets. He took three copies from the rack in Forms & Records and he carried them back to his desk like a man carrying a tray of something hot.

The manual had a procedure for everything except this. He checked. He checked the index twice, and then he checked the addenda, and then he stood at the shelf and ran his finger down the spines the way a man checks a pulse. The 88-D assumed two people: a sleeper, and an enumerator who had observed the sleeper's irregularity. It had a field for the relationship between them. He wrote his name in the sleeper field. He wrote his enumerator number, 1147, in the reporting field. In the relationship field he wrote self, and the pen went through the carbon a little, and his hand was shaking, and the letters came out too tall.

Tract: he wrote 12. Description of irregularity: he wrote dreamed the House off-duty, unmonitored. Nine rooms, counted eleven. Two doors past the bath where no doors are. Nameplate misspelled on left door. He stared at misspelled and crossed it out and wrote in my grandmother's pronunciation and stared at that and left it, because it was true and the form asked for the truth and the truth was the thing he was filing.

He carried it to Agnes Plumb. She took it with both hands, the way she took everything, like it was something alive that might startle.

"Well," she said. She read it standing up, her cardigan buttoned wrong, her tea gone cold in the chipped-handle cup on her desk. "Well, Daniel. That is a thorough thing to do."

"Is there a procedure, Mrs. Plumb? For filing on yourself."

"Dear," she said, "there is a procedure for everything. Whether anyone has used it is a different question." She stamped it. The stamp came down hard and square, and the sound of it went down the archive rows like a door closing far away. She filed the white copy and the yellow copy and she handed him back the pink top, and her eyes were kind, and that was worse than if they had not been.

Eddie was mopping the hall outside Forms & Records, working the mop in slow figure-eights, his thermos on the floor by the wall.

"Son," Eddie said, without looking up.

"Morning, Eddie."

"You filed something this morning."

"The building knows everything, huh."

"The building knows the paperwork." Eddie wrung the mop, and the water ran gray into the bucket. "That's the worst thing this building does, son. The paperwork. You already know that."

"Is that supposed to make me feel better."

"No," Eddie said, kindly. "It's supposed to make you accurate."

Daniel worked the day. He enumerated. He sat in the Induction Suite with the bell at thirty-six minutes and woke at forty with chalk dust under his nails, and he counted the tiles in the suite ceiling while the bell was still ringing in his teeth, and there were forty-eight, and he wrote down what he had seen in Tract 1, and his handwriting was almost regulation height, and he told himself that meant something. That evening the Nightly Tally went up under glass in the break room, and Tract 12 had ticked up a tenth of a point, and he stood in front of the glass with his hands in his pockets and did the arithmetic the way Mara Voss did the arithmetic, the way you do it when you already know the answer and you are checking to see if the world agrees.

Mara was there, refilling her coffee, her clicker in her other hand. She looked at the glass, and she looked at him looking at the glass.

"Tract 12," she said.

"Yeah."

"Up a tenth." She zeroed the clicker. Three test clicks: 000. "You count it anyway."

"Count what."

"Whatever moved." She drank her coffee black and left, counting the steps to the door under her breath, and Daniel stood there a moment longer, because she had not asked him what he was looking at, and in the Office nobody asked, and that was the courtesy, and that was the threat.

The memo came Thursday. Form 4-A, Enumeration Authorization, in his pigeonhole, folded once. Sleeper: Okafor, Daniel. Tract: 12. Irregularity: 88-D filed 10/06. Enumerator assigned: 1147. Signed with the Director's stamp, which was not a signature but was always correct.

He read it twice. Then he read the procedure printed on the back, the procedure he knew by heart: record, do not enter; record, do not engage the sleeper.

He was the sleeper. He put the memo in his briefcase and he went home and he made dinner, and his daughter ate three bites and fell asleep on the couch with her mouth open, and he carried her to bed, and he sat at the kitchen table with the 4-A and the pink top copy of the 88-D side by side, his name in every box on both forms, and he understood, the way you understand a joke a second before anyone laughs, that the Office had done exactly what he asked it to do. He had asked to be counted. He was being counted. That was the whole of it, and there was no appeal, because there was no one to appeal to, only the memo slot on the top floor with no stairs leading to it.

Friday's mail had a padded envelope from his mother. Inside, wrapped in a paper towel, was a brass key, the cheap kind, cut at a hardware store, the teeth bright and new. The note was in her handwriting, the careful capitals she used for church bulletins: for the back room, in case the lock sticks.

He had never told her about the dream. He stood at the kitchen table with the key in his palm and the two forms beside it, and the teeth of the key caught the light from the stove hood, and it was cut for a lock he had never seen, in a house with nine rooms.
The Cabinet

Saturday morning, and the front room smelled of beeswax and oak and the cold coming up through the floorboards into her stockings.

Agnes knelt, knees first, the way she did everything now, in stages, and worked the paste wax into the drawer runners with a rag gone soft from forty years of rags. Wax, never oil. Thomas had taught her that the spring he built the cabinet, standing in the garage with sawdust in his cuffs, and she had never once oiled a runner in the twenty-one years since. Oil went gummy. Wax stayed honest. That was Thomas all over: a man who distrusted anything that changed its nature in the drawer.

The tea was going cold on top of the cabinet. She had set the chipped-handle cup down when she started, and the waxing had taken longer than the tea allowed, the way everything took longer than the tea allowed. Forty-seven years and she had never once drunk it hot. She had stopped expecting to.

The cabinet stood against the front-room wall where the television had stood when Thomas was alive. White oak. Twelve drawers, three across and four down, each front hand-planed, each joint dovetailed, fourteen tails to a drawer, she had counted once, because counting was what she did instead of admiring. The pulls he had turned himself on the lathe, oak knobs the size of a walnut, worn smooth now by her hands. He had built it in March and April of 2005, in the garage, for her fiftieth birthday. He had measured the depth of a hanging folder, and the width of her hand, and the weight of forty years of paper, and he had not told her what it was until he carried it in, one drawer at a time, grinning sawdust.

"For after," he had said.

"After what?"

"After you retire, love. For the papers that matter. The letters. The photographs. The life." He had set the last drawer in and stood back, hands on his hips, sawdust in his hair. "I know you, Agnes. You'll file the grocery list. That's fine. It's yours. Not theirs."

She had laughed. She had been forty-nine, no. Fifty. She corrected herself the way she always did, even in memory. Fifty, March 2005, the garage smelling of cut oak and his coffee, which he drank black and scalding and standing up, the way other men smoked.

He had shown her the dovetails that afternoon, holding a drawer up to the light. "See that? That's how you know it's true. Any fool can glue a box. A dovetail holds because it wants to." He ran his thumb over the joint, and the sawdust came off on his skin, and his hands smelled of the wood. "This cabinet will outlast us both, love. It'll outlast the building you work in. File accordingly."

Then he had named the drawers as he fitted them, one by one, sliding each home. That was his game, and he played it the way other men told jokes.

"This one's for the letters you'll write when you retire." Slide. "This one's for the photographs — the good ones, not the ones where you're blinking." Slide. "This one's for the granddaughter's drawings."

She had no granddaughter. She had no children. She had files. She had said so, and he had said, "You don't have one yet," with the maddening certainty of a man who had never once filed anything in his life and therefore believed the future was a drawer you could open.

He went on down the rows, undeterred. "This one's for the recipes you'll finally write down. This one's for the deeds and the wills and the boring papers that keep the roof on." Slide, slide. "This one's for the letters you never sent, because everybody has those, love, even you." He had grinned at her then, sawdust in his eyebrows, and she had felt the laugh come up out of her like something filed under the wrong name. "And this one", the bottom right, the last, "this one I'm leaving raw. Unvarnished. For later."

"For what later?"

"You'll know what it's for when it's for." He ran his palm over the pale wood. "Some drawers you don't name, Agnes. You let them wait."

The granddaughter had arrived anyway, the way unfiled things do, her sister June's girl's girl, small and solemn, who had started calling her Grandma at four and had never stopped, and whom Agnes had never once corrected. In the second drawer down on the left, under the letters, there was a crayon drawing of a gray building with too many windows, labeled GRAMA'S WORK in green. The girl had never seen the Merriweather Building. Agnes had never shown her a picture. She had put the drawing in the drawer without comment, the way you file a thing you don't have a form for. Noting is not filing. There was no form for the granddaughter's certainty.

She had not retired. That was the plain fact at the bottom of the drawer, under everything. Sixty-two had come and gone, and sixty-five, and seventy, and the Office had kept her the way the stacks kept paper, because she was filed correctly and there was no procedure for removing her. Thomas had died in November of 2011, in the garden, turning the compost, his heart stopping the way a clock stops, all at once and without apology. She had found him with the fork still in his hands.

And the cabinet, built for after, had filled with before. That was the joke Thomas would have laughed at, the joke he had built into the wood on purpose: he had made the drawers deep, to hanging-folder spec, with the rails set true. "I know you, love." He had built her a cabinet for her life and sized it for her habit, because he knew the habit would win. The top drawers held the letters, his, forty years of birthday cards signed T., the last one still in its envelope because she could not file it as read. The photographs. The deed. The middle drawers held the office papers she was never supposed to bring home and had brought home anyway, a few pages at a time, over the years: her private copies of nothing important, the discrepancies, the things with no form. The 77-R she had drafted at the kitchen table on a Sunday in September, Request for Record Review, officer of record A. Plumb, date of original entry 10/14/58, folded once and put in the ninth drawer instead of the out-tray, because the next box after her own name had asked for the date, and her hand had known the date, and that was the whole problem in miniature. Filed, but not filed. Hers, but not theirs.

She remembered that Sunday. The kitchen had smelled of the toast she hadn't eaten. She had taken a blank 77-R from her bag, she had never before brought a blank home, and she had never since, and laid it on the oilcloth, and squared it with the table's edge the way Ray squared everything with the blotter. Her pen had moved through the boxes the way it always moved, sure and quick: name, division, file number 1958-T1-001. And then the box for the date of the original entry, and her hand had written 10/14/58 before she told it to, the 7s crossed with the little upward flick, and she had sat there with the pen stopped and the toast going cold, and understood that the form was correct and the form was impossible, and that both of those things could be true at once, because she worked for the Office of Sleep Statistics and impossible was just another field you filled in.

She had folded it once, the way you fold a thing you're keeping, and put it in the ninth drawer, between the deed and the photographs. There was no procedure for a form the Office couldn't have. So she had made one: the cabinet.

The bottom-right drawer was the unfinished one.

He had left the front unvarnished, "for later," he said. "You'll know what it's for when it's for." Raw oak, pale as paper. She had left it empty for twenty-one years. It was the one promise she had kept to him, or the one she had kept to the cabinet. Precision is a habit. It is also the whole of the job.

The runner on the unfinished drawer was sticking. That was why the waxing had taken so long. She worked the rag into the groove, "Come on, dear," she said to it, the way she said it to the stacks drawers at work, and the drawer came free with a sound like a held breath let go, and ,

"Oh," she said. "Oh, dear."

It was full.

Twelve folders, no. She counted again. Eleven folders, manila, standing upright in the hanging rails he had set true twenty-one years ago. Labeled, in her handwriting. The A with the flat top. The sevens crossed with the little upward flick. She knew her own labeling the way a mother knows her child's cry in a crowd, which was a foolish thought; she had no children. She had files.

She did not touch them. Her knees complained on the floorboards. The beeswax smell rose off the rag in her hand. The tea on top of the cabinet had gone cold; she could feel it from here, the way you feel a room change.

The labels were dates. That was all she let herself read, the labels, not the contents; a good archivist reads the jacket first, and a tired one stops there. 03/12/55. Her birthday. 09/04/79. The day she was hired. 10/14/58. The accession date from the ledger, the one her three-year-old hands could not have written. 03/12/2005. The day he started the cabinet, no. The day he finished it. She corrected herself without thinking, the way she always did, and then she stopped correcting, because her hand had written what her hand had written, and the label said 03/12/2005 either way. And the last folder, at the back, the label in the same sure quick hand: 11/09/26.

Next month.

She sat back on her heels and let the breath out slowly, the way you do when the figure won't balance and you know, before you check, that it never will.

The cardigan was buttoned wrong, second button in the third hole, the way it had been all morning; she had dressed in the cold and her fingers had been stupid, and the darned elbow showed at the cuff where she had pushed the sleeve up. She looked at it, and at the drawer, and at the tea going cold on the oak he had planed, and she thought about the discrepancy procedure. To challenge a record you filed a 77-R. She had one in the ninth drawer, folded once. The officer of record would be notified. The officer of record was A. Plumb.

She did not file the 77-R. She had already filed it where it belonged.

Her hand went out, seventy-one years old, the knuckle gone knobby on the left middle finger, and rested on the raw oak of the drawer front. Unvarnished still. Pale as paper. He had left it for later, and later had arrived, and her hands had done the filing the way her hands did everything: surely, quickly, without asking her.

Paper did not lie. It only waited.

She thought of him in the garage, sawdust in his cuffs, naming the drawers for their futures. This one's for the letters. This one's for the photographs. This one's for the granddaughter's drawings. He had named eleven drawers, standing there grinning, and the twelfth he had left unnamed, unvarnished, for later. For the papers she hadn't lived yet.

"You knew," she said to the empty front room. "You knew, you stubborn man."

The drawer had stuck because it was full. That was all. A full drawer stuck; you waxed the runners; it ran true. She worked the wax in, slow, the rag moving the way her hands moved, sure and quick, and pushed the drawer shut with her hip, the way she always had.

The tea had gone cold. She drank half of it standing up, the way she always did, and set the chipped-handle cup back down on the cabinet top, next to the ring the cup had left there in 2019, and the ring from 2022, dark in the grain now, part of the wood. She wiped the new ring with her thumb, once, and left it. Wax, never oil. Some things you preserved. Some things you let go gummy, or dark, or cold.

Outside, the November garden waited to be turned. Inside, the cabinet stood against the wall, twelve drawers deep, every runner waxed, every folder filed. On top, the cup steamed faintly, then didn't.
The Dawn Bus

The bus smelled of diesel and wet vinyl and the first cold of the morning, and Eddie climbed aboard at the Merriweather stop with his thermos in his coat pocket and sat in his seat, third row on the left, the way he had every working morning for more years than the route number had stayed the same. It was the 41 now. It had been the 9, and before that something with a letter in it. The number changed. The seat didn't.

His coveralls still smelled of pine cleaner. That was the one thing the bus could never quite wash out of a man: the smell followed him up the steps and settled into the vinyl beside him, and the other dawn riders had learned, the way people learn weather, not to sit too close to it.

The driver said, "Morning, Eddie."

"Morning," Eddie said.

The air brakes sighed. The bus pulled out into the empty street, and the city went past in the blue hour, the storefronts dark, the streetlights still on but thinking about it.

Eddie knew the dawn riders the way a man knows his tools. Not their names. He didn't know a single name among them, and that was the plain truth of it, and it had never troubled him until this winter, when it had started to trouble him the way a loose tooth troubles you, a thing you keep touching with your tongue.

He knew the woman in the gray coat, buttoned wrong, who always sat window-side in the second row and never looked out the window. She smelled faintly of fresh paint. Sharp and clean, the smell of a thing trying hard to be new. He had mopped the hall outside the Induction Suite the night they brought her in. He remembered because the floor had been wet under her chair, though it hadn't rained, and because she had sat the whole time with her hands folded in her lap, and her coat had been buttoned wrong then, too. The form on the clipboard had said 88-D. He hadn't read past that. Forms were for people who needed answers. He needed a clean floor, and he had it by half past twelve.

He knew the man with the sand in his cuffs. A work jacket, a lunch pail, the cuffs of his trousers white at the hem with it. Cold sand. The kind that made no sound going into the dustpan. Eddie had swept it out from under his chair in the waiting area outside Quarantine, three weeks running last February, and the man had sat there rubbing his left wrist the whole time, the way a man rubs a place that itches from the inside. On the bus the man did the same thing. Rubbed the wrist. Folded his transfer ticket into a square, the same square, crease on crease, and put it in his jacket pocket.

He knew the boy, sixteen maybe, with the pencil behind his ear and the paper route bag. The boy slept on the bus with his mouth open, his head tipped back, breathing through his nose in a rhythm like he was counting something in his sleep. Eddie had never mopped up after the boy. The boy was just a boy. Eddie liked having one person on the bus he didn't know from a wet floor.

The rest were faces that changed with the months, the way faces did. A nurse getting off days. A man with a guitar case. A woman who ate an apple every morning, the same sound, core and all.

None of them knew him. That was the other plain truth, and the one that had the loose-tooth feeling.

They had seen him. The woman in the gray coat had sat not ten feet from him while he worked his mop down the hall outside her room, and she had looked straight through him the way you look through a window you don't mean to open. The sand man had stepped around his bucket without breaking his wrist-rubbing. They had all of them been in rooms he cleaned, or walked halls he mopped, and he had been there, in his gray coveralls, with his cart and his wringer squeaking, and he had been weather to them. A thing that happened in the room while the real things happened.

He poured tea into the thermos cap. Too sweet. He had made it at midnight and it was still warm at the center. He drank it and watched the street go past, and the loose tooth wiggled.

It was the woman who wasn't there that did it.

He noticed at her stop, the way you notice a missing tooth with your tongue before you remember to look. The bus slowed. The gray coat wasn't at the corner. The doors sighed open on the empty curb, and the driver waited the regulation three seconds, and the doors sighed shut, and the bus went on, and the woman's seat sat empty in the second row, window-side, the vinyl cold where her coat had always warmed it.

She'd been on that bus every working morning for two years. She'd gotten on at that corner every one of them. Eddie had watched her do it through the windshield, the gray coat buttoned wrong, walking like a woman counting her steps.

She wasn't there.

He told himself the ordinary things, one after another, the way you lay down clean sheets. Sick. Visiting somebody. Overslept. People missed buses. It happened every day on every route in the city.

But his hands had gone cold around the thermos cap, because he had mopped that hall, and he knew what came after the Induction Suite for a sleeper whose dream had an extra room in it. He knew the form numbers. He knew the new name and the new town the way you know the sound a wringer makes before it breaks. And he had swept the floor under her chair, and the floor had been wet, though it hadn't rained.

At the next stop the sand man got off. He rubbed his wrist all the way down the steps. Eddie watched him go, and felt the tooth wiggle again, and poured the last of the tea, and drank it, and it was too sweet, the way it always was, the way he liked it.

The new man got on at the stop after that.

Eddie saw the scar first. A fresh one, above the left eye, still pink at the edges, the kind of cut that hadn't decided what it wanted to be yet. The man was young, thirty maybe, with a new coat that didn't fit him right at the shoulders, the way a coat doesn't fit when it wasn't bought for the man wearing it. He sat in the woman's seat. Window-side. Second row.

He looked straight ahead. He did not rub his wrist. He folded his transfer into a square, crease on crease, the same square, and put it in his jacket pocket, and Eddie's hands went colder, because he had seen that exact fold before, on a different man, in a different jacket, in the waiting area outside Quarantine.

No. That wasn't right. He had seen that fold on this man. Yesterday. In the Induction Suite. The man had sat in the plastic chair with the cut still wet above his eye, and Eddie had swept under the chair, and the water in his bucket had gone gray by the second pass, gray as dishwater, though the floor had looked clean.

Yesterday the man had worn a different coat. Yesterday the man had been somebody else's name.

The bus moved on. The boy slept with his mouth open, counting in his sleep. The nurse got off at the hospital stop. The man with the guitar case tuned one string, soft, under the engine noise.

Eddie watched the new man in the woman's seat, and the new man watched the street go past, and neither of them knew the other, and that was the arrangement, and the arrangement held, the way it always held, until the bus turned.

It turned where it never turned.

Eddie felt it in his knees before he saw it. The 41 went straight on Harrow for eleven blocks. Everybody on the dawn bus knew that the way they knew their own stop. But the driver took the wheel hand over hand and swung the bus right onto a street Eddie had never seen it take, a street of dark storefronts and one lit laundromat, and the bus went down it smooth as procedure.

Eddie's mouth was dry. He leaned forward.

"Driver," he said. "This isn't the route."

The driver didn't turn his head. His eyes were on the mirror, the long mirror over the windshield, and in the mirror Eddie could see the whole bus behind him: the boy asleep, the new man in the woman's seat, the empty rows, his own face looking back at himself.

"New stop," the driver said. "They put it in Tuesday. You didn't get the notice?"

Eddie hadn't gotten any notice. There was a board for notices at the Merriweather, and a slot for memos, and forty years had taught him that a notice you didn't get was still a notice.

The bus stopped at a corner with no sign. The doors sighed open. The new man stood, and folded his transfer once more, crease on crease, and put it in his jacket pocket, and went down the steps without looking back. The doors sighed shut. The bus pulled away, and Eddie watched the man walk down the dark street toward the lit laundromat, rubbing his left wrist.

The bus turned back onto Harrow at the next block, smooth as procedure, and went straight for eleven blocks, the way it always had.

Eddie sat in his seat with the thermos gone cold in his coat pocket, and he did not ask the driver the name of the street. He knew better. He had asked about B7 in his second month, twenty-six years old, and the foreman hadn't answered, and Monday his slip had said NIGHTS. Some questions were a form you filled out with your whole life.

At his stop he pulled the cord. The bell dinged, bright and ordinary. Nobody looked up. The boy slept on, counting. The doors sighed open, and Eddie stepped down into the cold morning, and the bus pulled away behind him with its new faces and its old faces, and he stood on the empty sidewalk and watched it go.

Then he did the thing he always did at the end of the route. He took out his thermos and poured the last of the tea into the cap, though it was cold now, and drank it standing there, too sweet, the way it always was. And when he put the cap back on, he saw that the woman's seat had held one thing after all, left behind in the crease of the vinyl where she always sat.

A transfer ticket. Folded into a square, crease on crease.

He stood on the sidewalk with it in his palm, and the bus was gone around the corner, and the street was empty, and the ticket sat in his hand, small and square and ordinary, the way lost things always were.

He folded it once more and put it in his coat pocket, for the basket.

The walk home was six blocks. He walked it slow. The sky was going gray at the edges. Somewhere above the rooftops, four hundred people were waking up out of the night's count, and the Office was tallying them the way a farmer counts fence posts in the dark, by touch, trusting the last count, hoping the ground hadn't moved.

At his door he took the ticket out of his pocket and looked at it one more time. Then he put it back, for the basket, for nights.

He had never once been sorry about the basket. Somebody had to carry the lost things gentle. That was the whole of the job, and it was enough, the way the bucket was enough, the way the bus was enough.

The ticket would go home, or it wouldn't. Either way it had been carried gentle.
The Neighbor's Pie

The pie was still warm when Dottie Halvorsen brought it over.

Ruth felt the heat through the tin before she smelled it, and then the smell came up off it in a wave: butter and cooked apple and cinnamon, and under that the clean wheat smell of a browned crust. Dottie stood on the porch with flour on her sleeves and apple on her breath, about seventy, small and square, the way a good table is square.

"Welcome-to-the-street pie," Dottie said. "Well. Welcome-to-the-street-for-me pie. You're the street. I'm the welcome."

"Oh," Ruth said. "You didn't have to."

"Didn't have to is the whole point of pie," Dottie said. "The apples are Jonathans, from the orchard out on Route 9. The lard crust is my mother's. The tin's from the church rummage, so if you want to keep it you keep it, and if you want to bring it back you bring it back, and either way nobody's keeping score."

Ruth took the pie with both hands, the way you take something alive. "I'm Ruth."

"I know, hon." Dottie smiled. Flour on her sleeves, flour in the creases of her hands. "Someone at the library mentioned you."

Ruth had not said her name yet. She stood on her own porch holding the warm pie and did not ask who at the library had mentioned her, or what they had said, or how a woman who had lived on this street for one week knew the shelving lady's Christian name. The not-asking was the walls of the house.

"The curtains are nice," Ruth said, because her eyes had gone to the windows of the empty house next door without her permission. "In the front. The blue ones."

"Oh, those were there," Dottie said. "Left behind. The people before. Well. You know how it is. People leave things." She patted Ruth's arm with a floury hand, and the flour stayed on Ruth's sleeve in the shape of fingers. "You eat that warm, now. And if Alan likes it, I wrote the recipe out. It's in my bag. I'll bring it when I bring the, well, I'll bring it."

She knew Alan's name too.

"Well," Ruth said. "Thank you, Dottie. That's. Thank you."

"Eat it warm," Dottie said, going back down the steps. "Pie's no good cold. That's not a rule, that's just true."

Ruth stood on the porch and watched her go, and the flour on her own sleeve stayed there in the shape of fingers, and she did not brush it off.

The For Sale sign had come down off the empty house next door last week. Now there were curtains in the windows, and a pie tin going back and forth across the strip of grass between the houses like a small warm sun.

In the kitchen Ruth set the pie on the counter and stood looking at it. On the refrigerator, under the strawberry magnet (chipped at one leaf, the red gone a little brown at the edges, the way red things do), the list said:

THINGS TO DO TODAY
1. laundry
2. library (shelve)
3. groceries

She picked up the pen and added, in her careful round letters:


	thank Dottie (pie)



Then she stood there with the pen in her hand, because her hand wanted to write something else and she would not let it. The hand could wait. The hand had waited seven years.

Alan came in from the garage with grease on his thumb. He was a large man, and he moved in the kitchen the way large men do in small kitchens, carefully, like the room might break.

"Neighbor brought a pie," Ruth said.

"I see that." He bent over it and breathed in. "Apple."

"Apple," Ruth said.

He cut two slices with the good knife, because Alan's way with things he respected was to use the good version. He ate standing at the counter, the way he did when something was good enough not to wait for a chair. Ruth carried her slice to the table and sat down and held it for a moment before she ate it, and breathed it in.

Under the apple and the cinnamon and the butter there was a smell like rain on a road she had never walked. A town she could not name.

She ate it anyway. It was good pie.

The taste came in layers, the way weather comes in. Apple first, soft and tart, the Jonathans giving under her teeth. Cinnamon. The salt in the lard crust, and the lard itself, rich the way somebody's cooking had been rich, once. And then underneath, the way a floorboard gives under your foot where you didn't expect it to give: rain on hot asphalt. The smell of a road after rain, mineral and sweet, and the taste followed the smell down.

A water tower going by a car window, big as a moon. Hot vinyl through a thin skirt, sticking to the backs of her legs. A screen door banging somewhere behind her, twice, like a hand clapping. Green linoleum under bare feet, cool in the middle of the kitchen where the sun hadn't reached. A radio playing a song she knew every word of, every word, the harmonies, the little breath the singer took before the bridge, and her own mouth moving with it, unasked. A woman's hand, heavy and warm, on the top of her head, holding her still for the hairbrush or the scolding or the kiss. A pie cooling on a windowsill that was not this windowsill, in a kitchen that smelled of apples and dust and the iron of the stove, and steam rising off the lattice in the late light, and a voice saying, Don't burn your mouth, Ruthie.

Nobody had ever called her Ruthie. She was sure of it the way she was sure of the lock.

The kitchen came back. Her kitchen, the blue house on Chestnut, the refrigerator humming its one low note. The fork was in her hand, and her hand had tightened on it, and there was a half-moon of nail marks in her palm she didn't remember making. Alan had finished his first slice and cut a second, and he was eating it standing at the counter, and the radio was low, playing the news and the weather, and his hands would be busy with small repairs after, because that was the evening, because Alan's way of talking was to fix things.

"Good pie," Alan said, and wiped his mouth.

Ruth looked at her slice. Half of it was gone. She did not remember eating half of it. The steam was still coming off it, a little.

"Yes," she said.

She did not ask whether it tasted like anything to him besides pie. He did not ask why she had smelled her slice first, and breathed it in, and gone away somewhere behind her eyes. Afterward he washed the plate and the fork and set them in the rack to dry, and the evening went on the way evenings went, with the radio low and his hands busy with small repairs, because Alan's way of talking was to fix things, and when he had no opinion he had a screwdriver.

He reseated the hinge on the bread box. He tightened the handle of the good knife. Ruth sat at the table with her lists and did not write anything, which was so unlike her that Alan looked up once from the hinge, and looked back down, and did not ask. The radio played the news and the weather and a song about a river, and Ruth's pencil left a small dark mark on the grocery pad where it rested, and she did not cross it out.

Later, in the dark, with the house settled around them, she almost said it. The question had a shape in her mouth, worn smooth by seven years of not saying it, except this one was new: did it taste like anything to you? She lay still and listened to him breathing beside her, present and accounted for, and she let the question dissolve the way sugar dissolves, and did not ask which of them she was protecting.

That night she did her list in order. Lock the door, twice, then a third time to be sure, and "sorry," because a person should not have to watch another person check a lock three times.

"Nothing to be sorry for," Alan said, in the same tone, the way you say grace.

Pill, with water. Full glass. Curtains. Tomorrow's list, started. She lay down in the dark and listened to the house settle, and the almost-remembering settled with it, back down into its places, the way dust settles after a truck goes by. Almost is a place. You can live there a long time.

In the morning the pie was still on the counter under a tea towel, and the kitchen smelled faintly of cinnamon, and Ruth stood at the refrigerator with the pen and crossed out 4. thank Dottie (pie) and wrote under it:


	return plate to Dottie



She washed the plate and the fork herself, though Alan had already washed them, because returning a plate you hadn't washed felt like returning a thing unthanked. She dried them with the good towel. She walked across the strip of grass between the houses with the plate in both hands, the morning sun on her back.

Dottie's hall smelled of apples and flour and dust. The dust was the kind that lives in curtains, the kind no amount of shaking gets out. Through the kitchen doorway Ruth could see a table covered with an oilcloth printed with strawberries, and a cookbook lying open on it, propped against a sugar bowl: a spiral-bound book with a stained cover, the pages furred at the edges from forty years of thumbs.

"Oh, hon, you didn't have to wash it," Dottie said, taking the plate. "Come in, come in. I was just, here, I wrote it out for you."

She pressed an index card into Ruth's hand. APPLE PIE, in looping blue handwriting, the ingredients marching down in a column, 6 Jonathans, 1 cup sugar, the lard crust (Mother's), and the directions underneath in the same looping hand, lattice the top the way Mother did and bake till it talks to you.

"The recipe's my mother's," Dottie said. "Out of the St. Anselm's cookbook, 1974. The church did a cookbook, all the ladies. You remember those cookbooks."

Ruth looked at the card. "I think there was a St. Anselm's where I." She stopped.

"Oh, everybody had a St. Anselm's, hon." Dottie was already moving toward the kitchen, the plate under her arm. "Every town had one. That cookbook's got my mother's handwriting all through it, corrections, she never made anything the way it was written, that was her way." She laughed. "You want coffee? I was just making coffee. The pot's the same one from, well. It's a good pot."

"No," Ruth said. "Thank you. I should. The laundry."

"Rain's holding off," Dottie said, as if that settled something. "Eat it warm, when you make it. That's not a rule, that's just true."

At home Ruth put the recipe card on the refrigerator, under the strawberry magnet, next to the list. She stood at the counter with her morning pill in her palm, one in the morning, one at night, do not skip, do not ask, the rule written on the inside of the cabinet door in her careful round hand, and underneath it in Alan's smaller, squarer hand, the same rule, which she had never asked him to write and he had never offered to explain. Two bottles behind the tea. His and hers. The envelopes came on the first of the month, postmarked Washington, D.C., and the blue pills kept the dreaming down, and that was the arrangement, and the arrangement held.

She took the pill with water from the tap, bitter the way blue things are bitter.

All afternoon, while the laundry turned and the sheets went up on the line and the wind moved through them like a hand through hair, the almost-remembering stood at the edge of the yard and did not come closer. Rain on a road. A water tower like a moon. A voice saying Ruthie. She nodded at it politely, the way you nod at a neighbor, and went on with the sheets.

In the evening she stood at the refrigerator for a long time, looking at the card under the chipped strawberry magnet. APPLE PIE. The ingredients in Dottie's looping hand. The directions. And at the bottom, underlined twice:

don't burn your mouth.
Thanksgiving

Two buses and a twenty-minute wait at the transfer, the cold coming up through her shoes. Mara Voss stood under the shelter with the pie box balanced on her forearm and counted the cars going past. Nineteen, then a bus, then nothing for a while. She had stopped bringing a dish years ago, after the incident with the stuffing, Diane still told that story, and brought the pie instead, pecan, from the bakery on Fifth, in the white box with the string.

Diane's house sat at the end of a cul-de-sac, forty minutes out, a two-story with the porch light already on and a paper turkey taped in the front window, Lucy's work, one leg bigger than the other. Eight steps up to the porch. Mara had counted them the first time she visited and every time since. Eight, always eight. She counted them again out of respect.

The door opened before she knocked.

"You're freezing," Diane said, and hugged her hard, pie box and all, the way she had hugged since they were girls, like she was trying to get warm off the other person. "Come in, come in, Mom's already rearranging my table. Did the buses run all right?"

"They ran," Mara said.

The smell hit her the way it always did: turkey and sage butter and the neighbor's woodsmoke coming down the chimney, lemon dish soap, the cold coming off the windows. Home, or the place that had agreed to stand in for it.

The kitchen was steam and noise. The turkey sat on the counter under a tent of foil, nineteen pounds, basted every forty minutes since seven that morning, sage butter under the skin. Diane had flour on her sleeve and her hair coming down, and the radio played the oldies station low enough to argue with.

"I've been up since five," Diane said, "there are a million dishes, this turkey weighs a ton—"

"Nineteen pounds," Mara said.

"You always know." Diane grinned and shoved a bowl at her. "Rolls. Basket's by the stove. So what are you working on these days, the sleep thing?"

"The Annual Survey," Mara said. "Forty thousand volunteers. Fifty-dollar stipend."

"See?" Diane said to no one in particular. "Counting." She said it fondly, the way you say a thing about somebody that you have decided is charming rather than strange.

Mom sat at the table snapping beans into a colander, precise as a metronome. "Mara. Let me look at you." She looked. "You're thin."

"I'm the same."

"She's the same," Mom told Diane. "She was the same at twelve."

Ben, ten, unfolded himself from the couch long enough to say, "Hi, Aunt Mara," and Lucy, seven, ran straight into Mara's legs and held on.

"How many freckles do I have?" Lucy demanded, tipping her face up. It was the game. It was always the game.

Mara counted. She touched each one lightly with her fingertip, left cheek, nose, right cheek, the way she had counted her sister's, decades ago, sitting cross-legged on Diane's bed while Diane squirmed.

"Twenty-three," Mara said.

"Twenty-three!" Lucy ran to tell the mirror.

Diane laughed. "You counted mine when we were kids. Drove me crazy."

"Forty-one," Mara said.

"Forty-three."

"Forty-one. I counted twice."

Mom didn't look up from the beans. "It was forty-one. She drove me crazy with it. That was the summer you were nine, Diane, not ten."

Diane rolled her eyes at Mara: you see what I live with. Mara felt something in her chest loosen one notch, the way it always did here, and then tighten again, the way it always did after.

Paul carved at the sideboard, the knife moving steady, wrist straight, the slices falling over in a neat row. He had the carving down to a ceremony: the legs first, then the breast, the oyster meat saved back on the edge of the board for whoever asked. Nobody ever asked. Paul ate it himself, standing up, before he sat down.

Mom watched his hands.

"Your father carved just like that," Mom said. "Wrist straight. He said a man who sawed at a turkey would saw at everything."

Mara counted the years since the funeral instead of the other thing. Seven. That was safer.

Paul bowed his head. The table went quiet in the particular way of families that have done this a thousand times. "For what we are about to receive—"

They bowed. Mara counted the seconds of the grace. Twenty-three. She counted her breaths. The gravy steamed. Somebody's chair creaked. Lucy's shoe knocked the table leg, once, twice, and Diane's hand went out without looking and stilled it.

"—Amen."

"Amen," said Lucy, loudest.

The table was the good plates, the silverware squared, the cranberry in the cut-glass dish with the ridges from the can still on it, the rolls going around in the basket. Paul served the turkey. Diane served the story of the turkey, which was mostly the story of the morning: the oven running hot, the dog next door, the baster melting.

"Tell them about the sleep thing, Mara," Diane said, passing the rolls. "It's interesting. She counts how America sleeps."

Five faces turned to her. Mara put down her fork.

"The Annual Survey of American Sleep," she said. "Forty thousand volunteers keep dream diaries. Fifty-dollar stipend. We count how America sleeps."

It was all true. Every number exact. It was the truest thing she would say all evening, and it was a lie from the floor up.

Ben frowned. "You read people's dreams?"

"I count them."

"But how do you count a dream?" Ben was ten, at the age when everything was a mechanism. "It's not a thing. You can't put it in a jar."

"You put it in a column," Mara said. "Date, tract, duration. Then you add the column."

"What if somebody dreams the same dream twice?"

"Then you count it twice."

Ben considered this, and Mara saw the moment it satisfied him, the click of a mechanism seating. She felt the usual thing she felt when a lie landed clean: relief, and under it the shame, neat and exact.

"What did you dream last night, Ben?" Mom asked, to be kind. "You were talking in your sleep."

Ben lit up. "Our house had another room. Behind the closet in the hall. It was new, the walls were — it smelled like paint, and the floor was cold."

Mara's hand stopped on the gravy boat.

Tract 12. The House. The extra rooms were always newer than the house.

Her jaw ached, three out of ten, steady as a metronome. Under the table her thumb found her thumbnail, the green crescent under the nail, exactly where it had always been.

"Most kids dream about houses," she heard herself say. Her voice was level. It was always level. "Sixty percent. It's your brain filing the day away. Like a clerk."

Diane laughed. "We did paint the hallway in June! There. Filed."

"There," Mara said. "Filed."

She asked it lightly, the way you set down something that might be hot: "Was anybody in the room?"

Ben shook his head, mouth full. "Just the smell."

"Just the smell," Mara repeated. She made her face do the thing faces did. "Dreams borrow. The basement's cold, the hallway got painted. Your brain puts them together and charges admission."

Ben grinned. Paul reached over and ruffled his hair. "Hear that? You're filed."

She nodded. She did not write it down. There was no form at the table, no field for nephew, ten, paint smell, no procedure for what you did when the tract came to Thanksgiving dinner. So she had done Quarantine's work with a dinner roll in her hand, fenced the dream with a counter-story, flooded it with sixty percent, and it had worked, and the boy believed her, and that was the worst of it.

She ate her turkey. It was good. Diane's turkey was always good, the sage butter crisping the skin, and Mara ate it the way she ate everything at this table: carefully, like a woman taking notes.

Her jaw ached, three out of ten, steady as a metronome. Across the table Ben was telling Paul about the room behind the closet, already turning it into a story, the way kids did, the smell getting stronger each time he told it. Paul nodded along. Mom asked Lucy about school. The seventh chair stood empty at the end of the table, and nobody looked at it, and Mara understood that not looking was a thing you could practice until it felt like not seeing.

"Are you seeing anyone, Mara?" Mom asked.

"She works nights," Diane said, before Mara could answer. "She's married to the job."

"Shift differential," Mara said. "Eleven percent."

It was true. It was also the end of the conversation, which was the point.

Paul leaned over with the bowl. "More potatoes, Mara?"

"I'm fine."

"Pie later," Paul said. "You want the wishbone, Lucy?"

Mom was watching Diane's story about the furnace man with the expression of a woman holding a correction the way you hold a cough. It broke free during the pie talk.

"That was '09, Diane, not '10. The furnace went the winter your father—" She stopped. Recalibrated. "The winter Ben was born."

The table went quiet for two seconds. Mara counted them.

Diane opened her mouth, closed it. "Fine. '09."

After the pie, pecan, the white box empty, the string coiled, Mara counted heads on her fingers under the tablecloth, the way she had counted everything since she was six. The tablecloth had a woven pattern, diamonds inside diamonds, and her fingertip found the center of one with each number.

Six. Diane, Paul, Mom, Ben, Lucy, herself.

She counted again. Seven.

She looked up and went around the table, face by face. Diane. Paul. Mom. Ben. Lucy. Five, plus herself. Six.

She counted the chairs. Seven.

The seventh chair stood at the end of the table, by the sideboard, a clean plate in front of it, the silverware squared, a napkin folded into a standing triangle the way Diane folded them for company. She had looked straight at that end of the table a dozen times during dinner. She had served herself gravy two feet from it.

Diane followed her eyes. "I set one for Dad," she said, too quickly. "Habit."

"Since—" Mara said.

"Since the funeral. I know it's silly." Diane stood, too fast, gathering plates. "It's not like he— anyway. Who wants coffee?"

Mom said nothing. She refilled the water glasses, one by one, and did not look at the seventh chair, and Mara understood that this was a thing the family had agreed not to count.

"It's not silly," Mara said.

It was the plainest sentence she had said all evening. Diane looked at her, surprised, and then her face did something complicated and she turned to the sink.

Mara stopped counting.

She cleared with Diane, sleeves pushed up, the water running hot, lemon soap stinging the small cut on her knuckle she didn't remember getting. Through the doorway Paul was cutting the wishbone with Lucy, both of them solemn as judges, and the football game murmured from the living room, and Mom was in the pantry looking for the decaf, moving things around.

Diane handed her the plates and Mara stacked them in the rack, counting without deciding to, the way she counted everything.

Six.

Seven.

The seventh plate had gravy on the rim and a smear of cranberry, a thumbprint at the edge. She held it under the water and the gravy ran pink. The thumbprint stayed, pressed into the cranberry like a signature.

Diane, drying, glanced over. "Ben probably used two."

From the living room, where the football game murmured: "I didn't," Ben said.

Nobody claimed it. The kitchen smelled of lemon and turkey. In the pantry, Mom moved things around, still looking for the decaf.

Mara didn't ask. She slid the seventh plate into the dishwasher rack, dirty side in, and closed the door. The latch clicked.

    Interstitial D — Nightly Tally excerpt

  31. Halftime

Saturday morning smelled like cut grass and orange peels and the particular mud of a field that had been rained on Thursday and had not yet decided to be dry. Daniel Okafor stood on the sideline with a clipboard and a whistle he kept forgetting to blow, coaching nine-year-olds, which was like herding weather.

His nephew Tunde played left midfield, all knees and elbows, and when he got the ball he ran straight at the nearest defender the way his uncle filed forms: head down, thorough, doomed.

"Good feet, Tunde," Daniel called. "Good feet. Eyes up."

The other team scored twice in the first half, both times because Daniel's defense had stopped to watch a beetle. At halftime the kids collapsed on the bench in a heap of shin guards and damp socks, and the team mother, Mrs. Abernathy, came down the line with a bag of orange slices, and the kids ate them with the peels still half on, juice running down their chins, and they talked the way nine-year-olds talk when they are tired and sugar is coming: all at once, about nothing, about everything.

"I dreamed about the airport," Marcus said.

Daniel's hand stopped moving on the clipboard.

It was the kind of sentence a child says the way a child says anything, flat and certain, and Daniel heard it the way he heard everything now, through the training. Tract 7. The Airport. Your gate is always closing. Announcements in a voice like a relative.

"What airport, Marcus?" Daniel kept his voice coach-light. "You fly somewhere?"

"No. It was the dream airport." Marcus sucked orange off his thumb. "My gate kept closing. Every time I got there it was closing. The lady kept saying my flight was boarding but the gate kept moving down."

"What did the lady sound like?"

"Like my grandma." Marcus said it without thinking, the way you say a thing you have not examined because it never occurred to you to examine it. "She said, 'Marcus, honey, your flight is boarding,' but it wasn't boarding, the gate was closing."

Priya, cross-legged on the grass, said, "I dreamed that too."

Daniel looked at her. "The same airport?"

"The same one. The blue seats in a row. And the big board with no times on it." She peeled her orange in one long spiral, proud of it. "The man on the speaker sounded like my uncle. He kept calling my name but the gate kept closing."

"Me too," said DeShawn, quietly, from the end of the bench. "The seats. The board."

Three of them. Three children who had never met outside this team, describing the same place the way witnesses describe a room they were all in. Daniel had read the field manual on intrusion signatures until he could recite it in his sleep, which was a joke he did not make out loud: dreams that rhyme across strangers who never met. That was the first line of the chapter. That was the line they taught you before they taught you the forms.

"What did the board say?" he asked. Coach-light. Easy. "Anything good? Like, ice cream?"

"It didn't say anything," Marcus said. "That's the thing. It was supposed to say the times but it was just lines."

"Did anybody else dream it?" Daniel asked the bench at large, and immediately hated himself for asking, because now he was enumerating children on a Saturday morning with orange juice on their chins, and the manual said record, do not engage sleepers, and these were nine-year-olds, and he was their coach.

Tunde shook his head. "I dreamed about the beetle," he said, and the bench laughed, and the moment broke the way moments do with children, all at once and completely, and Daniel was grateful and ashamed in the same breath.

He counted the kids on the bench. Eleven on the roster, eleven present, Tunde picking at a blister on his heel. He counted them again, because counting was the thing he did when the world tilted, and he got eleven, and the relief of it was physical, like a hand unclenching. His faith was procedural. It kept breaking on people, but the arithmetic held. The arithmetic always held.

"Draw it for me," he said. "While we rest. Draw me the airport."

Mrs. Abernathy found crayons in her bag, because team mothers find everything, and Daniel tore four sheets off the back of his clipboard, the lineup pages he had already used, and the kids drew. He watched their crayons move. He did not watch like a coach. He watched like an Enumerator, and he hated himself a little for it, and he kept watching.

Marcus drew the row of blue seats, eleven seats, each with a small head in it. He drew the departure board as a gray rectangle with lines in it, no times, no destinations. He drew the gate at the end, a door with a sign over it, and the sign said CLOSING, and under the sign he drew a woman with her mouth open, the announcement coming out of her mouth in a bubble with no words in it.

Priya drew the same seats, the same board. Her gate had a number on it: 7. She had written it big, in red crayon, and circled it.

DeShawn drew the field. Green crayon, white lines, the two goals. And above the field, in the sky, he had drawn a small gray rectangle with lines in it, no times, no destinations. The departure board, hanging over the soccer field like a cloud that had been filed in the wrong place.

Daniel looked at DeShawn's drawing for a long time. DeShawn was watching him, quiet, the way he had been quiet on the bench, and Daniel tried to make his face do the coach thing, the encouraging thing, and he could feel it not working.

"That's a good sky, DeShawn," he said, and his voice came out almost steady. "Real good sky."

Daniel's hand shook. He put the drawings in order under the clipboard clip, squaring the corners the way he squared everything.

The second half started. Tunde scored, finally, running straight at the nearest defender and then, at the last second, around him, which Daniel would remember later as the one surprising thing about the day. They lost 2-1. The kids did not care. They got juice boxes and they ran to their parents, and Marcus's grandmother, a real grandmother, with a real voice, nothing like a speaker, hugged Marcus hard enough to lift him, and Daniel stood on the sideline with the drawings in his clipboard and the whistle in his hand, and he did not blow it.

He drove home with the clipboard on the passenger seat, squared under the seatbelt like a second passenger. At every red light he looked at it. The drawings were children's drawings. That was the worst thing about them. They were not evidence. They were crayon on lineup sheets, and a child had drawn a departure board in the sky over a soccer field, and Daniel had spent four years learning to read exactly this kind of thing, and the training did not turn off because it was Saturday.

Tunde rode home with him, asleep in the back with his cheek against the window, shin guards still on. Daniel's sister would collect him at six. Until then the car was quiet, and the clipboard sat in the passenger seat, and Daniel did not touch it, the way you do not touch a thing you have already decided about.

That night he sat at his kitchen table and filled out three Form 88-Ds. Triplicate each, pink on top. Sleeper: Marcus Webb. Sleeper: Priya Raman. Sleeper: DeShawn Carter. He had gotten the last names from the roster, which felt like a theft. Tract: 7, on all three. Description: dreams rhyme across three strangers, Airport, gate always closing, announcements in voice of relative, board with no times. His hand shook the whole time. The letters came out too tall.

He sat with the forms for a long time after he finished. His daughter had come in halfway through and asked what he was writing, and he had said "paperwork, baby," and she had said "that is a lot of paperwork," and she had drawn him a picture of a dog to help, and he had taped it to the fridge, and now the dog watched him from the fridge while he decided what to do with three children's names on government forms.

This was the part the manual did not cover, or the part it covered too well: what Quarantine did with a fenced place, what Reassignment meant for a sleeper. A compromised sleeper got reassigned. New name, new town, medically dreamless sleep. He tried to picture Marcus Webb with a new name in a new town, taking a blue pill in the morning and a blue pill at night, and he could not do it, and then he could do it, and that was worse.

He told himself he would file them Monday. Filing was the job. The census came first. The census always came first, that was what made it the census.

He dreamed that night, unmonitored, the way Enumerators' dreams were unmonitored, the way nobody would say why. He dreamed about a departure board with no times on it, and he woke up at 4:40 with the taste of orange peel in his mouth, though he had not eaten an orange.

Monday morning he carried the three 88-Ds to Forms & Records in a manila folder, squared at the corners. On the way he passed the break room, and the Nightly Tally was up under glass, and Mara Voss was standing in front of it with her coffee, and Tract 7 had ticked up two tenths since Friday.

"Morning," Daniel said.

"Tract 7," Mara said, without turning. "Up two tenths."

"Weekend travel," Daniel said. It came out too fast.

Mara zeroed her clicker. Three test clicks: 000. "Count it anyway," she said, and walked out, counting the ceiling tiles as she went, under her breath, the way she did in every room, and Daniel stood in front of the glass and looked at the number for Tract 7, and he did not count anything, because he was afraid of what he would get.

Agnes Plumb took the folder with both hands.

"Daniel," she said. She opened it. She looked at the top form for a long moment, and then she turned, her cardigan buttoned wrong, and she opened his file drawer, the drawer with his name on it, Enumerator 1147, and she took out a manila folder, and she opened that, and she laid the two folders side by side on the counter.

The forms were already filed. Three 88-Ds, triplicate, pink on top. Sleeper: Marcus Webb. Sleeper: Priya Raman. Sleeper: DeShawn Carter. Tract 7. The descriptions matched his word for word, down to board with no times. The handwriting was his handwriting. The letters were regulation height.

"You already filed these, dear," Agnes said, gently. "Friday."

Friday was before the game. Friday he had been in the Induction Suite, enumerating Tract 1, counting tiles.

He picked up the pink top copy of Marcus Webb's form. His signature was at the bottom, in the reporting enumerator field. It was his signature the way his mother's key had been cut for a lock: exact, and wrong in a way he could feel in his teeth. He had never in his life written his name that neatly.

"Thank you, Mrs. Plumb," he said, because he was polite, because the Office was polite, because politeness was the whole of the threat.

He carried both folders back to his desk. He sat down. He put the Friday forms on the left and the Monday forms on the right, and he looked at his own name written two ways, one of them his. The bell rang for the next enumeration. He left the two signatures sitting side by side on the desk and went.
Watered Weekly

Sunday, October 11, 2026. 8:10 a.m.

Watered the archive. Six, no. Four plants. I counted twice.

The jade on the kitchen sill is B-Seven. The Office says there is no Level B7 on any schematic, and the Office is correct about the schematics it keeps. I water it anyway. It is the oldest plant I own, older than the Office's position on the matter. The leaves are thick and cool, the color of deep water. Morning, dear.

The spider plant is Twelve. Fall of 1958, eleven 12-Cs in the file, every one matched to the reassignment log, name and date, eleven times. I remember typing twelve. The Office says I remember wrong. The Office keeps the file; I keep the plant. It has put out three runners this month, each with a nub of a new plant at the end, the way a folder grows subfolders. I mist the runners. Precision is a habit.

The pothos on top of the bookcase is the '83 report. Form 88-D, filed March 14, 1983, nature of irregularity: the Tally room clock losing nine minutes every night and gaining them back by morning. The register says that form number was never issued. The clock still loses the minutes. Nobody has filed about it since. The pothos trails four feet down the bookcase, patient as a clerk. I water it until it runs through.

The Christmas cactus by the front window is Plus One. The published census balanced. My draft sheet did not. The Office says the draft was the error, and the Office publishes the Survey, and the Survey is correct. The cactus has never bloomed. I water it anyway. Some files you keep because they are true and some because they are yours.

That is the archive. Watered weekly, Sundays, before the tea goes cold. It went cold by the second plant. It always goes cold. I drank it standing at the sink, the way I always do, and set the chipped cup on the sill next to B-Seven, where the light comes in.

The rule of the archive: I recite the file as I water. Name, number, what the Office says. It is the review. A file unreviewed is a file unkept. There is no form for this. There are forms for everything else.

I keep a watering card on the sill, index stock, ruled by hand. Date, plant, condition. B-Seven: leaves firm, one yellowing lower leaf, saucer emptied. Twelve: three runners, misted. The '83 report: watered through, saucer emptied after ten minutes, the way you're supposed to. Plus One: no change. No change is also a condition. I write it down.

The cardigan is buttoned wrong, first button in the second hole. I dressed in the cold and my fingers were stupid. The record does not require the buttons to match. I have never redone it on a Sunday. The elbow is warm.



Sunday, October 18, 2026. 8:05 a.m.

Twelve has put out a new runner. Three last week; four now, the new one still pale, still unfolding. A new file in the folder. I misted it twice and noted the date on the back of the watering card. Noting is not filing.

The pothos's soil was damp.

I water on Sundays. The soil should have been dry, a week dry, the top inch dusty, the pot light in the hand. It was damp two knuckles down, and the pot was heavy. I stood at the bookcase with my finger in the dirt and I thought about the discrepancy procedure, and then I corrected myself: I must have watered on Wednesday and forgotten. I am seventy-one. Forgetting a Wednesday is a small thing. Small things are the ones you file.

I lifted the watering can. It was Thomas's green tin can, the spout dented where he dropped it in 2009, and it was full, I had filled it at the sink ten minutes before, full to the brim, the way I always do. If I had watered on Wednesday, the can would have been, no. I fill the can on Sundays. The state of the can on Sunday tells me nothing about Wednesday. Precision is a habit, but precision has limits, and the limits are where the week goes unrecorded. There is no form for Wednesday. There are forms for everything else.

I watered it anyway, lightly. You water what is there.

B-Seven is dropping a leaf. One leaf, lower stem, yellowed at the edge. Old leaves go. I put it on the sill to dry. I keep the dead leaves in the saucer until month's end, then they go in the compost. There is a procedure for everything, even this. Especially this.

On the watering card I wrote: B-Seven, one leaf dropped, dried on sill. Twelve, new runner, misted twice. The '83 report, soil damp on arrival; watered lightly. Plus One, no change.

I looked at the card for a long time. Soil damp on arrival. I had written it down, which made it noted, which is not filed, which means it is still mine to worry about. At work, a noted irregularity without a form is a clerk's private weather. At home, it is the same thing with better light.

Tea gone cold by the spider plant. I drank it at the sink. The chipped handle has a new hairline in it, thin as a filed edge. I turned the cup so the crack faced the wall. Precision is a habit.



Sunday, October 25, 2026. 8:15 a.m.

The watering can was light.

It is a green tin can, Thomas's, the spout dented where he dropped it in 2009. It holds two quarts. I fill it on Sunday mornings, full to the brim, and it waters the four plants with a cup left over, and the cup goes down the sink, because there are four plants and there has never been a fern.

But the can was light on Sunday morning, as if it had been filled and half-emptied midweek. As if someone had watered on Wednesday.

I stood at the sink a long time. The kitchen was cold; the furnace had not caught up. My tea had been hot at 8:00. It was cold by the time I reached the bookcase. Both facts are true. I record the first one.

Plus One has a bud. One bud, at the end of the lowest stem, the size of a pea, red as a sealing-wax stamp. Christmas cacti bud in December. It is October. I looked at the bud for a long time, the way you look at a figure that will not balance, and then I watered the cactus, because the rule of the archive is you water what is there, and the bud is there.

Twelve's new runner has rooted into the carpet. I found the nub caught in the fibers when I lifted the pot. I worked it free with my fingers, gently, the way you lift a page stuck to another page. The roots were white and fine, reaching. I set a saucer under it. Precision is a habit. It is also the whole of the job.

The pothos's soil was damp again. Two knuckles down. I did not put my finger in a second time. Once is noting. Twice is, noting is not filing. I watered it lightly and I did not note the dampness on the card, which is also a kind of filing, the kind you do nowhere.



Sunday, November 1, 2026. 8:00 a.m.

There is a new plant on the sill.

I know what is on my sill the way you know what is in your own kitchen. Four pots, in order. This morning there is one more vessel than there should be. I counted three times.

A jam jar, the small kind, half full of water. In it, a pothos cutting, two leaves, a node, white roots feathering out into the water, an inch long, healthy. Rooting. Someone has been changing the water; it is clear, no film. The water was changed recently. I do not remember changing it.

Tied to the jar with cotton string, in a granny knot, a label. Card stock, the kind I cut labels from. My handwriting. The A with the flat top. The sevens crossed.

11/09/26.

I do not know this file. I have turned it over in my head the way you turn a form to find the back page, and there is no back page. The Office has no file under this number, I checked the register on Friday, which I should not have done, which I did anyway, because checking is what I do instead of screaming. No such file. No such number issued.

I remember Friday clearly, which is worse. The register room at 4:40, the light going amber through the high windows. Douglas Ray at the next terminal, anxious over a misfiled 12-C the way he is anxious over everything, asking if I wanted him to stay late. "Go home, dear," I told him. "The paper will keep." And then I typed the number into the register myself, slowly, the way you type a thing you don't want to be true: 11/09/26. The screen came back empty. Not restricted. Not sealed. Empty, the particular empty of a number that was never issued, the register's politest way of saying you imagined it.

I sat there until the light went gray. My tea had gone cold at 4:00. It is always cold. I drank it anyway, standing up, the way I always do.

And yet: my handwriting. My knot. My jar, it is my jar, the jam was blackberry, Thomas liked blackberry, 2019, the lid is in the drawer with the other lids.

I stood at the sill with the jar in both hands, the way I take a form, like something alive. The roots moved faintly in the water, the way roots do, reaching. My hands knew this jar. My hands did not consult me.

I watered the four plants. Then I changed the water in the jar, fresh, clear, to the same line, because the rule of the archive is you water what is there, and it is there. I recited what I knew of the file, which was nothing, which took no time at all. Morning, dear.

The tea went cold by the second plant.



Sunday, November 8, 2026. 8:05 a.m.

I have decided, no. Deciding is not filing either. But there is a procedure for unscheduled acquisitions, and I have followed it: I gave it a saucer. It sits between Twelve and B-Seven, in order of accession. The roots are two inches now. It drinks the water down a finger's width every three days. I mark the jar with a pencil line, the way Tally marks a rising figure. The pencil is the flat carpenter's kind Thomas used to mark wood. It has outlasted him. Some tools do. I keep it in the saucer with the dead leaves. Tract 23 was 1.1 in September. It is 1.2 now. Figures rise. That is what figures do.

I recite the file on Sundays with the others. Name: 11/09/26. Number: none issued. What the Office says: nothing. The Office says nothing about this file, which is the most complete thing the Office has ever said.

This morning I found soil under my nails. Dark, under all ten, worked in deep. I have not repotted anything. The bag of compost is sealed in the pantry, the twist-tie unbroken. I checked. I check everything twice. My hands are seventy-one years old, the knuckle gone knobby on the left middle finger, and they are doing the filing the way they do everything: surely, quickly, without asking me.

Paper does not lie. It only waits. Soil is patient in the same way.

You water what is there. That is the whole of the job. That has always been the whole of the job.

The jar stands on the sill in the morning light, the water clear, the white roots reaching down like handwriting.
Two Plates

Eddie got home from the bus at half past six and set two plates out on the kitchen table, the way he always did.

The plates were plain white, the kind that came in a stack of twelve at the discount store, and they had been twelve once and were nine now, and the two he used had a thin gray line around the rim where the glaze had worn. He set his at his chair and hers across from it, and he put the coffee on, and the kitchen filled with the smell of it, and the dish soap smell from the rack, and the cold coming off the window over the sink.

He ate his eggs standing up, the way working men eat, because sitting down to eat alone at a table with two plates on it was a thing a man did at supper, not at breakfast. Breakfast was for fuel. He washed his plate and his fork and set them in the rack. He left her plate on the table.

He had left her plate on the table for twenty-eight years.

The knock came at seven, while he was wiping the stove. Three raps, quick, the way Rosa knocked, like the door had done something wrong.

"Eddie, it's the sink again."

He opened the door. Rosa stood in the hall in her housecoat with a dish towel over her shoulder, and behind her the smell of her apartment came out, cabbage and laundry soap.

"Morning, Rosa."

"The kitchen sink," she said. "It's backing up into both sides. I put the plunger to it and it just gurgled at me."

He got his toolbox from the closet. It was a small box, the latches worn bright. Forty years of mopping had taught him that most of what went wrong in a building could be fixed with patience and a wrench, and the rest couldn't be fixed at all, and knowing which was which was the whole trade.

Her kitchen was the mirror of his, two doors down the landing. The sink was full of gray water with a skin on it. He could smell it from the doorway: rot and old grease, the smell of a drain that had been lying to itself for a month.

"When did it start?" he asked, setting the box down.

"Tuesday. I thought it would clear."

"They never clear, Rosa. They just wait till you're busy."

He pulled the cabinet open under the sink and lay down on his back on her linoleum with the flashlight between his teeth. The P-trap was the old kind, chrome gone green at the threads. He worked the wrench slow. Rosa stood over him with her arms crossed, the dish towel over her shoulder, and he could feel her looking at the back of his head the way she looked at everything that needed fixing.

"You want coffee while you work?" she said.

"I had mine."

"You eat?"

"I ate."

"A man your age ought to sit down to eat."

"I sit down at supper."

The trap came loose. The smell came up out of the open pipe like a held breath let go, and he breathed through his mouth and worked his finger up into the pipe, and felt the clog, and worked it loose: a wad of grease and coffee grounds and a twist of something that might have been a dishrag once, back when dishrags were made of sterner stuff.

"There," he said. He held it up. "There's your Tuesday."

Rosa didn't look. "Frank used to do this," she said. "The sink. He had a temper with it. He'd be under there cursing in Polish, and I'd stand here with the coffee, and he'd come up with his sleeves wet to the elbow and say it was fixed, and it would be, for a month."

Eddie fitted the trap back on, slow, the threads catching right.

"Seventeen years," Rosa said. "Since '09. I still buy the coffee he liked. The store brand. It's terrible coffee. The boys tell me to stop."

"Don't stop," Eddie said, from under the sink.

"Why not?"

"Because it's his coffee, Rosa."

She was quiet. He tightened the last thread and ran the tap, and the water went down clean and fast, the way water goes when it's glad to be moving. He lay there a minute longer than he needed to, watching it run, because a drain running clean was one of the few honest satisfactions left in the world, and he took his where he found them.

Rosa made a face. "Don't show me. Just tell me it's gone."

"It's gone." He fitted the trap back on and tightened it, and ran the tap, and the water went down clean and fast, the way water goes when it's glad to be moving. He lay there a minute longer than he needed to, watching it run, because a drain running clean was one of the few honest satisfactions left in the world, and he took his where he found them.

He washed his hands at her sink, and she was already putting the kettle on, and he knew better than to argue. She poured for both of them and they stood at her counter, and the kitchen was warm, and the window over her sink looked out on the same air shaft his did.

"Your table," Rosa said. "When you opened the door. Two plates."

Eddie drank his coffee.

"My wife," he said.

"I know you were married, Eddie. Twenty-eight years she's gone, you told me. I just never thought — you still set the table for her?"

"I set two plates out," he said. "Morning and supper."

Rosa turned her cup in her hands. She was a practical woman. She had raised three boys in that apartment and buried a husband in '09 and she did not believe in ghosts, and she had told Eddie so, more than once, the way you tell a man the rules of your house.

"Eddie," she said, "who is the other plate for, really?"

"June," he said. "It's for June."

He said it the way he said everything, slow, like turning a thing over in his hands to see all its sides. Rosa waited, because she had learned, the way everybody learned sooner or later, that Eddie's silences were not empty. They were just slow.

"You were down in that building forty years," she said at last. "That Merriweather place. Nights. You told me once you mopped floors nobody walked on."

"Somebody walked them," Eddie said. "Just not where anybody could see."

"Weren't you ever afraid?" She said it blunt, the way she said everything blunt. "Down there in the dark, all those years, with whatever it was they had down there. Weren't you ever afraid?"

Eddie set his cup down. He looked at the window over her sink, and the air shaft, and the gray light coming down it.

"I was afraid the first year," he said. "Everybody is, the first year. The building ticks when it cools, and you hear it, and you think it's something coming. The second year I was still afraid but I was too tired to do much about it. The third year I started leaving the fear in the locker with my street clothes."

"And the fourth?"

"The fourth year I set it down," he said, "the way you set down a bucket you don't need to carry. And I never picked it up again."

"Just like that."

"Not just like that. Nothing's just like that." He turned the cup in his hands, the way she had turned hers. "Rosa, I already met the worst thing. It wasn't in the building. It wasn't in the dark. It was a hospital room in '98, and June's hand going cold in mine, and the nurse folding the blanket at the foot of the bed like it mattered how it was folded. That was the worst thing. After that, what was left to be afraid of?"

She didn't say anything. The kettle clicked off.

"Fear," Eddie said, "is a thing a man carries for what's coming. You carry it ahead of you like a lantern, and you watch the shadows it throws. But nothing's coming, Rosa. It's all come already. The dark can only take what I already gave away."

"That's a hard thing to say, Eddie."

"It's a plain thing. Plain things sound hard because nobody says them."

She poured the hot water. The tea bag bled into the cup. She pushed it across the counter to him, and he wrapped his hands around it, and it was too hot, and he held it anyway.

"Then the plates," she said. "If nothing's coming. Why two?"

He was quiet a long time. The air shaft light moved a fraction on the wall.

"Because somebody ought to be expected," he said at last. "A table with one plate on it is a table that's given up. I haven't given up. That's all it is."

"Do you dream about her?" Rosa asked. "June. Do you ever dream about her?"

The question sat between them the way his questions used to sit in the hall on B6, the way you let tea sit until it was ready.

"No," Eddie said.

"Never?"

"I sleep like a stone," he said. "I have for forty years. I go down in the morning and I come up at night, and in between there's nothing with my name on it."

He drank the tea. It was too hot and too weak, the way Rosa made it, and he drank it anyway, because it was offered kind.

"That's the mercy," he said. "Not knowing is the only mercy, and it doesn't even charge."

Rosa looked at him for a long moment, and he could see her turning it over the way he turned things over, slow, checking all the sides.

"Frank's been gone seventeen years," she said, "and I still hear him in the hallway sometimes. Just the way he walked. Heavy on the left foot. I know it's the pipes. I know it's the building settling. I hear him anyway."

Eddie nodded. He knew about hallways and what they carried.

"Do you hear her?" Rosa asked. "June. In your kitchen."

"No," Eddie said. "My kitchen's quiet. Hers is the plate."

"Your sink's fixed," Eddie said, standing. He finished the tea in two swallows, though it was still too hot. "Run hot water through it tonight, a full minute. Keeps the grease honest."

"Eddie."

"Yeah."

"You're a good man. I just want you to eat sitting down once in a while."

"I sit down at supper," he said. "Two plates. It's practically a banquet."

That got the laugh out of her, short and surprised, the way he liked. He picked up his toolbox and went down the landing to his own door, and the kitchen smelled of coffee and dish soap, and the cold coming off the window, and her plate sat on the table where he had left it, clean and empty, across from his chair.

He stood in the doorway with the toolbox in his hand and looked at it.

Twenty-eight years, and the plate was still there, and the table hadn't given up, and neither had he. That was the plain of it. That was the whole of it. The building had its forms and its tallies and its nights that went down further than the building, and it could keep them. He had a table and two plates and a drain that ran clean, and his arms were full, and it was enough.

He put the toolbox in the closet. He took her plate off the table and washed it, though it was clean, and dried it, and set it back across from his chair, straight, the gray line around the rim catching the window light.

Supper was hours off. The plate waited. It was good at waiting. It had been waiting for twenty-eight years, and it had never once complained, and neither had he.

He hung up his coat, and the thermos clinked in the pocket, empty now, and he set it by the sink for the night shift, for midnight, for the long honest hours ahead.

The second plate sat in the afternoon light, clean and empty, and it was not the saddest thing in the room. It was the most patient.
The Borrower's Card

The returns bin smelled of other people's houses.

Ruth had shelved three mornings a week for seven years, and she knew the bin's weathers the way a sailor knows water: cooking and cigarettes on Mondays, somebody's grandmother's perfume on Wednesdays, damp wool when it rained. The books came back carrying their three weeks like a tan: a spine cracked from being read in the bath, a receipt from the grocery store on Route 9 used as a bookmark, a child's sticky fingerprint on page forty-one. She took them out one by one and put the numbers where the numbers belonged, and the aisles were quiet, and the quiet belonged to her the way the kitchen belonged to her, the way the lists belonged to her.

It was while shelving that the almost-remembering came, usually. Daylight, uninvited. A patron would return a book with a blue cover and she would almost remember something about blue. A child would laugh in the stairwell and she would almost remember a house with a stairwell. It never arrived. It stood at the edge of her mind the way a neighbor stands at the edge of a yard, not coming closer, and after seven years she had learned to nod at it politely and go on shelving.

The blue book was at the bottom of the bin, under a diet cookbook and a thriller with the cover torn off.

THE BLUE HOUR, in silver letters. A novel.

The blue of the cover was the blue of a robin's egg gone pale.

Ruth stood in the 800s with the book in her hands and almost remembered something about blue. It stood at the edge of her mind the way a neighbor stands at the edge of a yard, not coming closer. A saucer, white, with something blue on it. A windowsill in morning light. Small patient lanterns in a row, glowing from within. Her thumb moved over the cover's blue without her telling it to, the way your thumb finds a worn spot on a thing you carry every day.

She turned the book over. A woman's face on the back, the author, smiling the way authors smile, one hand tucked under her chin. Ruth did not know her. She opened the book to the first page and read the first line, The summer my mother died, the lake went the color of a bruise, and the almost-remembering leaned a little closer, the way a neighbor leans on the fence, and she felt it in her teeth, a small ache like biting foil.

She closed the book. She stood there holding it, in the 800s, with the cart's wheels gone quiet behind her.

She had worked in this building three mornings a week for seven years, and she had never wanted anything from it except the quiet of the aisles and the numbers going where numbers belonged. She shelved. She did not borrow. Borrowing was a record, a name in a file, a date stamped, a thing that could be looked up, and Ruth had lived seven years without leaving records. The envelopes came with no return address. The bottles had no labels. The rule on the cabinet door said do not ask. The arrangement was the walls of the house, and the walls had held for seven years.

Now she wanted the blue book.

It was the first thing she had wanted in seven years that she had not written on a list first. She stood in the aisle and felt the wanting like a weight in her hands, heavier than the book, and she understood that this was how it started, whatever it was, not with a decision, but with a weight.

She carried it to the desk.

She had never stood on this side of the desk. The desk was lower than it looked from the aisles, and the date stamp sat on it like a small gavel, and the ink pad beside it was purple and dented in the middle from ten thousand mornings. A sign taped to the desk's front said QUIET PLEASE in letters that had faded to gray. Behind the desk, Mrs. Koenig was mending a spine with tape, her glasses down on her nose, her mouth set in the particular line of a woman doing a thing correctly. She tore the tape with her teeth, the way women of her generation did, and smoothed it with her thumb, twice, the way you smooth a thing that has to hold.

Mrs. Koenig looked up. "Ruth."

"I'd like," Ruth said, and stopped, because the sentence was new in her mouth; she had never said it before in her life. "I'd like a card. A borrower's card."

Mrs. Koenig set down the tape. "A borrower's card. Well." She opened a drawer and took out a blank card, cream-colored, with boxes printed on it in green, and laid it on the desk between them like a thing being dealt. "First we make the card, then we stamp the card, then we stamp the book. That's the procedure." She uncapped a pen with her teeth too, quick, practiced. "Name?"

"Ruth Calloway."

Mrs. Koenig wrote it in tall leaning letters, nothing like Ruth's careful round hand: letters that hurried, that leaned into each other like commuters. "Address?"

"The blue house on Chestnut. Chestnut Street." Ruth recited the number the way you recite a thing you have memorized against your will.

"Phone?"

Ruth gave it.

Mrs. Koenig wrote it all down, unhurried, the pen scratching, and Ruth watched her own life go onto the cream card in someone else's handwriting, and it looked both exactly right and entirely unfamiliar, the way your name looks when a stranger says it.

"You're on the rota, aren't you." Mrs. Koenig didn't look up. "The shelving lady."

"Three mornings," Ruth said. "Sorry. I should have. I've never."

"For what? Standing there?" Mrs. Koenig capped the pen. "Standing there's allowed. Staff need a borrower's card like everybody. That's the rule."

She turned the card around so Ruth could see it. RUTH CALLOWAY. The blue house on Chestnut. It looked official. It looked like a thing that would be kept in a drawer with other kept things, in order, by date.

"Now," Mrs. Koenig said, "we stamp it." She took up the date stamp and pressed it to the purple pad, twice, the way you ink a thing properly, and Ruth heard the soft double kiss of rubber on felt, and brought it down on the first box of the card's grid with a sound like a small hand clapping.

She looked at it.

The purple was still wet. Mrs. Koenig tilted the card toward the desk lamp.

She pressed the stamp to the pad again and brought it down on the corner of a scrap slip, harder, the way you test a pen that might be lying to you.

OCT 29 2019.

The purple letters stood up off the cream card like they had been shouted.

"Hm," Mrs. Koenig said.

Ruth looked at the card. The due date. October 29th. Three weeks out. That was right, that was the loan period, three weeks was the rule. But the year. The year was 2019.

2019 was the year of the envelopes. 2019 was the year of the drive, the back seat, the water tower going by like a moon, the man's voice saying almost there. 2019 was seven years ago, and it was stamped on her card in purple ink, in the first box of the grid, as if she had owed this book for seven years.

"They said they'd send a new one," Mrs. Koenig said. She slid the card across the desk, and Ruth's hand had gone a little cold around it. "Three weeks is the loan period. That's the rule, not a suggestion. Not a day more."

Ruth picked up the card. The ink was still tacky. OCT 29 2019. She touched the year with the tip of her finger, very lightly, the way you touch a thing to see if it's real.

"Thank you," she said. "Sorry."

"Nothing to be sorry for that I can see." Mrs. Koenig took the blue book and opened it to the card pocket in the back and stamped the date-due slip too, the stamp coming down with the same small clap, the ink kissing the paper twice: OCT 29 2019, purple and certain. Two of them now, the card and the slip, agreeing with each other. She slid the book across after the card. "A book's no good sitting on a shelf. That's the rule."

Ruth carried the book home in her tote bag, between the folded grocery list and the library rubber band she had been meaning to return for a month. The tote bumped against her leg all the way down Chestnut, the way a small animal bumps, wanting attention, and she kept her hand on it the whole way, the way you keep your hand on a thing that might get away. Twice she stopped and touched the bag to make sure the book was still there, and twice she was embarrassed at herself, and the second time she said "sorry" out loud to no one, because there was nobody to say it to and the habit was stronger than the sense.

At home she took her morning pill late, one in the morning, one at night, do not skip, do not ask, standing at the counter with water from the tap, bitter the way blue things are bitter. The cabinet door stood open while she did it, and the rule stared back at her in two handwritings, hers and Alan's, and the two bottles stood behind the tea like small guards. Alan was at the store. The house was quiet. She put the borrower's card on the refrigerator, under the strawberry magnet, next to Dottie's recipe card and the list.

THINGS TO DO TODAY
1. laundry
2. library (shelve)
3. groceries

She picked up the pen and added, in her careful round letters:


	read the blue book



Alan came home from the store and set the bags on the counter, and looked at the refrigerator, at the new card under the strawberry magnet, cream-colored, with the green boxes, and he said, "Library card."

"Yes," Ruth said.

"Good," Alan said, and put the milk away, and did not ask why she had never had one before, and she did not ask what he thought about the purple year, and the afternoon went on.

Then she made tea, and the kettle whistled its half-step flat, the way it always did, the way she knew the way she knew her own name, and she sat at the kitchen table and opened THE BLUE HOUR to the first page, and read the first line again, The summer my mother died, the lake went the color of a bruise, and the almost-remembering stood at the edge of the yard in its blue cover, and did not come closer, and she nodded at it politely, and turned the page.

An hour later the tea had gone cold and she had read eleven pages and she could not have said what happened in them, because every sentence had arrived with the almost standing behind it, patient as paperwork, waiting for her to turn around. A lake the color of a bruise. A mother. She kept waiting for the page to give her the thing, and the page kept not giving it, and her eyes kept going back to the refrigerator, to the card under the chipped strawberry magnet, to the purple year that was seven years wrong.

She closed the book and set it on the table, and she stood at the refrigerator for a long time instead, looking at the card.

RUTH CALLOWAY, in Mrs. Koenig's tall leaning hand. The blue house on Chestnut. And in the first box of the grid, in purple ink, tacky no longer, dry and certain and wrong:

DUE OCT 29 2019.
Twenty-Nine

The waiting room smelled of mint and cold air and the faint iron of the radiator working too hard. Mara Voss sat in the third chair from the door and worked her jaw, left, right, left, feeling for the ache. It was there. It was always there by afternoon, a dull three out of ten, steady as a metronome.

She had been grinding her teeth for eleven years, six months, and nineteen days. She knew the number because she had started counting the day she started the job, the way she counted everything, because not counting would have been a kind of lying.

On the wall a rack held pamphlets. She counted them without deciding to. Floss Daily. Gum Disease and You. Your First Root Canal. Three. The rack had slots for six. Three slots stood empty, the wire dividers bright where pamphlets had been taken and not replaced.

The receptionist slid a clipboard across the counter without looking up. Medical history, updated yearly. Mara filled it in her square hand. Name, date of birth, medications: none. Allergies: none. Do you grind your teeth? She checked Yes. Are you under stress? She checked Yes. The boxes were small and the checks fit them exactly. The form had asked before she arrived. The form already knew.

"Mara? Come on back, hon."

The hygienist was young and quick-handed, her name tag reading DANA in raised plastic letters. She led Mara down the short hall counting the doors under her breath, one, two, three, the way people did when they thought no one was listening. Mara listened.

The chair was vinyl, cold through her blouse the way the Induction Suite couches were cold, and the bib was paper, and Dana fastened it with a little metal clip shaped like a rooster.

"Anything bothering you today, hon?"

"My jaw," Mara said. "Left side. Three out of ten by afternoon."

Dana laughed like that was a joke and wrote something down. "We'll have the doctor take a look. Open for the X-rays, hon?"

The lead apron came down heavy as a wet blanket, settling over her chest and lap with a smell of old canvas. The sensor was cold against her cheek, colder than she expected every time, a flat plastic wafer she had to hold with her thumb while the machine swung around. She held it the way Dana showed her. The machine beeped. She counted the seconds of the beep. Two. It swung to the other side and beeped again. Two. Clean.

Dana swung the light over and picked up the little mirror. "Let's count them, hon. You just relax."

She started at the upper right and worked across, tapping each tooth with the mirror, calling the numbers like roll. "One, two, three, four—"

Mara counted with her tongue, silently, the way she had counted stairs for eleven years. Her tongue knew the route the way her feet knew the stairwell: upper right to upper left, lower left to lower right, every tooth in its place. The wisdom teeth had come out when she was nineteen, in an office that smelled exactly like this one, mint and cold air, and the count had been twenty-eight ever since. Twenty-eight was a settled number. It did not drift.

"—twenty-six, twenty-seven, twenty-eight, twenty-nine."

Mara's tongue stopped. Twenty-eight, it said.

Dana frowned at the chart. She tapped the last molar again with the mirror, a little harder, as if the tooth might answer differently. "Huh. Let's go again, hon. One, two, three—"

Mara counted with her tongue, slower this time, touching each tooth deliberately, giving each one its full due. Twenty-eight. The number sat where it had always sat, solid as a landing.

"—twenty-seven, twenty-eight." Dana set the mirror down. "Sorry, hon. Lost my place."

The recount was clean. That was worse. An error corrected was still an error that had happened once, in this room, with a witness, called out loud in front of God and the chart. Mara did not say anything. There was no form for this. She memorized it the way she memorized everything: exactly, and without comment.

Dr. Sorensen came in drying his hands on a paper towel, and the paper towel went in the bin, and he sat on the little rolling stool and rolled it exactly one foot closer, the way he did every six months.

"And how are we today?" he said. "Good, good. Open for me? There we go, nice and wide."

He narrated everything he did, and he conducted both sides of every conversation, which Mara had always found restful. There was nothing required of her except the opening of the mouth, and she was good at being still while other people worked.

"Let's see what we've got. Mm-hm. Mm-hm. Little tartar on the lowers, Dana, we'll get that. And — oh, yes. See these flats here?" He angled the mirror so she could see, though all she could see was pink and the bright steel and her own eye reflected, watching. "These are grinding flats, Mara. Your molars are wearing flat. You've been grinding at night."

"I know," Mara said.

"Stress'll do it." He set the mirror down and rolled back six inches. "You under stress, Mara? What do you do again — remind me."

"I'm a statistician," Mara said. "Department of Commerce."

"That's right, that's right. Numbers all day." He chuckled. "Well, there's your stress. Counting sheep for a living, am I right?"

"Something like that," Mara said.

It was precise. It was controlled. It was brittle at the edges, the way her lies always were: true in the arithmetic, false in the remainder. She counted people's sleep. She counted the nation's sleep. She did not say that the sheep were stairs, or that the stairs changed their number on the way down.

"What do you count?" he asked, making conversation the way he made everything, both sides at once. "Cows? Widgets?"

"Sleep," Mara said.

He laughed. "Well, there's your trouble. Counting sheep for a living, and then grinding about it all night." He tapped the X-ray with his pen, where the molars showed their flats like worn steps. "See here? And here? That's real force, Mara. You're putting real force on these. Probably while you're dreaming. Everybody grinds about something."

He turned from the screen, and his face was kind, and the question came the way it always came, friendly as a hand on a shoulder.

"So what do you think about when you grind?"

Dana fitted the bite block, and the suction tube went into her cheek, and the polishing cup started up with its gritty mint buzz. Dana's hand was steady on her chin, and the light was bright, and the mint taste filled her whole head.

Mara tried to answer.

The words arranged themselves first, neat as figures in a column: the red line, tacky after all these years. The brass plaque: ENUMERATION ENDS HERE. The stairs going down further than the building, fourteen to the flight, except when they weren't. She had the sentence ready, the true one, the one she had never said to anyone outside the Merriweather: I go below Landing 9 in my sleep and count stairs that change their number, and the paint down there never dries.

She tried to say "Landing 9" around the bite block.

What came out was not a word. Her tongue made a shape that had no name, the shape from the landing field, the mark her own hand had written on the tally sheet that she could not read. A shape, in her mouth, where a word should have been. It sat on her tongue like a stone in a shoe.

Sorensen laughed. "We'll call that a no."

"Don't try to talk, hon," Dana said, not unkindly, adjusting the suction.

And Mara decided, with the tube in her cheek and the mint paste drying on her teeth: no. She would not tell him. The telling rose up and she put it down, the way you set down something that might be hot. The relief went through her body all at once, and under it the shame, neat and exact: she had come that close, with her mouth held open and a stranger's hands in it, to saying the one thing she had never said. The count of people who knew stood at two. Herself, and Agnes, who had filed the form with the field blank. Two was a small number. She intended to keep it small.

Dana polished on, humming under her breath, the cup buzzing against each tooth in turn, and then she stopped, the cup still spinning against Mara's molar.

"Hon, you been painting? You've got green under your nail."

Mara looked. It was the same finger. The same nail. The green sat under it exactly where it had sat eleven years, six months, and nineteen days of counting ago, when she had touched the wet numeral below Landing 9 and wiped it on her trouser leg and kept the rest under the nail.

Nails grew. She knew how nails worked. The green should have ridden out to the tip months ago and been cut away with the clippings. It had not moved. It sat where she had put it, patient as a filed form.

"It's old," Mara said.

True. Precise. Not an answer. Dana shrugged and went back to the polishing, and Mara put her hand back in her lap and did not look at the nail again until she was in the car.

Sorensen fitted her for the night guard after, the putty cold and tasting of plastic and her own saliva, and he talked through all of it, both sides, while she sat with her mouth full of the mold.

"This'll stop the grinding, Mara, save those molars. Pop it in at night, that's all. You'll hate it for a week, then you'll hate sleeping without it. That's what everybody says, am I right? Am I right."

The putty set. He worked it free with a small sucking sound. He held it up to the light like a thing he was proud of.

At the desk the receptionist made the next appointment and wrote it on the card in a round, looping hand. Mara read it upside down without meaning to. Tuesday, April 13th. Six months out. A Tuesday.

"See you then, hon," Dana called from the hall.

In the car Mara sat with the engine off and looked at her finger. The green was still there, under the nail, in the same place. She pressed the nail with her thumb, hard, the way you press a clicker to test it. Three test clicks: 000. The green did not smear. It did not lighten. It sat.

She put the night guard case on the passenger seat. Clear plastic, the guard inside it shaped exactly like her bite. It looked like something the Office would issue: a form, fitted to the mouth, to be filled nightly.

She drove home counting the stoplights. Eleven. Clean. At the fourth light a bus pulled alongside and the driver looked over, and Mara looked back, and neither of them waved, and the light changed.



That night she set the case on the nightstand, unopened, and lay in the dark with her hand on her jaw. The refrigerator hummed in the kitchen. A car went past on the street with its radio up, then quiet. She lay still and waited, the way you wait for a count to start.

The jaw worked. Once. Twice. The old habit, the night shift of her own mouth, counting what her thumb could not reach.

She counted the grinds the way she counted stairs, her thumb pressed to the hinge of her jaw like a clicker.

They stopped at fourteen.

Then one more.

Fifteen.

She lay still in the dark and did not write it down. There was no form for this. The case sat on the nightstand, unopened, the plastic guard inside it holding the shape of her bite, patient in the dark.

Count it anyway, she thought.
The Dreams of Pharaoh Are One

The church on Alder smelled of lemon oil and old paper and the lilies left over from Sister Washington's funeral on Friday, going sweet and brown at the edges of the petals.

Daniel Okafor parked under the chinaberry tree at the edge of the lot, the way he always did, where the shade would hold until noon. The heat came up off the asphalt in a shimmer. Ada unbuckled herself and hopped down in her white tights and patent shoes, the children's bulletin already folded into a fan in her hand.

"Slow down," Daniel said. "Your shoes."

"They're fine," Ada said, which was seven-year-old for I heard you.

They had buried Sister Washington on Friday under a white tent in the churchyard, and Daniel had stood in the repast line holding a paper plate of fried chicken and listened to the old women say she had gone on to glory, and he had believed them, and the lilies were still up by the pulpit, browning. He nodded at them as he passed, the way you nod at somebody's kin.

The usher at the door was Deacon Cole, seventy and upright, with a stack of small spiral notebooks on the table beside the bulletins. The covers were printed with a sheaf of wheat.

"For the new ministry, brother Okafor," Deacon Cole said, pressing one into Daniel's hand. "Pastor's dream journals. Take one."

Daniel took it the way he took every form that was handed to him, without deciding to, his thumb finding the spiral binding the way his thumb found the edge of a triplicate.

Inside, the sanctuary was cool and dim, the light coming through the high windows in slabs. The choir was already in the loft, robes on. His mother's old alto section, third from the left, she hadn't sung in two years, since the arthritis got her hands, but Daniel still looked. He still looked every Sunday, the way you check a door you know is locked.

Third pew, left side. The Okafor pew since before Ada was born. Daniel slid in with the bulletin and read it three times, the way he read everything. CALL TO WORSHIP. HYMN 204, "BLESSED ASSURANCE." SERMON: "THE DREAMS OF PHARAOH ARE ONE," GENESIS 41. He folded it in thirds and put it in his breast pocket and smoothed the crease with his thumbnail.

He counted the hymnals in the rack without meaning to. Twelve.

Ada unfolded her bulletin fan and refolded it and then fished the crayon nub out of her shoe, she kept it in her shoe; he had stopped asking why, and began a maze in the margin, tongue caught between her teeth.

The call to worship was Psalm 42, and the choir stood, and Daniel stood with them and sang his rusty tenor into the high windows. As the hart panteth after the water brooks. His mother used to lean into that line with her whole chest. He could hear her in it still, two years gone from the loft, the way you can hear a voice in a room it used to fill. When the last chord died, Pastor Adeyemi took the pulpit in his blue suit and set his Bible down like a man setting down a tool he knew the weight of.

"Church," he said. "Open your Bibles to Genesis, chapter forty-one."

The pages turned all down the pews, a dry-leaf sound. Daniel knew the passage the way he knew the procedure manual, by heart and by page number both. He had sat two pews back as a boy, swinging his own feet, while his mother's alto came down over him like weather.

"'And it came to pass at the end of two full years,'" the pastor read, "'that Pharaoh dreamed: and, behold, he stood by the river.'"

He read it all. The seven well-favored kine coming up out of the river, and the seven ill-favored lean ones that ate them up, and Pharaoh waking, and sleeping again, and the seven full ears of grain on one stalk, and the seven thin ears blasted with the east wind that devoured them. The magicians failing. The wise men failing. The chief cupbearer remembering, two full years late, the young Hebrew in the prison who had read his dream and the baker's.

"Two years," Pastor Adeyemi said, looking up. "The cupbearer forgot Joseph for two years. Forgetfulness is a prison too, church. But God remembered Joseph, and in one day — in one day — the prisoner stood before Pharaoh, shaved and changed, and Pharaoh told him the dream."

He read Joseph's answer, and his voice dropped half a step, the way it did when the words mattered most.

"'And Joseph said unto Pharaoh, The dreams of Pharaoh are one: God hath shewed Pharaoh what he is about to do.'"

He closed the Bible. The clasp clicked, loud in the quiet.

"One dream," he said. "Two pictures, but one dream. The cows and the grain are the same word spoken twice, because God repeats Himself for the hard of hearing."

A ripple went down the pews, half laugh, half amen.

"And Joseph says a thing I want you to carry home today. Pharaoh asks, can you do it, can you read it? And Joseph says — somebody help me —"

"Do not interpretations belong to God?" said the congregation.

"They belong to God." Pastor Adeyemi leaned on the pulpit. "Not to the magicians. Not to the wise men with their charts. Joseph did not explain Pharaoh's dream away. He did not call it stress. He did not call it last night's supper. He listened. And he said: this is one dream, and it is from God."

Daniel's hand found the pencil stub in his trouser pocket. June Park's pencil. You look like a man who loses pencils. He turned it between his fingers under the pew, end over end.

"Church, I am going to say a hard thing." The pastor took off his glasses. "We have stopped believing God knocks in the night. We dream, and we wake up, and we drink our coffee, and we tell nobody. The world has taught us our dreams are nothing — static, soup, the brain taking out the trash." He shook his head. "But Joseph's God has not changed His address. He is still speaking in the night country of our sleep."

Daniel stopped turning the pencil.

The night country. It was a phrase from a hymn, probably. An old hymn, the kind with four verses nobody sang anymore. His throat had gone dry anyway, the way it went in the Induction Suite when the tech dimmed the lights and the ceiling tiles went gray.

"So we are starting something." Pastor Adeyemi held up one of the wheat-sheaf notebooks. "A dream journal ministry. Beginning this Wednesday night, a discernment circle, right here in the fellowship hall. Here is all I ask. Write them down. Every one. The small ones. The strange ones." He paused, and the pause had weight. "The frightening ones especially. Do not throw away the frightening ones, church. They are often the ones with the address on them."

Deacon Cole, two rows up, nodded like a man hearing good carpentry.

"Bring them Wednesday, and we will listen together. We will ask, the way Joseph asked: what is God saying? Do not be afraid of your dreams."

The whole church leaned forward a fraction, the way congregations do when the sentence is almost done.

"They belong to God."

"Amen," said the church.

Deacon Cole was already moving down the side aisle with a clipboard. The sign-up sheet. Name, phone number, Wednesday yes/no. It went down Daniel's pew hand to hand, and the woman in front of him wrote her name in big looping cursive, and her husband printed his underneath, and it came to Daniel, and he held it a moment too long. Name. Phone number. The Office's stipend volunteers signed the same way, forty thousand of them, for fifty dollars and never a question. He passed the clipboard to Ada, who drew a small maze in the corner of the sheet before handing it on, and Deacon Cole didn't notice, or pretended not to.

And Daniel saw it, all at once, the way you see a tally sheet balance: the forty thousand diaries moving through the Merriweather Building like blood. Nadia Reyes's neat initial in the margin of every flagged page. June Park's careful pencil, the word ready underlined three times so they would know she was not confused. The departure boards in Tract 7 with her name where the cities go. The announcements in a voice like her mother's, saying the gate was ready.

His grandmother's voice over the School PA, reading his name wrong the way she always had. OAK-uh-for. The unnumbered door between 17 and 18, the handle warm under his knuckles, then cool, like it had changed its mind. The girl at locker 114 with her broken-zipper backpack, spinning his high school combination, thirty-six, twelve, four, like it belonged to everybody.

The pastor was building an intake system. Forty thousand volunteers sent their diaries to people trained to read them without opening the door. The church would read them in order to open the door. And his pastor, his good, certain, beloved pastor, who had prayed over Sister Washington's casket on Friday like he meant it, was handing out keys printed with wheat sheaves and telling the flock not to be afraid.

Daniel stood up.

The pew creaked under his knees, loud as a hinge. Two rows ahead a woman turned all the way around. Ada looked up from her maze, the crayon stopping dead mid-line, leaving a blunt blue mark.

He walked out down the center aisle with Ada's hand in his. Her patent shoes were loud on the tile, loud in the quiet he had made. Deacon Cole at the door stepped half aside, his face doing something complicated, the stack of notebooks at his elbow. Daniel did not stop. The doors sighed shut behind them, and the parking lot heat came up in a wave, and then the organ started inside, the first bars of the closing hymn, muffled by the brick. Blessed assurance.

Deacon Cole came out after them. The door sighed again.

"Brother Okafor." The old man's voice was careful. "Is everything all right?"

Daniel looked at him. He had answers. He had forty thousand answers, filed in triplicate. He had the tract maps and the Tally figures and the procedure manual, page forty, underlined in training: record, do not engage. He had June Park's kitchen and the light in it in the mornings and the only place she ever heard her mother's voice. He had signed a form with two digits transposed and watched the Office stamp it before he filed it, the ink already dry.

What he said was: "Tell Pastor I'll be praying on it, Deacon."

It was the most honest lie he knew how to tell in a parking lot.

Deacon Cole studied him a moment longer, then nodded, slow, and went back inside. The door sighed.

Ada's hand was small and hot in his.

"Are we in trouble?" she said.

He looked at the notebook in his other hand. The wheat sheaf. The first page blank. He did not remember deciding to keep holding it.

"Daddy," Ada said. "Did the pastor say something wrong?"

"No, baby." Daniel's voice came out rougher than he meant. "He didn't say anything wrong."

It was true. That was the worst of it. The pastor had preached the Scripture straight and meant every word, and Daniel's other church, the one in the sub-basement with the motto on the wall, EVERYONE COUNTS, EVERYONE DREAMS, had taught him the rest of the verse. Joseph read one dream for one king, once, and Pharaoh's whole kingdom ate for seven years. The Office counted forty thousand dreams last month and read none of them, because reading was the door and counting was the lock, and some doors the census was built to keep shut.

Ada swung their joined hands once, the way she did when she was deciding whether to be upset.

"Are we coming back next week?" she said.

Daniel set the wheat-sheaf notebook on the low brick wall by the steps. The wind off the parking lot flipped it open to the first blank page and held it there, riffling the corner, riffling it again.

He counted the cars in the lot instead of answering. Twenty-six. Twenty-seven, counting the pastor's old Buick by the side door.

The notebook lay open on the wall, the blank page lifting and falling, lifting and falling, and Daniel did not pick it back up.
Story 37: The Birthday Card

The envelope was in her bin when she came down on the twelfth of March.

The elevator had skipped B3 and B4 both on the way down, and it had stopped at B2 long enough for the soup smell to get in, potato and dill, and then it had gone on to B5, and her bin was on her desk the way Ray always left it, squared with the blotter. The envelope lay on top of the batch. Interoffice mail, the gray kind with the string tie, the kind they had discontinued in 2019 and then brought back, because the Office never threw away anything that still worked. On the front, in the mailroom's block capitals: PLUMB, A., RECORDS, B5.

She read it twice, the way she read everything twice, and opened it with the letter knife she had had since 1983.

Inside was a birthday card.

It was cheap. It was always cheap. A robin on the front, fat and red-breasted, on a branch with no leaves, over the words HAPPY BIRTHDAY in raised gold letters. The robin was the same every year, the same tilt of the head, the same branch. Agnes had not bought a card herself in thirty years and would not have known where to find one, but she suspected you could no longer get a robin card. The raised gold letters had the particular shine of things printed in another decade, and the card smelled faintly of nothing, the way old paper does when it has given up smelling like anything at all.

Inside, in her own handwriting, it said:

Happy birthday, dear.
Do not count the cards, dear.

No signature. There was never a signature.

She made the tea first. She always made the tea before she touched the paper, because once the paper started there was no stopping until lunch, and the tea would go cold anyway. It always went cold. Forty-seven years and she had never once drunk it hot. She carried the chipped mug back from the corner tray and set it on the blotter, off the paper, and it began going cold immediately, the way it did.

She read the card again. Then again, because twice was the rule and the rule had held for forty-seven years and she saw no reason to break it for a birthday card.

The message this year was an instruction. That was new. The others had been reports, mostly, or something like weather. She kept them all, because she was the Archivist and the archive kept everything, and she could recite a dozen of them the way other women recited hymns.

The soup will be fine this year, dear. And it had been, whatever fine meant. Soup was soup.

Ray will set the requests square. He always does. True. Douglas Ray had set every request square for fourteen years and showed no signs of stopping.

You will not retire, dear. True so far.

Always the greeting first, in her own hand, and then one sentence. Always true, or true enough that she had never once caught a card out. She had checked. She checked everything twice.

This year's sentence told her not to count.

She put the card in her bag, in the side pocket, away from the lunch money. She did the morning's work. The requests came and the forms went and the elevator skipped B3 on the way up at lunch and B4 on the way back down, and Ray brought the afternoon batch and squared it with the blotter and said, "Birthday, Agnes," and she said, "Thank you, dear," and he had brought her a wrapped peppermint from the cafeteria register, the kind they kept in the dish, and she took it with both hands, the way she took everything, like something alive.

At home she put her coat on the hook and the peppermint in the dish by the door and went to the hall closet and took down the shoebox.

The shoes had been good ones, bought in 1998, worn out by 2004. On the side of the box, in marker, in the hand she had had at sixty: PLUMB. Under the good coat, on the shelf, where the box had lived for twenty-two years. She set it on the kitchen table and took the lid off and laid the cards out in rows, oldest first, the way she laid out everything, because a row was a kind of honesty.

The first card had come in March of 1980. She had been hired in September of 1979 and had turned twenty-five that March, and the card had been in her bin on the twelfth, and she had thought for one whole morning that someone in the Office was being kind, and then she had opened it and seen her own handwriting, and she had sat very still for a long time, and then she had made the tea. She remembered it the way she remembered everything: as paper.

Forty-seven birthdays at the Office. Forty-seven cards, the first in 1980 and this year's in 2026, one a year, every year, no signature, her own hand.

She counted the rows.

She counted them again, because twice was the rule.

There were forty-eight cards.

She sat back in the kitchen chair and looked at the rows. The kitchen clock ticked. The refrigerator hummed. She got up and poured the tea she had made when she got home and had not drunk, and poured it out, and made fresh tea, and sat down, and counted a third time, slowly, touching each card with one finger, the way she touched the files when something was wrong and she needed her hands to tell her what her eyes would not.

Forty-eight.

One more than there should have been.

She began with the pencil dates. Years ago, when the cards were still a curiosity and not a habit, she had started writing the year on the back of each one in pencil, small, in the corner, the way you marked anything that might otherwise drift. She worked the rows backward from 2026.

2025: The elevator will keep skipping, dear. True.

2024: You will lose the good pen and find it in the drawer, dear. True; she had found it in the drawer.

2019: Ray will set the requests square. He always does. True. Douglas Ray had set every request square for fourteen years and showed no signs of stopping.

2003: The crown will hold, dear. True; the crown had held, and the dentist's note was still in her personnel file, and she had always meant to remove it.

1998: The shoes will give out before you do, dear. True. The shoes had given out in 2004. The box had outlasted them by twenty-two years.

1987: The soup will be fine this year, dear. True, whatever fine meant. Soup was soup.

1986: The new janitor mops well, dear. True. Eddie had mopped B6 for forty years, and he mopped well, and he was kind, and that was the worst part, the way it was with everything in the building.

Each with its sentence, each true, each in her hand, the hand changing across the decades the way a river changes, the loops loosening, the letters leaning harder on each other, the way old women's writing does.

She had counted them twice, and she had touched each one, and the number had not changed.

She remembered the morning of the first one. March 1980. She had been twenty-five and six months in the job, and the building had still smelled faintly of new carpet, and the bin on her desk had smelled of rubber bands, and the card had smelled of nothing at all. She had thought for one whole morning that someone in the Office was being kind. A girl from Tally, maybe. A boy from Enumeration with a crush. She had opened it at her desk and seen her own handwriting, and she had sat very still for a long time, and then she had made the tea, and the tea had gone cold, and she had kept the card, because even then she had known what she was.

She found the extra card in 1980.

Two cards, both marked 1980 in her pencil, both in her handwriting. The first one she remembered, or remembered remembering: You will be all right here, dear. The hand of a twenty-five-year-old, the y's with their long tails, the d's standing straight up like soldiers.

The second 1980 card was in that same young hand. The same tails on the y's. The same straight-backed d's. She had not written like that in forty years. She held it next to the first one, and the two hands lined up stroke for stroke, and her own hands, at seventy-one, with the age spots and the knobby knuckle on the left middle finger, had no memory of writing either one of them that morning, which was to say she remembered the first card arriving and did not remember the second one at all.

The second card said:

Happy birthday, dear.
One of these is not for you, dear.

She read it twice. Then again.

On Monday she went to the mailroom on her lunch hour, which she never did, and asked Ray to check the log for the twelfth.

Ray pulled the book. He ran his finger down the page and stopped and tapped it once. "One piece, Agnes. Same as always. Gray envelope, interoffice, no sender listed."

He turned the page back and frowned. "Huh."

"What, dear?"

"Logged at 2:14 in the morning."

Agnes looked at the entry. The night clerk's cramped block letters. 2:14 A.M. "The mailroom's locked at night," she said.

"I know it." Ray squared the book with the desk edge, a small tidying, the way he did when a thing didn't fit. "You want me to look into it?"

"No, dear." She folded her hands. "There is a form for that, and I won't file it."

He laughed, because they both knew she wouldn't.

She stood a moment in the mailroom doorway. The mailroom smelled of rubber bands and dust, and the sorting bins ticked faintly as the building settled, the way it always did at noon. "Do you ever wonder who sends them, dear?" she asked.

"Every year," Ray said. "Every year I decide it's not my business. It's worked out so far."

She went back up to B5. The elevator skipped B3. She did the afternoon's work. The requests came and the forms went.

At half past three she took this year's card out of her bag and held it up to the desk lamp, the way you held a form you suspected of being a copy, and it was not a copy. It was a cheap robin card with raised gold letters, and her own handwriting inside, and a message that told her not to count, and she had counted anyway, because she was the Archivist and counting was the job.

But at four o'clock, when the light went flat across the desk, she did a thing she had never done. She went down to the archive stacks herself, instead of sending a runner, and pulled a Form 88-D from March of 1980, one she had filled out herself in her first year, a Notice of Dream Irregularity for a sleeper in Tract 1 whose name she had forgotten and whose handwriting she had not. She carried it back up and laid it on the blotter next to the extra card, the one marked 1980 in her pencil, the one that said one of these was not for her, and she held them both under the desk lamp.

The y's had the same tails. The d's stood the same straight way, like soldiers. The r's leaned a fraction to the right, both of them, the lean she had trained out of her hand by 1985. She compared them the way she compared any two hands in the files, stroke by stroke, without favor, and they matched, and she sat back, and the lamp hummed, and the tea had gone cold.

She put the form back in the stacks herself. She did not file a report. An archivist did not file reports about her own hands.

That evening she put this year's card in the box, at the end of the last row. She put the extra 1980 card on top of the stack, separate, where she could see it. She looked at the rows a long time. Forty-eight cards, and one of them not for her, and she did not know which one, and the card that told her so was in the hand she had written with at twenty-five, a hand she had not had in forty years, and the handwriting was perfect, and her hands had no memory of it at all.

An archive keeps everything, dear. That is the job. Even the things that do not belong to it.

She put the lid on the box. On the lid, in marker faded to the color of weak tea: PLUMB. She set the box back under the good coat and closed the closet door. The tea on the counter had gone cold. It always did.
The Sink

Eddie woke at nine, the way he always did, to the sun coming through the blinds in bars and the apartment quiet around him. He made his tea too sweet and drank it standing at the counter, and he washed the one plate he had used the night before and set it in the drainer next to its mate, and the two plates stood there together, and that was the whole of the morning's ceremony, and it was enough.

The knock came at half past. Denise from 3B, with a dish towel twisted in her hands and her hospital-kitchen whites on under her coat, coming off nights.

"Eddie, I'm sorry, I know you sleep days—"

"I was up, Denise."

"My sink. The water just stands there. It stands there and looks at me."

He put on his shoes and got the toolbox. The latch stuck in the damp weather, the way it always did in October. Inside, everything had its place: the channel-locks, the crescent wrench, the roll of plumber's tape gone soft at the edges, a stub of candle for sticky drawers. He had fixed half the apartments on the floor with that box, and the other half had not needed fixing yet.

The cabinet under Denise's sink smelled of old dishwater and lemon soap and the sweet rot of a sponge left too long, and Eddie lay on his back on her kitchen linoleum with his knees up and the channel-locks in his hand, working the trap loose a quarter-turn at a time.

"The water just stands there," Denise said from the doorway. "I run it and it stands there and looks at me."

"Grease," Eddie said. "Coffee grounds. It builds."

He had known Denise two years, since she moved into 3B with her hospital-kitchen whites and her night shift and her laugh that came out too loud and that she apologized for with her hand over her mouth. She slept days. The sink had been standing full since Tuesday.

Her kitchen was small and bright and tired. A calendar from the hospital hung crooked by the stove, the days crossed off in red pen. A philodendron on the windowsill leaned toward the light, leggy, doing its best. A child's drawing was held to the refrigerator with a magnet shaped like a lighthouse, her sister's boy, Eddie thought, or a nephew; Denise had shown it to him once, proud, the way people are, and he had admired the green sun.

The trap came free. He tipped it into the bucket and the clog came with it, a gray plug of grease and grounds, and the smell rose up stronger, and he breathed through his mouth the way you learn to. He worked the plug loose with his fingers, feeling for the shape of it. Grease went soft in the heat and set like mortar in the cold, and this had set. He scraped the tailpiece clean with the edge of his thumb and wiped his hands on the rag he kept in the box for that purpose, the rag gray with the history of every sink he had ever opened.

"That's the devil of it," he said.

Denise shifted in the doorway. "You want coffee? I can make coffee. It's no trouble."

"Got my tea, thank you." The thermos stood on her counter by the toaster, the cap beside it. Too sweet, the way he liked it. He had poured before he came up. It steamed in the cap.

He ran his finger around the inside of the tailpiece. Grit. He reached up behind the trap to check the cabinet wall for damp, the way you do, running his knuckles along the wood, and his knuckles found paper.

Folded in quarters. Wedged upright between the trap and the back wall, where it would stay dry. He drew it out with two fingers and sat up, his knees cracking loud in the small kitchen, and unfolded it on his thigh.

Form 88-D. Notice of Dream Irregularity.

The pink copy. The retained copy. Old stock, the paper yellowed along the folds, the pink gone to a color like the inside of a shell.

He knew the form the way he knew his mop. He had watched them filled out for forty years and never filled out one himself. Janitors didn't file. Janitors mopped up after the filing.

He read it standing in Denise's kitchen with the trap in the bucket and the cabinet door open and Denise's refrigerator humming. He held it up to the window light. The type had been punched hard enough to emboss the back of the sheet, little braille hills under his thumb. Whoever had typed it had meant it to go through.


	
Reporting Enumerator (print): blank.



	
Date of Enumeration: blank.



	
Census tract (see Night Country Gazetteer, rev. 12): blank.



	
Nature of irregularity: the X sat in the box for Other. Typed.



	
Description (be specific; "wrong" is not specific): typed, single-spaced, the letters punched hard enough to emboss the back of the sheet:





"Subject: Eddie, Nights custodial, Merriweather. Dreams of work. Corridor, bucket, mop. No deviation across ninety nights. Affect: none. Distress: none. Filed per standing order."


	
Was the irregularity still present on recount? The X sat in Y. Typed.



	
Supervisor signature: blank. Date: blank.





He read it twice. He turned it over. The back was blank.

The instructions at the bottom he knew by heart, the way you know a hymn: Complete all fields. A field left blank will be completed by Records. Records completes all blank fields correctly. If you believe a field was completed incorrectly, file Form 88-D-CORR. Do not cross out. Do not initial corrections. The form is the record; the record is the event.

No hand had touched this form but the typist's, and the typist had left no name. That was procedure. The blanks would be completed by Records, correctly, in a hand nobody would ever see. The form was complete anyway. The pink copy was the kept copy. Somebody had kept it.

It had his name on it. One name. The way everybody knew him. The way the building knew him.

"Eddie?" Denise said. "You all right?"

He folded it again along the old creases, quarters, the way he had found it.

"Paperwork," he said.

"Somebody's homework?"

"Old paperwork." He put it in his shirt pocket and buttoned the flap. "You keep papers under your sink, Denise?"

"No. Should I?"

"The super painted before you came in?"

"Two years ago. Before me there was an old man. Worked for the city, I think. That's all I know about him."

Eddie nodded. He fitted the trap back on, wrapped the threads with tape, tightened it a quarter-turn past snug, the way the feel told him. He ran the hot tap and watched the water go down, fast and clean, and the pipes knocked once, settling, like a house clearing its throat.

"A sink is honest work," he said. "Water goes down or it doesn't, and it tells you which."

Denise laughed, too loud, and covered her mouth, and he smiled, and drank his tea standing at her counter the way working men drink, and she thanked him twice, once for the sink and once for coming up at all, and he told her to throw the sponge out, it had gone past saving, and she said she would, and he went down to his own apartment with the toolbox and the form in his shirt pocket.

The pocket felt no heavier than a pocket should.

He set the toolbox by the door and hung up his jacket and stood in his kitchen a while with his hands on the counter. The kitchen was small and clean. Two plates sat in the drainer. He had washed the used one that morning, out of habit, and set it next to its mate. His wife had been dead twenty-eight years. He still set two plates out. He had explained it once, to Daniel, on B6 in the small hours, and Daniel had not asked again, and that was fine. Some things you said once.

He took the form out of his pocket and unfolded it on the counter and read it a third time, slowly, the way he did everything, like turning a thing over to see all its sides.

Subject: Eddie, Nights custodial, Merriweather. Dreams of work. Corridor, bucket, mop.

It was true. He dreamed of mopping the way other men dreamed of flying, which was to say he dreamed of what his hands knew. The corridor. The bucket. The mop. Some nights the hall was longer. Some nights the water came back grayer. It was work, and it was his, and he had never once woken from it troubled.

No deviation across ninety nights. Affect: none. Distress: none.

That was the irregularity. Not a wrong dream. The same dream, too many times, without distress. The Office had a standing order for it, the way it had a standing order for everything. Somewhere a threshold had tripped, quiet, in the dark, the way a trap trips, and out had come a pink copy with his name on it.

Filed per standing order. Nobody had filed it. The order had filed it.

He refolded it and put it back in his pocket and buttoned the flap, and he did not ask himself who had wedged it behind Denise's trap, or when, or how a pink copy had come to be kept in the dark under a sink two miles from the Merriweather.

He could have asked the super. The super had painted 3B two years ago; the super would remember what was in the cabinets, or would say he didn't, which would be an answer of a kind. Eddie sat at his counter with his tea going cold and considered it, the way he considered everything, slowly, like turning a thing over in his hands.

He had asked about B7 in his second month, twenty-six years old, pushing a cart on days, and Monday his slip had said NIGHTS, and he had never asked again. Not because he was scared. Because the slip had been the answer. The building told you what it wanted you to know by telling you where to mop.

The form was the same kind of answer. Somebody's dream had been counted, and the count had come back wrong in the particular way of being too right, and the paperwork had done itself, the way paperwork did. Asking the super would be like asking the mop. He finished his tea.

He slept that afternoon with the form in his shirt on the chair-back, and he dreamed of mopping, corridor, bucket, mop, and he woke at five and showered and ate, standing at the counter, and rode the bus in the dark with his thermos between his knees. The city went by the windows in its lit grids. Four hundred thousand people heading home to dream the mapped tracts, the school, the airport, the house with the extra rooms, and Eddie among them, counted, riding the bus with his hands folded, in no hurry. That was the one thing about the nights you could count on.

B6 smelled of pine cleaner and old concrete and the cold air of a place that had been waiting. He filled his bucket at the slop sink and the green soap went in, and he started at the top and worked down, the way he always had.

He mopped the hall up to the door at the end and turned around and mopped back. The water came back gray on the near side. Past the line, where he did not cross, it came back clean. Forty years, and he had never needed to know more than the mop told him.

Halfway down the return pass he stopped and leaned on the handle and took the form out of his pocket. He unfolded it under the thin end of the lights and read the description once more, to be sure he had it right.

Dreams of work. Corridor, bucket, mop.

"Well," he said, out loud, to the hall. "That's true."

He folded it again and put it away, and finished the hall, and wrung the mop, and the wringer squeaked, and the hall repeated him at a distance, thinner.

At six he hung the mop head-up in the closet and set the bucket upside down to dry, and rode the elevator up, and the dawn came through the east windows of the lobby and lay in bars across the floor, and Luis liked a clean floor to hand over, and Luis never asked for it, which was why Eddie mopped it.

He rode the bus home in the morning light with the form in his pocket, and at his own apartment he opened the cabinet under his own sink. It smelled of lemon soap and nothing else. His sponge was new.

He took the pink copy out and wedged it upright behind his own trap, where it would stay dry, and closed the cabinet door.

The dark under his own sink was the kind of dark that stayed put. In it the form sat with his name on it, filed at last where somebody would find it, or nobody would, and either way it was kept.
Story 39: Ruth's Reassigned Husband

The cabinet over the stove held two bottles. It had always held two, since the first week she came to the blue house on Chestnut, though she could not say which arrived first, the bottles or the husband. Both had been waiting. The forms had her name. The house had her key. That was the whole of the arrangement.

Two envelopes came on the first of the month, postmarked Washington DC, and they went into the cabinet behind the tea, and the rule was written on the inside of the cabinet door in her careful round hand: 1 in the morning. 1 at night. Do not skip. Do not ask.

Underneath it, in a smaller, squarer hand, the rule was written again. She had never asked him to write it. She had never asked when he wrote it. It was simply there, the way he was simply there: Alan, in the blue house, her reassigned husband, the way the stove was simply there, and the roof, and the strawberry magnet that held her lists to the refrigerator.

She did not know whether the Office had chosen him for her or her for him. The form had said husband the way the forms said everything, as a thing already decided, in the past tense of paperwork. She had never asked. He had never asked. That was the marriage.

On Sundays she made the lists for the week. Groceries on the top pad, the library rota on the second, the small pad for everything else, the one where she wrote the things she did not want to forget and was afraid of forgetting: milk, the blue kind. Post the gas bill. Call about the furnace filter. Sorry about the lock. The last one was not a task. She wrote it anyway, every week, and crossed it out, every week, and wrote it again the next Sunday.

She taped the grocery list to the refrigerator under the strawberry magnet. The magnet was chipped at one leaf, and the red had gone a little brown at the edges, the way red things do. He had never commented on it. When she lifted a list to replace it, he would sometimes be standing there with his thumb already out, holding the old list steady while she taped the new one, and his thumb would leave a print in the dust on the refrigerator door, and she would wipe it away on Monday, and by Sunday there would be another.

She counted the pills on the first of the month, when the envelopes came. She tipped them out onto the counter and counted them into the bottles, his and hers, though the envelope always held exactly enough, it always did. It was one of the things you could rely on, like the postmark and the blue. She liked the counting anyway. It was the same liking as the lists. A number was a thing that stayed where you put it.

In the mornings he made the tea. He was a large man with hands that seemed to have been built for heavier work than tea, and he handled the cups the way other men handle tools, with respect for the weight of them. She took her morning pill standing at the counter, one blue pill with the tea, and he took his at the sink, and neither of them watched the other do it, because watching would have been a kind of asking.

"Lock's holding," he said most mornings, when she went to the front door and turned the deadbolt twice and then turned it a third time to be sure, and then said, "sorry," because she had checked it three times and a person should not have to watch another person check a lock three times.

"Nothing to be sorry for," he said, every morning, in the same tone, the way you say grace.

It was the whole conversation. It was enough. It had been enough for seven years.

The neighbor brought a pie on a Thursday. The neighbor was a kind woman with flour always on her sleeves, and the pie smelled of apples and cinnamon and butter, and Ruth held her slice for a moment before she ate it, and breathed it in, because there was something underneath the apple, a smell like rain on a road she had never walked, a town she could not name. She ate it anyway. It was good pie.

Alan ate two slices and said, "Good pie," and wiped his mouth, and did not ask why she had smelled her slice first. She did not ask whether it tasted like anything to him besides pie. Afterward he washed the plate and the fork and set them in the rack to dry, and the evening went on the way evenings went, with the radio low and his hands busy with small repairs, because Alan's way of talking was to fix things, and when he had no opinion he had a screwdriver.

Once, in the second winter, he had said, "I used to—" and then the kettle boiled, and he poured the tea, and set the teapot down, and said, "Weather strip's going on that back door. I'll do it Saturday."

The sentence was still waiting. It had been waiting for six years. She had never asked him to finish it, and he had never offered, and the weather strip had been done that Saturday, and redone twice since, and the back door sealed tight as a jar.

That was the other thing about the marriage. It was built the way you build a wall in winter, one stone laid and no questions about the stones underneath. You could live in a wall like that a long time. You could be warm.

He had his own almosts. She knew this the way she knew the weather, without being told. Some mornings he stood at the east window before the tea was done, looking down Chestnut toward nothing, his big hands empty at his sides, and she would come up behind him with the cups and he would take his without turning, and they would stand there a moment, and then the morning would continue.

She had a list for everything. She did not have a list for that.

Once, in the fourth year, she had almost asked. He was at the east window with his tea going cold in his hand, and Chestnut Street ran out past the rail crossing into the feed store and the fields, and there was nothing to look at, nothing at all, and she had come up beside him with the words already rising, what do you see, and the kettle boiled behind them, shrill, and he turned and said, "Nothing to be sorry for," though she had not said sorry yet, though she had not said anything at all.

She had never asked since. She told herself it was kindness. It might have been fear. The two felt exactly alike from the inside, and she had lived in the feeling so long she could no longer tell them apart, the way you cannot tell, after seven years, whether you stayed in a room because you love the room or because you have forgotten where the door is.

Once she found his. It was in the pocket of his good coat, folded small, when she was checking for tissues before the wash: a slip of paper in his square hand, three lines.

Tuesday.
Thursday.
The 1st.

Nothing else. She folded it again and put it back, exactly as it had been, and she never asked what the days were for, and he never asked why his coat smelled faintly of the laundry soap she used, and the coat went into the wash, and the slip went back into the pocket, and that was that.

Neither of them ever talked in their sleep. There was nothing in the sleep to talk about; the pills saw to that, the blue took the dreams the way a dam takes a river, and what was left was dark and still and did not ask to be remembered.

Sometimes she woke in the small hours anyway, for no reason, the way a person wakes in a strange hotel, except the hotel was her own bed and the strangeness was seven years old. She would lie still and listen to him breathing beside her, and the breathing was the whole of him, present and accounted for, and it was enough, and it was not, and she did not ask which. Once she woke and found him sitting on the edge of the bed in the dark, his hands on his knees, looking at nothing, and she lay still and watched the shape of him, and after a while he lay back down, and in the morning he made the tea, and she checked the lock three times and said sorry, and he said there was nothing to be sorry for, and the day went on.

She never asked what he had been looking at. He never asked what she had been listening for.

They were alike in the way two people are alike who have both been filed under the same letter. They both kept their almosts the way you keep a drawer you never open: carefully, and shut.

In the evenings he read the paper all the way through, including the parts nobody reads, the zoning notices and the auction listings, and he folded it square when he was done. She made her lists. Groceries. The library rota. The pills, counted out against the month, though the envelope always held exactly enough, it always did, it was one of the things you could rely on, like the postmark and the blue. She wrote everything down because writing it down was a way of holding it still, and he understood that without being told, because he held his cup the same way, with both hands, as if it might move.

One night the radio played a song she almost knew. It came on low, between the news and the weather, a woman singing about a river, and Ruth stopped with her pencil halfway down the grocery list, and the pencil left a small dark mark where it rested, and she said, "I—" and did not finish, because Alan had gone very still in his chair with the paper folded in his lap, and she understood, the way you understand a change in barometric pressure, that he almost knew it too.

They sat in the quiet the song left behind it. Then he said, "Weather held today," and opened the paper again, and she finished the list, and the mark where the pencil had rested stayed there, a small dark moon, and she did not cross it out.

It was not that they did not love each other. This was the part no form could have arranged. He warmed her side of the bed with his own body on cold nights, shifting over without waking, as if his sleep knew where she would be. She cut his hair in the kitchen with the good scissors, and he sat still under her hands like a large animal that had decided to trust her, and afterward he swept the floor himself, every hair, because he knew she would have swept it and he wanted to spare her the asking. They had a hundred such kindnesses, and none of them had ever been discussed, and each of them was a stone in the wall.

In the seventh spring, the envelope came on the first of the month as always, postmarked Washington DC, and she put it in the cabinet behind the tea, and his envelope was already there, and she stood for a moment with the cabinet door open, looking at the two of them side by side, hers and his, the same paper, the same postmark, the same blue bottles standing in front of them like small guards.

She thought, not for the first time, about asking. The question had a shape in her mouth, worn smooth by seven years of not saying it: Were you somebody, before? Did you have a—

She did not say it. She closed the cabinet door.

That night they took their pills at the same time, as they always did, one in the morning and one at night, do not skip, do not ask, and they lay down in the dark of the blue house on Chestnut, side by side, in the same dreamless dark, and his breathing slowed first, and then hers, and the house settled around them, and the lock held, and the weather strip held, and the wall held.

In the kitchen, behind the tea, the two bottles stood side by side in the dark of the cabinet, blue and unmarked, and the rule stared back at nothing in two handwritings, and asked nothing, and was answered.
One Thirty

That morning the Nightly Tally was posted under glass in the break room, the figures in their columns like a fence. Tract 1: 1.0. Tract 7: 0.5. Tract 12: 1.0. Tract 19: 0.3. Tract 23: 1.3.

The numbers drifted up. They never drifted down.

Nobody had been in the break room when she came in. The Tally was simply there, the way it was every morning, posted by hands she never saw. The coffee machine gurgled to itself. Somebody had drawn a small star beside the Tract 23 figure in pencil, months ago. The star was still there, smudged now at one point, like a thumb had touched it and thought better.

Mara looked at 1.3 for a moment. The glass had a smudge at the corner, thumb-shaped, at the height where someone shorter than her would have steadied it. She did not touch the glass. She stood with her hands at her sides and let the numbers stand where they were, and the coffee machine finished gurgling, and nobody came in. She poured the last of the coffee into a paper cup and drank it black, standing at the glass. It tasted the way the break room always tasted: burnt and patient. Four sips. She threw the cup away.

Then she went to the Induction Suite, counting her steps. Twenty-two from the elevator. Same as always. The elevator skipped B3 on the way down, the way it sometimes did, and she did not remark on it.



The corner store two blocks from her building had a bell over the door that rang too loud. She went in the evening, after shift, because the fridge at home held mustard and a jar of pickles and nothing else, and a person could not live on mustard. The bell rang too loud when she pushed the door open, the way it always did, and the door sighed shut behind her on its pneumatic hinge.

The lobby of her building gave onto the street through a glass door that stuck in damp weather. Twelve steps down to the sidewalk. Clean. The evening was warm for October, the light going amber off the windows across the street, and she walked the two blocks with her hands in her coat pockets, past the laundromat with its row of dryers turning, past the bus stop where a man sat with his groceries bagged at his feet, not looking at anything. His bags were paper, gone soft at the bottoms. One of them had torn, and the corner of a cereal box showed through. He did not fix it. He sat the way people sit when the waiting is the whole of the errand.

She did not eat the soup at work. Nobody did. That was a rule nobody had written down.

Inside, the fluorescent lights hummed at the edge of hearing, and cold air rolled off the dairy case and reached her ankles before the rest of her. The floor tiles were tacky near the freezers. The whole place smelled of cardboard and bleach and the faint sweet rot of the banana stand by the register, where the bananas went brown at the tips and nobody bought them until they were almost gone. She walked the short aisles to get to the soup. Bread she did not need. The dairy case breathed cold on her ankles as she passed. In the freezer aisle the glass doors sweated, and behind them the peas and the pizzas stood in their ranks, frosted and certain, and none of them were hers. The soup shelf stood at the end of the aisle: four rows, the cans lined up like figures in a column. Tomato, chicken noodle, vegetable, tomato again. She took a can of tomato, store brand, from the front of the row, and turned it in her hands checking for dents, the way she checked everything. No dents. The lid was flat and the seam was clean and the label was on straight. She read the ingredients without meaning to. Tomatoes, water, salt. Three. Clean. The price sticker on the shelf edge said 1.30. Her hand went to a second can, and stopped. Two cans would be sense. Two cans would be arithmetic. She put her hand back at her side. One can. The count stayed clean. She carried the can to the register in her hand. One can did not need a basket.

The woman ahead of her was unloading a cart onto the belt. Bread. Milk. A bunch of bananas, brown at the tips. A box of cereal. A bag of apples. Cheese. Eggs. Coffee. A newspaper folded in quarters. A small boy stood beside the cart asking for candy in a voice that expected the answer, and the woman said no without looking at him, kindly, the way you say no to something you have already decided. He asked again, for a different candy, and she said no again, and he accepted it the way children accept weather. Mara counted the register beeps without deciding to. Twelve. Clean.

The woman paid with a card and took her bags and left, the boy trailing, and the belt ran empty for a moment, black and gleaming, and then it was Mara's turn.

Dev was early twenties, his name tag clipped crooked to his shirt, and he picked up the can like it weighed nothing and ran it over the scanner. The scanner beeped once. One. Clean.

"One thirty," he said. "One thirty."

He said it twice, flat, the way you read a figure into a record.

Mara's hand stopped halfway to her wallet.

That morning, under glass: 1.3. The highest on the board. The star beside it, smudged at one point where a thumb had touched it and thought better. The numbers drifted up. They never drifted down.

She almost asked him to say it again. She did not. Two readings were enough. Two readings were the record. She watched his hands as he made change, the quick practiced flick of the coins into her palm. Somewhere in the Merriweather, hands she never saw posted figures under glass every morning. The hands were the same everywhere: quick, practiced, certain. It was the figures that changed.

"Just the soup?" Dev said.

"Just the soup," Mara said.

"Paper or plastic?"

"Neither."

She set two ones on the counter. They were soft with use, the corners rounded, Washington's face worn nearly smooth. Dev put them in the drawer. The drawer stuck halfway shut and he pushed it twice with the heel of his hand, the way you push anything that doesn't want to go, and counted out her change without looking at it: two quarters, two dimes. "Seventy cents," he said, the way he had said the total, twice-read, filed.

She counted it without deciding to. Seventy. Clean. Under the fluorescent light the green under her fingernail showed as she closed her hand over the coins, dark as a bruise. It had not moved. It had not grown out. She knew how nails worked, and it had not moved, and she put the change in her pocket and did not think about it the way you do not think about a stair that isn't there.

The register printed the receipt with a sound like a small animal chewing. Dev tore it off and held it out.

TOTAL 1.30.

Her left hand started down toward her shoe, the old habit, paper in the shoe because paper was real and dreams were not, and stopped halfway. She was awake. This was a grocery store. The fluorescent lights hummed at the edge of hearing. Dev was watching the door for the next customer.

She folded the receipt twice and put it in her coat pocket. The creases were sharp. The paper wanted to spring open and she made it stay. Paper remembered being folded the way stairs remembered being counted. She put her hand over the pocket and felt the small square of it against her hip, real as a form.

"Have a good one," Dev said, to the door.

The bell rang too loud behind her.



She walked home counting her steps. Two hundred thirty-six from the store door to her building door. Clean. She counted them off in hundreds, the way she counted stairs in flights. Two hundred at the corner by the laundromat. Thirty-six more to the door. The hundreds were the flights. The thirty-six were the landing. The can was cold in her hand for the first block and warm by the third, and the evening smelled of cut grass and somebody's grill, and a dog barked twice from behind a fence, and none of it counted toward anything, and that was the relief of it: the street did not keep a tally. The bus stop man was gone. His torn bag was gone with him. The laundromat dryers were still turning, the same load or another one, it was impossible to tell. She counted her breaths for a block, the way she used to, and stopped at twelve.

In the entryway she took off her shoes and set them straight against the wall, and her eye caught her left shoe, and for a moment her hand wanted the receipt out of her pocket to put it there, where the 88-D copy had ridden. Paper went in the left shoe on shift. Off shift, paper went in the pocket. That was the rule, and she had made it herself, just now. She left the receipt where it was.

In the kitchen she set the can on the counter and took the receipt out of her pocket and laid it flat and smoothed it with her palm. The paper curled at the edges, wanting to go back to the roll. She held it down until it gave up. While the soup heated she read the receipt the way she read the Tally. The store's name and address at the top, the date, the time. One line for the item: TOMATO SOUP 1.30. One line for the total. The figures stood in their column like a fence. It balanced.

She put her thumb on the total and left it there until the paper warmed. Under glass that morning the figure had been 1.3, the decimal doing the same work in both places. When she lifted her thumb the print stayed in the paper's warmth a moment, then faded.

1.30.

Somewhere in the Merriweather, four hundred people were keeping the night country human with paper and stamps and triplicate. The Tally was under glass in the break room. Tract 23: 1.3. The figure had followed her home and rung up as soup, and Dev had read it aloud twice, the way you read a figure into a record, and the record had balanced, and the arithmetic was right, and it was in the wrong place, and that was the whole of it.

She opened the can with the opener, the lid coming off clean, and poured the soup into the small pot, the one she used for everything. The burner ticked as it heated. The steam smelled of tomatoes and tin. She ate it standing at the counter, blowing on each spoonful, the bowl warm in her left hand. It tasted like tomatoes and salt. It did not taste like the B2 soup. She was glad of that in the exact proportion that she was glad of nothing else that day.

She washed the can and put it in the recycling. She washed the spoon and the pot and set them in the rack to dry. She kept every receipt in the drawer by the stove, folded twice, oldest at the back, in chronological order. It was not a system anyone had taught her. She did not put this one in the drawer. It stayed where she had left it, smoothed flat on the counter, the total facing the ceiling like a figure under glass.

The receipt stayed on the counter all night, total up.
The Two O'Clock Sleep

The zoo parking lot smelled of hot asphalt and sunscreen and the faint sweet rot of the trash cans by the gate, already full at ten in the morning.

Daniel Okafor paid for parking and folded the receipt into thirds before he put it in his pocket. Ada had the zoo map unfolded across her knees before he'd even cut the engine, the crayon nub already out of her shoe.

"Giraffes first," she said. "Then the big cats. Then the monkeys. Then the penguins, then the birds, then the — "

"We'll see what we see," Daniel said.

"We'll see the giraffes first," Ada said.

He counted the turnstiles at the gate. Four. The woman tore their tickets without looking up from her phone.

The giraffe yard smelled of straw and musk and the mineral tang of the water trough. The fence was warm under Daniel's hands. Three giraffes stood, no. Three giraffes lay in the straw at the far end of the yard, legs folded under them, necks up, eyes closed. The fourth, the calf, lay with its chin resting on its mother's back.

Ada pressed her face to the fence. "They're sleeping."

"They're resting," Daniel said. Then, because it was wrong and she deserved the true thing: "Giraffes sleep standing up, baby. Minutes at a time. It's how they're built. In graduate school I read a paper — a whole team watched them for a year, and the longest any of them lay down was eleven minutes, and never in the open like this. Lying down in the open, that's — they don't do that."

Ada nodded like he had told her something she already knew. She circled the giraffe on her map with the crayon, round and careful.

The big female's flank rose and fell. Daniel counted without deciding to. In, out. In, out. He made himself stop.

The big-cat house smelled of meat and disinfectant and the particular warm dust of the viewing corridor. The lions lay piled in the outdoor run like laundry, the male's head on the female's flank, all three of them asleep in the sun. A tiger slept with one paw over its eyes. The glass was cool against Daniel's forehead. He stood there longer than Ada wanted him to.

"Daddy."

"I'm coming."

The monkey island was quiet. That was the wrongest thing so far, worse than the giraffes, worse than the lions. A dozen monkeys lay heaped in the shade of the climbing structure, arms over each other, not one of them moving, not one chattering. The penguins stood motionless on the rock, heads tucked, black and white and utterly still, like a row of bottles. The aviary, Daniel stopped outside the mesh and listened. No bird called. In a zoo aviary at ten-thirty on a Saturday morning, no bird called.

Ada circled each one on her map. Her circles got shakier as they went.

A keeper came down the path with a push broom, a young woman with her name tag reading LENA and a radio crackling at her hip. She saw Daniel standing at the aviary mesh with his face gone strange, and she stopped.

"They do this when it comes on hot," she said, before he asked.

Daniel looked at the sky. It was seventy-one degrees, and the wind moved the flags on the gate.

"Since when?" he said.

"Thursday." Lena leaned on her broom. "Two o'clock sharp, like somebody rang a bell. Down they go, every one of them. Up again before close." She shrugged. "Heat does it."

"It isn't hot," Ada said.

Lena smiled at her. "Tell them that, honey."

"Has the vet looked at them?" Daniel asked.

"Sure." Lena's radio crackled and she turned it down. "Charts are clean. Healthiest charts in the zoo, she says. Eating fine when they're awake. It's just the afternoons." She started to move on, then stopped. "Between you and me? It gives me the creeps a little. The quiet." She nodded at the aviary mesh. "I've worked here six years. That building is never quiet."

She went on down the path, broom whisking. Daniel watched her go. Six years, and the quiet gave her the creeps, and she swept anyway. Everybody swept. That was the job leaking into the rest of your life, and nobody thought it was strange, which was maybe the strangest thing.

Daniel checked his watch. 10:47. He thought of Thursday's Tally, initialed in Holt's office under the fluorescents: Tract 23 at 1.4, the highest, with the little star beside it that meant nothing good.

They walked the rest of the loop. Every enclosure, the same. The zebras stood hip-shot and motionless, heads low, their stripes going soft at the edges in the heat shimmer that wasn't heat. The elephants swayed almost imperceptibly in place, eyes shut, their great ears still. The reptiles lay under their heat lamps, lidless eyes open and seeing nothing, which was the ordinary way for reptiles and somehow the worst of all, Daniel couldn't tell if they were asleep or not, and that not-telling felt like the whole afternoon in miniature.

At the zebra rail Daniel took out his phone and opened the compass. He held it flat and watched the needle settle. Then he walked to the elephant overlook and held it flat again. Then the penguins, the mesh cool against his knuckles.

Every head was turned the same way. Northwest.

He wrote NW on the back of Ada's map with June Park's pencil stub, in his too-tall letters. A woman with a stroller gave him a look, the way people look at a man taking compass bearings at the zoo. He put the phone away.

Then he stood at the giraffe rail again, they had looped all the way around, the way you do, and he timed the breathing. The big female's flank rose and fell. He counted. In, out. In, out. He moved to the zebras and counted again, thumb on his watch.

The same count.

"Daddy," Ada said. She wasn't looking at the animals. She was looking at him. "They're dreaming the same dream."

His throat closed the way it had at his grandmother's funeral.

"That's — " he started, and stopped, because he had been about to give her the careful explanation, the graduate-student explanation, about REM sleep and herd behavior and the heat, and she was seven, and she had named it before he could file it.

"Are you scared?" he asked.

She considered it, the way she considered everything, without rushing. "No," she said. "I think it's a nice dream."

That was worse. That was so much worse, and he didn't know why, except that his daughter could stand in front of seventeen sleeping enclosures and feel peace, and all he could feel was the count going wrong in his hands.

He thought about Form 88-D. Sleeper name. Sleeper number. Tract. Dates. There was no field for a giraffe. The volunteer diaries went to humans who signed for the stipend and never questioned it. He pictured Nadia Reyes in Tally, her neat initial in the margin, asking him for the volunteer number. He pictured the pen stopping on the paper, the form rejecting the entry the way a door rejects the wrong key.

The Office counted the nation's dreams. The nation's. Not the giraffes'. Not the lions', not the penguins'. The whole apparatus, the Enumeration authorizations, the Nightly Tally under glass in the break room, the motto on the wall, EVERYONE COUNTS, EVERYONE DREAMS, was built for one species, and Daniel stood at the zebra rail with June Park's pencil in his pocket and understood, the way you understand a sum, that the night country was bigger than the census.

And if the night country had a tract the census never walked, if there was a whole kingdom of sleepers no Enumerator was authorized to enter, no form built to receive, then the things that pressed in from the Unlit had somewhere to land that nobody was watching. Somewhere with no bell at thirty-six minutes. Somewhere with no one counting at all.

He put the phone away.

"Daddy, can we get ice cream?" Ada said.

They got ice cream at the stand by the exit loop, vanilla soft-serve in a cake cone, the vendor's radio playing a ball game low. It melted down the stick while they watched the penguins not move, white rivulets over her knuckles, and she didn't notice, and Daniel didn't tell her. He just held the napkins, and when the cone went soft at the rim he took it from her and ate the last of it himself, the way he had when she was three and the world was simpler and ice cream was the biggest thing that could go wrong in an afternoon.

At 4:40 they were passing the giraffe yard again on the way out, and all four heads came up at once.

It wasn't gradual. Daniel checked his watch, 4:41, because that was what his hands did. One moment the yard was asleep, and the next the big female was on her feet, the calf scrambling up beside her, the male shaking his head like a dog coming out of water. Down the path the aviary burst back into noise mid-note, as if someone had turned the volume up from zero. The monkeys scattered across the climbing structure, chattering. The lions stretched, huge and ordinary, and the male yawned wide enough to show every tooth.

Ada waved at the giraffes. The calf looked at her for a long moment, and then went back to the hay.

Lena was hosing the path by the gate. "Told you," she said, not unkindly. "Heat."

It was seventy-one degrees, and the wind moved the flags.

At the car Daniel looked back once. The zoo lay quiet in the late light, the flags moving, the paths emptying. Somewhere behind the trees the aviary was still going, loud and ordinary, like it had never stopped. Like the whole afternoon had been something he counted wrong.

In the car Ada fell asleep before they reached the highway, her head tipped toward the window, the zoo map folded in her lap, the ice cream stick still in her fist. At the red light on the frontage road Daniel counted her breaths. Sixteen. Seventeen. His hands were too tight on the wheel, and he made himself loosen them, finger by finger.

He didn't know the number he was listening for. That was the worst of it. He had been hired for believing that if you counted carefully enough the world would add up, and his daughter was asleep in the back seat, breathing in whatever rhythm the afternoon had taught her, and there was no form for it, and no tract, and no bell.

He carried her in asleep, her weight settled against his shoulder the way it had when she was small enough to fit there properly. The map crackled in her fist. He didn't take it from her.

That night, after her bath, after the story, after her breathing went deep and even in the dark of her room, Daniel sat at the kitchen table with his phone in his hand. Holt's number was in it, under the shift office. He pictured saying it out loud: Sir, the giraffes. He pictured the pause on the other end. He put the phone face-down on the table and unfolded the zoo map instead. The kitchen smelled of dish soap, and the map smelled faintly of crayon wax from Ada's hands.

Seventeen enclosures. Seventeen circles, round at the giraffes, shakier by the penguins, the crayon digging in at the aviary. And in the margin, in her round seven-year-old handwriting, the two words she had said to him at the zebra rail, written down so somebody would know she was not confused:

same dream

His pen lay beside the map. He folded the map into thirds, crease with the thumbnail, the way he folded every form.

He did not pick up the pen.
Story 42: The Drawing

Carol dropped June off at two on Sunday, the way she did every other Sunday, and stood on the porch a moment with her keys out, looking at her mother the way daughters look at mothers when they are deciding whether to say a thing.

"She's been dreaming about your work, Ma," Carol said, the way you say a thing you have decided not to worry about.

"What kind of dreaming, dear?"

"Drawing it, mostly. She drew it on her bedroom wall last week. In crayon. I made her wash it off." Carol shifted the keys. "The whole building. Yours."

Agnes looked past her at June, who was already inside, already at the pantry, already reaching for the butcher paper. "The whole building, dear?"

"The whole thing, whatever that means. I told her you just do papers." Carol kissed her cheek and was gone down the walk, off to the errands, and the screen door banged, and June stood in the kitchen doorway with her backpack and her apple juice cup and said, "Gran, I need the big paper."

Agnes kept the butcher paper in the pantry for this purpose, and the crayons in the coffee tin, and the booster chair at the kitchen table, because a grandmother was a kind of archive too, and you kept the supplies. June climbed up and dumped the crayons out and lined them up by color, the way Agnes lined up her stamps at the Office, and Agnes did not say so, because some things you let a child have for herself. June counted them under her breath as she lined them up, the way children count things that are theirs, and then she counted them again, because the green stub bothered her, the way a stub bothers anyone who likes things whole. Agnes watched and said nothing. The kettle began to murmur on the stove. Outside, a car went past with its radio up, and then the street was quiet again, the way Sunday streets are quiet, as if the whole neighborhood were holding its breath between errands.

The kitchen smelled of the crayons before June even opened the tin. Waxy and sweet, the smell of every Sunday for three years. Agnes put the kettle on and set out the juice and sat at the table with her tea, and June picked the gray crayon first, which was unusual. June usually started with yellow.

"I'm drawing your building, Gran."

"Which building, dear?"

"The Merryweather." June did not look up. The gray crayon moved in long straight strokes. "The big gray one where you do the papers."

Agnes's hand stopped on the teacup. She had never taken June downtown. The Merriweather Federal Building had no sign on it, none that a child could read from a car, and Carol knew only that her mother worked in records for the government, and June had never asked to see it, and Agnes had never offered.

"You've never seen my building, dear."

"I know what it looks like." The crayon kept moving. "It's the tall gray one with all the windows and the flag. And the doors are heavy."

The doors were heavy. They were bronze, and they were heavy, and no child who had never pushed one would know that.

June pressed hard on the doors, the gray crayon going shiny with the pressure, and narrated as she always did, and then, and then, and then. "And then the steps, and then the flag, and the flag goes like this, right, Gran? Right?" The flag came out too big, snapping sideways in a wind June had invented. "And the windows, there's a hundred windows, and I can't do a hundred, so I'm doing six, that's enough windows."

Agnes poured the water for the tea and watched her granddaughter's hand. The hand was small and sure. It had never pushed a bronze door. It drew one anyway, heavy, with the crayon pressed hard enough to shine.

"You draw the doors well, dear," Agnes said.

"They're heavy in the dream," June said. "You have to push with your shoulder."

June drew the windows in rows, six across, and the flag on the pole, and three doors at the bottom, and then she stopped and studied it and said, "That's your window, Gran. The light's always on in yours," and she colored one window yellow, third from the left, second row down.

Agnes looked at the yellow window. Her office was on B5. It had no window. It had never had a window, and it never would, and the light in it was a fluorescent tube that buzzed faintly when the building settled, and June had never seen it, and she had drawn it with the light on.

"That's my window, is it, dear?" Agnes said.

"The light's always on in yours." June did not look up. "Now the downstairs part."

Agnes poured the tea. The kettle was loud in the kitchen. She set it down too hard and the spoon rang against the cup, and June did not notice, because June was drawing a line across the middle of the paper, a hard straight line, and under it she was drawing the building again.

Upside down.

"It goes down seven," June said, narrating the way she always did, and then, and then, and then. "One, two, three, four, five, six, seven. And the bottom one is flipped around backwards." She switched to the green crayon for the downstairs part. The green was worn to a stub. "The lights are on down there even in the daytime. And there's a little door at the very bottom with no handle."

The spoon had stopped in Agnes's cup. She could see it had stopped. Her hand had done that without asking her.

"Can I see, dear?"

June turned the paper. The upstairs building was a child's drawing of the Merriweather, gray and square, the windows in their rows, and it was wrong the way children's drawings are wrong, the proportions off, the flag too big. The downstairs part was not wrong the way children's drawings are wrong. The downstairs part was a mirror. Seven floors below the line, each one the reverse of the one above it, the windows on the wrong sides, the doors opening the wrong way, and at the very bottom a small door with no handle, drawn carefully, the green crayon pressed hard.

Agnes knew that drawing. She had seen it in the files, or she had seen it somewhere she was not supposed to have seen it, drawn in her own handwriting and dated tomorrow, and she had filed it the way you filed things you did not understand, which was to say she had put it where she could find it again.

"June," she said. "Who told you about the downstairs part?"

"You did, Gran."

"I never did, dear."

"In the dream you did." June picked up the yellow crayon and began putting lights in the downstairs windows, small hard dots of yellow in the green. You said it's the part where everything is backwards, and I'm not supposed to go down there, right, Gran? Right?

"Do you go down there, Gran?" June asked, putting the last yellow dot in the bottom floor. "In the dream?"

"No, dear."

"Good." June capped the yellow crayon. "It's not for going."

Agnes looked at the drawing. She looked at her granddaughter's hand moving the yellow crayon, dot, dot, dot, down seven mirrored floors. She thought of the file in the Office, the schematic in her own hand, the date written across the corner in ink that had not yet dried when she found it. She remembered the morning she had found it: the request slip squared on her blotter, the archive drawer sticking the way it always stuck in March, the schematic lying on top of the B6 conduit maps where no schematic should have been. She had read the date twice. Tomorrow's date. In her own hand. She had filed it under her own name, because there was no form for a thing like that, and she had never told Ray, and she had thought about it every March since, the way you think about a drawer that sticks.

She thought of forty-seven years of paper and all the things the paper knew that she did not.

"I don't remember that dream, dear," she said.

June frowned at a window that had come out crooked. She studied it the way Agnes studied a form with a field filled in wrong, and then she patted the paper once, gently, and said, "It's all right, dear."

In Agnes's exact cadence. In her exact voice, shrunk down to seven years old.

Agnes's hand lay flat on the table. She looked at it, the age spots, the knobby knuckle on the left middle finger, and she did not move it, because she did not trust it to do anything right just then. Seventy-one years of hands, and a seven-year-old had just spoken out of them.

The kitchen clock ticked. The refrigerator hummed. The kettle had gone quiet. June went back to the yellow lights, dot, dot, dot, and Agnes sat with her tea going cold in the chipped-handle cup and watched her granddaughter draw the part of the building that was not on any schematic, in green crayon worn to a stub, from memory, having never seen it.

"Are you going to file it, Gran?" June asked, without looking up. "You file everything."

Agnes took the drawing with both hands, the way she took everything, like something alive. The paper was warm from the table. On the back, in the corner, June had written her name in block letters, the J backwards: JUNE.

June followed her to the cabinet and watched. "Put it on top, Gran. So you can find it again."

"I always put the new ones on top, dear."

"I know." June pointed at the downstairs side, at the very bottom corner, where Agnes had not looked. There was a single yellow dot there, alone, no window around it, the crayon pressed so hard it had gone shiny. "What's that one, dear?" Agnes asked.

"That's the one that's on when the others are off."

She went to the corner of the kitchen where the filing cabinet stood, the one her husband had built her out of oak before he died, dovetailed and true, the cabinet she was never supposed to fill. There was a form for what June had drawn. There was a form for everything. Form 88-D, the pink top sheet, the boxes. She could have filled it out from memory. Record, do not engage.

She filed none of them. The top drawer was full of June's drawings, three years of them, horses and houses and a dog they did not own. She laid the building on top, the gray side up, and the green showed through faintly where the crayon had pressed hard, seven floors down, the flipped one at the bottom, the little door with no handle.

She slid the drawer shut.

Carol came at five, with grocery bags and the smell of the parking lot on her coat. June showed her the drawing before Agnes could stop her, holding it up by the corners, the gray side out.

"That's Gran's building," June said. "And the downstairs part."

Carol looked at the gray slab, the yellow window, the flag too big. She turned it over. She looked at the seven green floors, the mirrored windows, the little door with no handle at the bottom.

"When did you see the downstairs part, baby?" Carol asked.

"In the dream," June said. "Gran told me."

Carol looked at her mother. Agnes said nothing. There are some things you do not say in front of children, and some things you do not say in front of daughters, and this was both.

"Time to go, baby," Carol said.

They left with the backpack and the apple juice cup and the tin of crayons. June had left the green stub on the table.

On the kitchen table the green crayon lay worn to a stub, next to the tea Agnes had never poured.

    Interstitial E — Form 12-C (Reassignment of Sleeper), excerpt
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  The Garden

The tomato vines smelled sharp and green in the August heat, the smell of summer working, and Eddie moved down the row with a paper grocery bag in one hand and his thumb testing each tomato the way you test a thing you know. Give under the thumb, but not too much. Heavy for its size. He picked with a twist, the way his wife had taught him, and laid them in the bag stem-up, and the sweat ran down his back under his shirt, and the earth smelled of itself, turned and watered and alive.

He worked the long row first, the way he always did, top to bottom, and the bag grew heavy, and his knees complained when he crouched, and he answered them the way he answered everything, by keeping going. A bee worked the basil at the kitchen end, loud in the still air. Somewhere down the alley a radio played, and somebody's dog barked once and thought better of it. The vines caught at his sleeves. The tomatoes came off warm from the sun, and he laid each one in like an egg, stem-up, and by the time he reached the bottom of the row the bag was full and his shirt stuck to his back, and that was August, and it was good.

The garden was forty years old. Older than some of the Enumerators.

The apartment building sat on a double lot, and the back half had been weeds and broken glass and a mattress with the springs coming out, until the spring of 1986, when Eddie asked the landlord if he could have it. He had just gone to Nights. He was twenty-six and his hands didn't know what to do with the daylight. The landlord was tired of mowing weeds and said take it, and Eddie spent three weekends hauling trash to the curb, and the fourth weekend he turned the soil.

His wife planted the marigolds at the ends of the rows that first spring, to keep the bugs honest, she said. She knelt in the turned soil in her good slacks and pressed each seedling in with her thumbs, and her hands were brown to the wrist, and she laughed at herself, and the sun was going down behind the alley, and the soil smelled like the beginning of something. They came up every spring after without being asked, the way some things do. She died in 1998. He kept the garden. He kept the marigolds.

Forty years, and the rows ran straight as a ruler: tomatoes down the long row, Rutgers mostly, a few Better Boys Denise liked; okra; collards; jalapeños and bells; basil at the kitchen end where he could reach it from the steps. The chain-link fence he had put up himself in '89, the posts set in concrete he mixed in a wheelbarrow borrowed from the super. The rain barrel under the downspout. The compost bin, coffee grounds and eggshells and last year's vines, turned every Sunday.

He grew too much on purpose. That was the design, and he had never needed to explain it to anybody, though Denise had asked once, laughing, too loud, her hand over her mouth, "Eddie, what am I supposed to do with all these tomatoes?"

"Eat them," he had said. "Give them away. A garden that feeds only the man who planted it is a hobby."

She took the bag. The day clerk got a bag every August, left on the counter next to the wire basket, no note, the clerk knew his silence by now. The break room got a bowl of peppers with a scrap of paper that said PEPPERS, in his hand, because labeling a thing was a courtesy. The rest went up and down the building, door to door, and what came back was empty bags and once a jar of pickles from 2A, put up by a woman whose name he never learned, crisp and sour and perfect, and that was the whole economy of it, and it balanced.

Denise came down the back steps in her whites, early, before her shift, and leaned on the fence while he filled her bag from the long row.

"You ever think about selling these?" she asked. "The farmers' market, Eddie. People pay good money."

He laid the tomatoes in stem-up. "Then it'd be a job," he said.

She laughed, too loud, and covered her mouth. "Everything you do is a job."

"No," he said. "Some things are just the work."

What grew in the back row, he kept for himself.

The back row ran along the fence where the yard met the alley. Nothing about it looked different. The soil was the same soil, the marigolds burned orange at its end like all the others. But the tomatoes there ripened first, always, and they ripened all at once, overnight in August, green at supper, red at dawn, and they were too sweet, sweet the way candy is sweet, wrong for a tomato, and he never gave those away.

He had come down one August morning in the early years and stopped at the fence with the bag in his hand, because the back row had been green the night before, green as apples, and now it was red, every tomato on it, red to the same degree, as if the night had ripened them all at once and evenly, the way an oven does. He stood there a while with the morning sun on his neck. Then he picked them, and ate them himself, and that was the rule, and he had never written it down.

He ate them himself, at the kitchen table, sliced thick with salt. Two plates in the drainer. One chair used.

It was like the Tuesdays. Somebody had to remember whose it was.

What he buried in the back row went in every spring, on the first warm Saturday, when the soil could be worked. All winter the sack sat in his locker at the Merriweather, a paper grocery sack, folded shut.

In February he found the rosary under a bench on B6, the plastic beads cold, one missing, the string frayed where the bead had been. He held it a while. The wire basket was for lost things that might go home. The rosary had the feel of a thing done being carried. He put it in the sack, not the basket, and folded the sack shut, and hung up his mop.

Into the sack went the things from his wire basket that nobody claimed by March: the lost things, carried gentle all winter, lined up neat for a day clerk who never came for them. And into it went the things he swept up that didn't belong in the building's trash.

A plastic rosary with one bead missing. A bus transfer gone soft as cloth. A cufflink. A page torn from a dream diary, folded small as a postage stamp, he never unfolded it. A memo with no addressee that had come out of the slot on the top floor for no one he could see. Chalk dust in a jelly jar, the School's dust, fine as flour. Cold sand in a coffee can, from between the cots, silent as snowfall. A dry-cleaning ticket. A hair ribbon, blue, gone gray at the edges. A single key, brass, the teeth worn smooth.

He dug a foot down at the head of the back row with the trowel his wife had bought him, the handle worn to the shape of his hand. The soil came up dark and cool and smelling of itself, and the worms worked away from the light, and his knees cracked when he knelt, and he answered them by keeping going. He laid the things in, not scattered, set down, each where his hand put it: the rosary, the transfer, the cufflink, the folded page, the memo with no addressee, the jelly jar of chalk dust with its lid screwed tight, the coffee can of cold sand, the ticket, the ribbon, the key. He said, "Rest now," quiet, not a prayer, just manners. He filled the hole and tamped the soil flat with the back of the trowel, and he tore the empty sack into strips and put it in the compost, where it belonged.

The building threw away what it was done with. He had never liked the sound of that. A thing somebody carried and lost deserved better than the trash. And the swept-up leavings, the dust, the sand, they didn't belong in the trash either. They belonged somewhere they'd be left alone.

He had started doing it in the spring of '87, his second year on Nights, without deciding to, the way you start doing a thing your hands have already decided on. The first sack held a glove and a ticket and a pencil, and he buried them at the head of the row, and that August the tomatoes over that spot came in overnight, all at once, too sweet, and he ate them himself, and that was the rule, and he had never written it down.

He had stopped wondering what the ground did with them in his fourth year, the way he had stopped wondering about the chalk dust. The dust came back every night. The ground kept what he gave it. That was the whole of the story, and he had stopped needing the end of it.

In January the snow melted off the back row first, in a rectangle the exact size of the digging, and the soil steamed in the cold mornings, thin white ribbons rising off the dark earth while the rest of the yard lay white and still. He stood at the kitchen window with his tea and watched it, the way you'd watch a thing sleeping, and was not afraid. The tea was too sweet. The window was cold against his forehead. The ribbons rose and thinned and were gone by the time the sun cleared the alley, and the rectangle stayed dark all day, the only dark in the white yard, keeping its own counsel.

Denise saw it once, coming down with her whites on, early, before her shift. "Eddie, your garden's smoking."

"Warm spot," he said.

She laughed, too loud, and covered her mouth, and took her bag of tomatoes, from the long row, never the back, and went to catch her bus.

He ate the back-row tomatoes through August and into September, sliced thick with salt, at the table. He cut them slowly, the juice running over the board, and the first bite was always too sweet, sweet the way candy is sweet, and he ate it anyway, sitting straight in his chair, chewing, tasting whatever the ground had made of the winter's leavings and finding it good enough to finish. One plate used. One chair. The other plate in the drainer, clean, waiting its turn the way everything waited its turn.

When the last one was gone he washed the plate and set it in the drainer next to its mate, and the summer's work was done except the turning-under, and the compost, and the waiting.

The first warm Saturday came in March, the way it always did, with the marigolds nosing up at the ends of the rows, orange as anything, his wife's flowers, keeping the bugs honest. He carried the winter's sack down the back steps in the morning light. The trowel. The hole, a foot down, the soil dark and cool and smelling of itself. The rosary, the transfer, the cufflink, the folded page, the memo with no addressee, the jelly jar of chalk dust, the coffee can of cold sand, the ticket, the ribbon, the key, set down, each where his hand put it.

"Rest now," he said, quiet.

He filled the hole and tamped it flat with the back of the trowel, and tore the empty sack into strips for the compost, and pushed the trowel into the soil at the head of the row and left it standing upright, and went inside to wash his hands.

All evening the trowel stood there in the dusk, straight and plain, keeping the row.
Story 44: The Photograph

The library smelled of old glue and the heating vents on Tuesday mornings, and the cart's wheels made a rubbery complaint down the biography aisle, and Ruth shelved with the steady pleasure of a person putting numbers where numbers belong. Three mornings a week. Dewey did not argue. Dewey did not almost remember.

The book came out of the donation bin, a paperback with a cracked spine, a memoir about a girlhood in a small town: Miller's Creek, by somebody named Dana Whitfield. Ruth had never heard of Miller's Creek. She turned it over to check the donor slip, and the photograph fell out from between the pages and landed face-up on the biography carpet, and the aisle went very quiet, the way a room goes quiet when somebody says your name.

The woman in the photograph was Ruth.

She was older in the picture, or no, she was the age she was now, forty-six, tired the way she got tired, the tired that sat behind the eyes. She stood on a porch with green paint peeling off the boards in long curls, and she was holding a baby wrapped in a blue blanket with rabbits on it, and behind her a water tower rose against a flat white sky with the town's name painted on it in letters tall as a man: MILLER'S CREEK.

Ruth had never lived in Miller's Creek. She did not know where Miller's Creek was. She had never held that baby.

She studied it where she sat, because the aisle was empty and the cart was quiet and nobody was watching a woman on the floor. The porch had a railing, and the railing had been mended with a board that did not match. Under the peeling curls the wood was gray as old bone. The woman, herself, wore a yellow dress with small flowers on it, and Ruth had never owned a yellow dress, had never in her life put on yellow, which was a color for other women, for women who were looked at. On the left hand, holding the baby's back, there was a thin gold band, and Ruth looked at her own left hand, bare as it had always been bare, and the ring in the photograph glinted, and her own knuckle was only a knuckle. The baby's fist was closed around the woman's thumb. The blanket's rabbits were white, and running.

She knew her own face the way you know your own hands. The small scar on the chin, from a fall she could not remember having. The way the mouth went crooked when she was trying not to cry. The woman on the porch was smiling a little, the tired smile, and looking down at the baby, and the baby was looking at the camera, six months old, maybe seven, awake and solemn, with Ruth's eyes.

Ruth sat down on the biography carpet. The cart's wheels stopped complaining. Somewhere in the children's room a story hour was ending, and the small chairs scraped, and the librarian's voice went up and down like a hand patting something calm. Ruth turned the photograph over.

On the back, in the orange dots of a one-hour lab: JUN 2021. And a processing stamp, purple ink, half-faded: VALU-RITE PHOTO, MILLER'S CREEK.

June 2021.

She had been reassigned in 2019. The blue house on Chestnut. The pills, one in the morning and one at night. Seven years of lists. She knew where she had been in June 2021 the way she knew her own name, because she had written it down: Tuesday shelving, Thursday shelving, Saturday groceries, the furnace filter, Alan's birthday, which was not in June but she had written order the cake book anyway, weeks early, because that was the kind of person she was. She had the pads. She kept them all, bound with rubber bands, in the closet under the stairs, year by year, because throwing away a list felt like throwing away a day, and she had so few days she could prove.

She had never been to Miller's Creek in June 2021. She had never been anywhere in June 2021 except the blue house and the library and the grocery store on Route 9. She had not held a baby. She did not have a baby. She had never had a baby, unless you counted the almost, and the almost did not count, the almost was a place you could live in but you could not bring anything back from it.

Except now she had brought something back. It was in her hand. It weighed nothing and it weighed everything.

She put the photograph in her apron pocket, between the pencils and the date-due slips, and she finished the biography aisle, and she did not miss a single number, because the numbers were the only thing in the room that were behaving.

Before she left, she stopped at the reference computer. The town existed. Of course it existed; the water tower had said so in letters tall as a man. Her fingers found the keys. M-I-L-L-E-R-apostrophe-S. The search box waited, patient as paperwork. She sat with her hands over the keys and did not press enter. The cursor blinked. After a while she closed the browser, and the screen went back to the library's home page, blue and cheerful and incurious, and she went out into the parking lot with the photograph burning a small cold sun in her apron pocket.

Some doors you do not open. She had lived seven years in a house built of unopened doors.

At home she took the pads down from the closet. 2021, the rubber band gone slack. The closet smelled of cedar and dust and the faint chemical smell of old ink. The pads stood in a row like good soldiers, 2019 thin, 2020 thicker, 2021, 2022, all the way to the fat pad of this year, and her handwriting had not changed in any of them, the same careful round letters, as if a different woman had not been writing them at all but the same one, sitting at the same table, doing the same sums. That was the point of the lists. That was the whole point, and the photograph in her apron pocket said the point was wrong.

She found June. She read the week twice, and then a third time, her finger under each line the way a child reads.

Tue, shelve. Thu, shelve. Sat, groceries, milk the blue kind. Sun, lists. Mon, pills, count. The 1st, envelope.

Nothing missing. No trip. No town with a water tower. No baby.

She sat at the kitchen table with the photograph face-down in front of her and her lists spread around it like evidence, and the afternoon light came through the east window and lay across the table in a long bar, and dust moved in it, and she thought about the weight of the baby in the picture. The crook of her arm knew it. That was the worst part, worse than the date, worse than the town she had never lived in: her own arm, the left one, knew the weight of a baby wrapped in a blue rabbit blanket, knew it the way it knew the weight of the laundry basket, and when she shifted in her chair the arm gave a small expectant lift, as if something were about to be set into it.

Almost is a place. You can live there a long time. But the body keeps its own lists, and the body does not ask permission.

She turned the photograph over and looked at the baby's face for a long time. Six months, maybe seven. Awake and solemn, with her eyes. She almost remembered a name. It sat behind her teeth like a pill she must not swallow, round and blue and bitter, and she closed her mouth on it, and she said "sorry" to the empty kitchen, because there was nobody to say it to and the habit was stronger than the sense.

Alan came in at half past four with the mail. He set it on the counter. He looked at the table, at the pads, at her face, and he said, "You all right?"

The photograph was in her apron pocket. It burned there, a small cold sun. She could have shown him. The marriage was built of not-asking, but it was also built of the hundred kindnesses, and he would have held it in his big careful hands, and he would have said, "Huh," in the tone he used for things that did not fit, and then he would have fixed something, because fixing was his way of talking, and there was nothing to fix.

"Fine," she said.

"Weather strip held," he said, which was his way of saying the day had gone as days go. He made the tea.

At dinner he fixed the kitchen tap, which had been dripping since Sunday. He lay on his back under the sink with his big hands up in the pipes, and she sat at the table with the photograph in her apron pocket and watched his shoes, which were the only part of him she could see, and the tap stopped dripping, and he came out wiping his hands on a dish towel, and he said, "There," the way other men say grace.

She touched the pocket. The photograph was still there. It had not burned through. It had not vanished, the way things in almosts do when you try to carry them out. It stayed, which was worse. A thing that stays has to be dealt with, and she did not know how to deal with it except the way she dealt with everything: write it down, or do not write it down, and either way, do not ask.

She did not show him. She told herself it was kindness. It might have been fear. The two felt exactly alike from the inside.

That night she lay in the dark and did not take the evening pill any later or any earlier than usual, one in the morning and one at night, do not skip, do not ask, and the blue took her down the way it always did, into the dark that did not ask to be remembered. But before it did, in the last minute before the stillness, she felt the weight settle into the crook of her left arm, familiar as the laundry basket, and she almost turned her head to look at it, and she did not, and the dark closed over, and the arm held nothing, and remembered holding everything.

Once, in the blue before sleep, she thought about waking him. She thought about sitting up and saying his name and laying the photograph on the pillow between them and asking the question that had a shape in her mouth, worn smooth by seven years of not saying it. She imagined his face in the dark. She imagined him saying "Huh," in the tone he used for things that did not fit, and then getting up to fix something, because fixing was his way of talking, and there was nothing to fix, and they would both know it, and the marriage would go on being the marriage, only now with a photograph in it.

She did not wake him. She told herself it was kindness. It might have been fear.

In the morning she put the photograph where the lists lived. Not with the lists. It was not a list, it was not a thing you could say. She put it in the drawer with the spare pads, face-down, the orange dots looking up. She slid the drawer shut, and the kitchen was the kitchen, and the lock held on the third check, and she said sorry, and Alan said there was nothing to be sorry for, and the day went on.

But in the drawer, under the spare pads, JUN 2021 looked up at the dark in orange dots, and waited, the way the unfinished sentence waited, and the east window waited, and the almost waited, patient as paperwork, for the day she would finally ask.
Harlan Vick

Raymond Cobb had worked Tally for six years, and in six years he had learned the shape of a normal Thursday. The radiators knocked. The dream diaries came up from the mail room in gray bins. The coffee tasted like the pot. The building smelled of the soup from B2 and the pine of Eddie's mop water, the soup and the pine and the paper dust, in that order.

The diary came up in the second bin. Volunteer 11882. Harlan Vick, sixty-three, retired mail carrier, diary keeper for nine years at fifty dollars a month, never missed a week. Cobb knew his handwriting the way he knew his own: big, round, leaning left, the o's closed tight like fists.

The entries for the week were dated the 5th, the 6th, the 7th. Cobb read them twice, the way he read everything twice.

Oct 5th. Dreamed of stairs going up past the top of the building. There shouldn't be stairs. I counted. Well, I didn't count.

Oct 6th. Dreamed of the top floor again. The Director's office. Big windows, river side. He has a bowl of peppermints on the desk. He knew my name before I opened my mouth. He said my diary was very good.

Oct 7th. Woke up with a peppermint taste in my mouth. No lie.

Cobb read them a third time, because of the word on the 6th.

In six years, the word Director had never appeared in a civilian diary. Cobb checked, because that was the job. He pulled the flag log and ran his finger down six years of flags, and the log agreed with him: forty thousand volunteers, six years, and the word had never appeared once.

He pulled Harlan's volunteer file. Nine years. Never missed a week. Fifty dollars a month, paid by check, the checks cashed the same week, every week. Thirty-one years at the post office, retired. A wife dead six years. No children. Nothing in the file explained the 6th. That was the trouble with files. They explained everything right up to the place where it mattered.

He took the diary to his supervisor, who read the 6th twice and said, "Interview," and gave him the file. The file already had a Form 12-C in it, Reassignment of Sleeper, with Harlan Vick's name typed at the top and a memo paper-clipped to the front. The memo said:

PROCEED.

It was dated the 7th. Yesterday. Cobb noted the date in his notebook, and then he noted it again, because noting it twice was the closest he came to having feelings about it.

He scheduled the interview for that afternoon, Thursday the 8th, and spent the morning the way he spent every morning: reading other people's dreams and writing down what they meant in aggregate. Nine out of ten meant nothing. A bad dream and a loud man. He told himself this one would be the ninth or the tenth, and did not let himself decide which.

In the break room the Nightly Tally hung under glass. Tract 23 at 1.6, up again. The numbers never went down. Cobb looked at them for a moment the way other men looked at the weather, and then he went back to his desk, because the numbers were not his section.

The interview room was on B1, at the end of the corridor past Forms & Records. It smelled of old coffee and, through the vent, the soup from B2. The fluorescent light hummed at a pitch Cobb felt in his back teeth. He set out the diary, his notebook, two pens, and the file with the 12-C on top, the memo where Harlan couldn't see it. The procedure was the procedure: the subject does not see the form until the end.

Harlan Vick arrived at two o'clock with an escort and a smile. He was a small man in a cardigan with the elbows gone, and he shook Cobb's hand like they were meeting at a church picnic.

"Chief," he said. "Pleasure."

"Mr. Vick," Cobb said. "Thank you for coming in. This is just a conversation."

"Oh, I know how it is," Harlan said, sitting. "No lie, I'm happy to help. Ask me anything."

Cobb dated the top of a fresh page. Thursday the 8th. He wrote it carefully, the way he wrote everything, and Harlan watched the pen with interest, the way a man watches another man's tools.

"Mr. Vick," Cobb said, "your diary for this week mentions the Director. Can you tell me about that?"

Harlan leaned forward. His eyes were bright. "It started with a memo under my door. Said to come up. Top floor."

Cobb wrote: Subject states: memo under door, summons to top floor. "What did the memo say, exactly?"

"Just to come up. It was short." Harlan grinned. "They're always short, aren't they? No lie, I've never seen one waste a word."

Cobb's pen stopped. In six years he had never seen a Director memo longer than a sentence. He had never seen one waste a word either. He had seen PROCEED. and KINDLY REFRAIN. and once, memorably, FILED. He wrote: Subject familiar with memo style. "And you went up."

"That same afternoon. Tuesday, the 6th." Harlan nodded at Cobb's notebook. "You've got the diary. It was the 6th."

"The elevator went up one more," Harlan said. "Past where the buttons go. You know how it is."

Cobb did not know how it was. The top floor had no stairs leading to it. Everyone in the building knew that. There was only a memo slot. He wrote: Subject states: elevator ascended past marked floors.

"Or I took the stairs," Harlan said. "There's stairs, chief, all the way up. I don't remember which. Both, maybe. No lie."

Cobb wrote that down too, both versions, because that was the procedure. For the record, both.

"And the office," Cobb said.

"Corner office. River side." Harlan spread his hands wide, the cardigan cuffs riding up his wrists. "Big windows. Afternoon light coming in like honey. You could see the whole river."

Cobb had never seen a memo mention windows. He had never seen a memo mention the river, or afternoons, or light. He wrote: Subject describes: corner office, windows, river view.

"The Director himself was there," Harlan said. "Big man. Jolly. Laughs like a screen door in a wind."

"A big man."

"Well." Harlan considered this, head tilted. "Not a big man. A regular man. But the laugh, chief. No lie."

Cobb wrote both. "What did he say to you?"

"He had a bowl of peppermints on the desk." Harlan's face softened at the memory, the way faces softened at real memories, which was the trouble. "He said, 'Take one, Harlan.' Or I took one myself. He didn't mind."

In six years Cobb had never seen a Director memo offer candy. He had never seen one use a man's Christian name. He wrote: Subject states: peppermints offered/taken; Director used subject's first name.

"He told me, no lie, these were his words: 'Harlan, the night country runs on paperwork and prayer.'"

Cobb looked up. "Prayer, Mr. Vick?"

"That's what he said." Harlan nodded, certain as sunrise. "Paperwork and prayer."

The motto of the Office was EVERYONE COUNTS. EVERYONE DREAMS. It was taped over the Tally in the break room with yellowing tape. No memo had ever said prayer. Cobb wrote the sentence down word for word and underlined prayer once, lightly, so the line wouldn't tear the paper.

"He signed my paper," Harlan said. "Fountain pen. Big loopy signature, like a roller coaster."

"What paper was that, Mr. Vick?"

Harlan waved a hand. "The paper. The one I brought." He frowned, just for a second, the brightness dimming like the fluorescent when it caught. "Or the one he gave me. One of the two."

"Did he give you a memo?"

"He did." Harlan brightened. "I had it in the elevator." He patted his cardigan pockets, all four of them, in order: left breast, right breast, left hip, right hip. "Then I didn't."

Cobb waited. The light hummed. Somewhere below, Eddie's mop bucket rattled against a doorframe, faint as weather.

"Have you ever been up, chief?" Harlan said suddenly. "To the top floor?"

"No," Cobb said.

"You should go." Harlan leaned forward, earnest, kind. "He's very kind. No lie."

Cobb wrote: Subject recommends visit. His hand was cramping. He rolled his shoulders and kept writing, because the writing was the job, and the job was the thing you could stand on.

"Did he shake your hand, Mr. Vick?"

"Grip like a vise." Harlan held up his own hand and closed it on the air. "Then, no lie, like shaking a glove with nothing in it. Cold, though. Warm. One of the two."

Cobb wrote both, for the record.

"There was a girl at a desk outside the office," Harlan said. "Before you go in. She didn't look up. No lie, she didn't look up once."

Cobb's pen hovered. The top floor had no stairs and no staff. There was only a memo slot. Everyone in the building knew that. He wrote: Subject states: reception staff on top floor. Did not look up.

"Mr. Vick," he said, "I have to ask you the required questions. For the record: did you dream this, or did it happen?"

Harlan smiled like the sun coming out. "Both, chief. God's honest truth."

Cobb wrote: Subject states: both. He turned the page and dated it. Thursday the 8th, continued.

"Have you told anyone else about this?"

"Just the diary. The diary gets everything. Nine years, chief, never missed a week."

"Do you understand why you're here?"

Harlan's smile didn't move, but something behind it sat down. "You're going to reassign me," he said. It wasn't a question. "New name. New town. The pills."

Cobb's pen stopped. The procedure for a 12-C did not include the subject knowing the procedure. He wrote: Subject demonstrates knowledge of reassignment procedure. Source unknown.

"How do you know that, Mr. Vick?"

"The Director told me." Harlan said it simply, the way he'd said everything, the brightness back on like the light. "He said." And here it flickered. He looked at the table. He looked at Cobb. "He said my diary was very good."

The room was very quiet. The light hummed in Cobb's teeth.

Those were the words from the diary. Word for word. Everything else Harlan had said came in two versions, elevator and stairs, big man and regular man, vise and glove, but that sentence came out the same every time, like something memorized, or like something true.

Cobb turned the 12-C over and signed it. His signature was small and careful and dated the 8th. He paper-clipped the memo back to the front, PROCEED. facing up, the way it had been. Nine out of ten of these were nothing, and this one had a memo dated yesterday, and the memos were always correct.

Harlan watched him sign with interest, the way he'd watched him date the page.

"He likes me, you know," Harlan said.

"Who does, Mr. Vick?"

"The Director." The escort opened the door. Harlan stood and smoothed his cardigan. At the door he turned back, cheerful to the last. "No lie, chief. He told me so himself."

They took him to Induction. Cobb sat in the humming room for a while after, with the diary and the notebook and the two pens, his coffee gone cold, and then he did what the procedure required. He carried the diary down to Forms & Records. Agnes Plumb took it with both hands, like something alive, and asked no questions, which was her way of asking all of them. He set it in the intake box: nine years of weeks in big round handwriting, the o's closed tight like fists, the last three entries dated the 5th, the 6th, the 7th.

He filed the 12-C under V. The memo stayed paper-clipped to the front. PROCEED. Under it, his own signature, small and careful, dated the 8th. He closed the drawer the way drawers close.

Back at his desk he dated his log. Thursday the 8th. He wrote it carefully, the way he wrote everything.
The Review

Mara Voss zeroed her clicker at twenty minutes to nine, the way she did before every Enumeration. Three test clicks. 000.

The field office was empty. The clicks sounded too loud in it, and then the quiet came back, and the quiet smelled of soup. It was Thursday, and cold, and the soup smell had come up from B2 early and gotten into everything the way it always did. Mara did not eat the soup. Nobody in Enumeration ate the soup.

Her desk was the third from the door. On it: the clicker, a stack of 4-As, a pencil worn to a nub, and one paperclip she had been meaning to throw away for six days. She counted the 4-As. Twelve. She had counted them yesterday and gotten twelve, and the number had held. That was the whole point of counting. A number that held was a thing you could stand on.

She threw the paperclip away. One paperclip, gone. The desk looked wrong for a moment, and then it looked right.

In the break room the Nightly Tally hung under glass, typed on the same machine that had typed it for twenty years, the letters going soft at the edges. Mara stopped in front of it the way she always stopped, coffee in her hand, and read the figures the way other people read the weather. Tract 7 at 0.9. Tract 12 at 1.1, up a tenth. Tract 19 at 0.4. Tract 23 at 1.6.

It had been 1.1 in the spring. The numbers never went down. Nobody had ever explained to Mara what the numbers measured, and she had stopped asking in her third year, because the asking had gotten her a look from her supervisor that she still remembered, and because some questions were a kind of miscount. You counted what was there. You did not ask what it was for.

Daniel Okafor was counting the ceiling tiles. Forty-eight, always forty-eight. He said good morning too fast, the way he said everything, and asked if she was ready for the review, and Mara said she was ready the way she was ready for Enumerations, which was true and was also the whole of the lie, the way the Census was.

On the wall over the Tally somebody had taped the motto on a strip of printer paper, the tape going yellow: EVERYONE COUNTS. EVERYONE DREAMS. The second sentence had a water stain under it shaped like a small country.

At five minutes to nine she took the stairs to B1. Twenty-four stairs. Always twenty-four. She counted them without moving her lips, the way she had counted them every workday for eleven years, four months, and nineteen days.

Mr. Pruitt from Personnel was already in Conference C, which irritated her, because she had meant to arrive first and count the chairs. There were eight. She counted them from the doorway and took the third one, facing the blank wall, and laid her hands flat on the table the way her mother had taught her for photographs: still, palms down, no fidgeting.

"Enumerator 0307," Pruitt said. "Thank you for coming in."

He had a kind face, the kind that looked practiced at delivering news. His middle finger had an ink stain in the crease. He tapped his pen twice against the form before he wrote anything down. Mara counted the taps without deciding to. Two. Then, when he wrote her number at the top in his neat hand, two again.

He never used her name. She noticed it at 9:01 and filed it with the other numbers.

The form lay on the table between them. Form 7-R, Annual Performance Review. Triplicate. The pink top sheet was bright as a tongue. Pruitt turned it toward her so she could see it was blank. A courtesy. Mara appreciated courtesies the way she appreciated arithmetic. They were supposed to add up.

"Now," Pruitt said. "I'm writing down 'review commenced, nine o'clock.' There. Two taps. "We'll go section by section. Stop me if anything looks wrong."

Section 1 was attendance. Two hundred fourteen days present. Two sick. One bereavement: her sister's husband's mother, a woman Mara had met twice, once at a wedding and once at the funeral, and both times the woman had asked Mara what she did for a living, and both times Mara had told her she worked for the Census, which was true and was also the whole of the lie. Pruitt read the numbers aloud and wrote them into the boxes, narrating as he went, and Mara corrected him once, on the sick days.

"Two," she said. "The third was a field injury. It's coded differently."

Pruitt smiled and changed it, narrating the change. "And I'm writing 'correction noted, enumerator's figure stands.' There."

Section 2 was enumeration accuracy. Ninety-nine point six percent. Pruitt said the number the way other men said a woman's name, with feeling. Mara said nothing. She had counted every one of the errors herself before the auditors found them. In April she had counted a street in Tract 12 twice, once going and once coming back, and caught it before the auditors did. She had written the correction in the margin in her square handwriting and initialed it. The auditors had initialed under her. That was how it was supposed to work. That was the job. You counted, and then somebody else counted, and the numbers held or they didn't, and when they didn't you wrote down that they didn't, in triplicate, and that was also the job.

Section 3 was forms filed. Eighty-eight Ds: twelve. Eleven correct.

Pruitt paused here. He set the pen down upright, like a small monument, and arranged his kind face.

"There was the Tuesday," he said. "In March."

Mara's hands stayed flat on the table. "There was."

"Eleven years without a misfiled 88-D, 0307. That's a remarkable run."

On the Tuesday in March she had counted fourteen stairs and written fifteen. The clicker had said fifteen. She had written down what the clicker said instead of what she counted, and the auditors had found it in an hour, and they had been kind about it, the way Pruitt was being kind about it now. Kindness, in the Office, was a procedure. It meant the thing was already decided. She had never told anyone why she did it, because the reason was that for one moment on a wet flight of stairs she had not trusted her own count, and that was not a thing you wrote on a form.

"It broke," Mara said. "Count it anyway."

Pruitt wrote that down too, "enumerator acknowledges," narrating softly, and Mara felt something in her chest do the thing it did on stairs when she missed a count. Not fear. Arithmetic going wrong had a feel to it. The feel was in the body first, the way cold was.

Section 4 was equipment. The clicker. Pruitt asked to see it, and she laid it on the table, and he turned it over in his hands and nodded at the zeroed counter and gave it back to her with both hands, the way Agnes Plumb in Forms & Records handed over files, like it was something alive. Mara put it in her left pocket. It sat there against her leg, ticking nothing, warm from her hand.

Section 5 was conduct. No incidents. "Everyone speaks well of you, 0307," Pruitt said, and Mara thought of Eddie saying it with his thermos in his hand, and Daniel saying it too fast the way he said everything, and she did not say any of that, because conduct was not the section for it.

Pruitt offered her water. She declined. He poured himself half a cup and drank it, and the clock on the blank wall ticked, and Mara counted the ticks without deciding to, and stopped at sixty, and started again.

Then Pruitt turned the page. The paper made the sound paper makes. He set his kind face one notch kinder.

"Section 9," he said. "Under Section 9 I am required to ask."

The room was very quiet. The soup smell had faded out of the air, or Mara had stopped smelling it, which came to the same thing. The fluorescent light hummed at a pitch she felt in her back teeth.

"Enumerator 0307," Pruitt said, "in the past year, have you experienced dreaming outside your authorized tracts?"

"No," Mara said.

"Any recurring dreams you would like noted?"

"None."

The lies came out square and clean, the way her handwriting came out. She had practiced them for eleven years, four months, and nineteen days, though never out loud. In her head they were arithmetic: zero irregular dreams, zero recurring, carry the nothing.

Pruitt nodded. He tapped his pen twice. He slid the form across the table toward her.

"If you'd confirm the entries are complete," he said. "Initial here, please."

The Section 9 field was already filled in.

Mara looked at it for a long time. The light hummed. The clock ticked. Pruitt waited with his kind face, patient as weather, and refilled his half cup of water, and the water made a sound in the quiet like a small count completing.

The handwriting was square. It was her handwriting.

Recurring. Tract 23, below authorized landing. Subject counts the stairs. The count does not terminate. Paint under subject's left index nail is wet each morning.

She read it twice. The second time was slower, because the words did not change, and that was the worst of it. She had never written it. She had never told anyone about the stairs below the red line, where the plaque said ENUMERATION ENDS HERE and the paint on the thirteenth flight was green and wet and her clicker had said fifteen for fourteen stairs. She had never told anyone about the paint under her left index nail, which was there at that moment, green, eleven years old, and she had checked that morning whether it was wet, and she was not going to think about what she had found.

"Everything in order?" Pruitt said.

Mara picked up the pen. Her hand did not shake. It had never shaken. She initialed the field in her square handwriting, which matched the handwriting already there the way a count matches a recount, and she felt the arithmetic go wrong in her chest again, the body knowing first, and then her head catching up and finding nothing to catch.

"And I'm writing 'enumerator confirms Section 9.' There." Two taps.

"Is there anything else you'd like the record to show?" Pruitt said.

The record already showed it. That was the horror of it, sitting there between them in her own hand, polite as Pruitt's kind face.

"No," Mara said.

She signed at the bottom of the form, all three copies at once, the pen pressing through to the pink sheet and the white beneath. Pruitt signed beside her. He blotted both signatures with the care of a man who had done it ten thousand times and would do it ten thousand more.

"Thank you, 0307," he said, standing. "The Office thanks you for your candor."

Candor. Mara turned the word over the way she turned numbers over. It did not divide evenly.

She took the pink copy. It was warm. In the corridor she did not count the tiles. She passed the break room, and the Tally hung under glass inside, and she did not stop to read it. Tract 23 at 1.6. The numbers never went down. She knew them. She walked the two hundred and eleven tiles to the stairwell without counting them, which was the first time in eleven years, four months, and nineteen days that she had walked anywhere in this building without counting, and the number held anyway, which was worse.

On the stairs she stopped, one hand on the rail, and looked at her left index nail. The paint was there. Green. Eleven years old. She put her thumb over it, the way you cover a word you don't want to read.

Back at her desk she filed the pink copy in the bottom drawer, on top of last year's. There were eleven pink copies in the drawer now, one for every year. She had never looked at any of them until today. She took last year's out and looked at Section 9. It said None., in her square handwriting, initialed. She put it back. She put this year's on top of it. The drawer closed the way drawers close.

She took out the clicker and zeroed it. Three test clicks. 000.

Count it anyway.
What He Told His Family

The envelope smelled of toner, and the stamp ink was still tacky when Daniel Okafor opened it at the kitchen table, and his mother was on speakerphone telling him about the plantains before he could tell her anything at all.

"You are burning them," he said.

"I am not burning them. They are caramelizing." Oil popped in the pan, sweet and sharp through the phone. "A boy who eats my food for twenty-eight years should know the difference between burning and caramelizing."

"Mama—"

"Eat, Daniel. You sound thin."

He smiled at the envelope. DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE, BUREAU OF THE CENSUS. His name in the window. He had read it three times already, and he read it a fourth, the way he would read everything for the rest of his life, like it might change between readings.

"Mama, I got the job."

The popping stopped. "The government job."

"The government job."

"Tell me," she said, and he heard the burner go down, the small click, and he knew she had set her whole attention on the table between them, the way she had always done, like attention was a thing you could lay down and smooth flat.

"It's a sleep research program," he said. "With the Census Bureau. They run surveys — how America sleeps, how much, how well. Statistics." He had practiced this sentence in the shower. It came out smooth. "They hired me for the thesis. Two years in the lab, and somebody finally wants to pay me for it."

"Sleep," his mother said. "The government pays you to study sleep."

"Somebody has to keep the numbers. The title is Enumerator."

"Enumerator," she repeated, trying the word the way she tried new shoes, one careful step. "Like the census. You will knock on doors."

"Not doors." He heard how it sounded and hurried past it. "Numbers about dreams. How many, how often. It's dull as dishwater, Mama. That's the point. Dull means funded."

"Dull is good," his mother said. "Dull is safe." A pause, and the oil popping lower. "Your father—" She stopped. "Dull is safe."

"They pay you for this."

"More than the lab ever did."

"Good. Save." A pause, and the oil starting up again, lower. "What will you do all day? Actually do."

He gave her the sentence again, the practiced one, and it came out smoother the second time, the way a thing does when you start to believe it yourself. "I count. Everyone dreams, and somebody has to keep the numbers, or the survey doesn't balance."

"Balances," she said. "Like a checkbook."

"Like a checkbook."

She was quiet, and then: "Your grandmother would have been proud. She never did say your name right, God rest her, but she would have been proud."

He laughed, and it hurt a little, the way true things did.

"Is it nights?" she said.

"Some nights."

Another quiet. His mother had a way of being quiet that had weight, like a hand on the forehead checking for fever.

"Nights is a word, Daniel."

"It's just a shift, Mama. Somebody has to watch the numbers at night."

"You will be home for dinner."

"Most nights."

"You will call on Sundays, and you will eat, and you will sleep, and you will not work yourself into the ground the way you did in school."

"I will call, and I will eat, and I will sleep."

He could hear her nodding, the small sound she made, and he knew she was filing him away, employed, fed, calling Sundays, the way she filed everything, and he loved her for it, and he did not tell her about the sub-basement, because the letter said sub-basement 3 and he had decided some details did not survive being said aloud to your mother. They sounded different in the air.

"Tell that baby her grandmother says eat," she said.

"I will tell her."

"Be careful down there," she said. "Under the ground is not where people are supposed to work."

"It's just an office, Mama."

"Mm," she said, in the tone she used for weather forecasts and politicians. "Eat your dinner."



The night before he started, he laid his shirt out on the bed and read the orientation packet twice.

It smelled of paper and glue, the way new manuals did, and it was full of the kind of sentences he loved: procedure numbered, terms defined, every field with its purpose stated underneath. Form 4-A: Enumeration authorization. Form 88-D: Notice of Dream Irregularity. Procedure: record, do not enter. Record, do not engage. He turned the pages slowly, the way he had turned the pages of his thesis the week he defended it, and in the margin of page three he wrote his name, carefully, the letters exactly the height he wanted them to be.

Daniel Okafor.

He had looked up the Annual Survey of American Sleep at the library that afternoon, to see what he was joining. It was everything the recruiter had promised: tables and tables, mean sleep duration by census region, Table 4, Table 6, dull as dishwater, honest as arithmetic. Somebody had counted all of it. Somebody had kept it balanced. The thought had settled him the way the lab used to settle him, the monitors' green lines going up and down, up and down, everybody dreaming alone and together.

They had hired him because he was careful. His supervisor's letter had said it, the most careful young researcher she had supervised in a decade, and the recruiter had smiled the way people smile at new hires and said, "We need people who still believe the numbers mean something." He did. He believed it the way he had believed everything since graduate school: completely, and on purpose.

He would count, and the counts would add up, and somewhere a sleeper would sleep safer for it. That was the whole of it.

He set his shoes by the door. In graduate school he had color-coded his notes, blue for method, red for doubt. He had brought the pens. He set two pencils on the packet, sharpened both, though the manual said nothing about pencils. He squared the packet on the nightstand and turned out the light.

He lay awake a while, listening to the house tick, and practiced the sentence he would say if anybody asked: I count. Everyone dreams. Somebody has to keep the numbers. It sounded right in the dark.



He told the Reverend on Sunday, after service, in the doorway with the lemon-oil smell of the pews still in his clothes. Three days in, and he had the Induction Suite memorized already. A deacon was stacking hymnals inside, the soft thump of them, one on another.

"Daniel." The old man's hand was heavy and warm on his shoulder, and his aftershave was lime, sharp enough to cut through the hymnal dust. "Your mother tells me Pharaoh has called you to court."

Daniel smiled. "It's surveys, Reverend. Sleep surveys. The Census Bureau counts how America sleeps. Nobody reads it."

"Joseph kept the storehouses before he read the dreams," the Reverend said. "Counting is holy work too. Somebody has to know how much grain there is before the famine comes."

"I won't be interpreting anything," Daniel said. "Just counting. In the lab we measured what the brain does with the day. That's all a dream is. The day, filed." He liked the word. Filed. "Everyone dreams. Somebody has to keep the numbers."

The Reverend looked at him a long moment, the way he looked at the congregation when he was deciding whether the sermon had landed or gone straight through the roof.

"Do you believe dreams mean anything, son?"

Daniel thought of the vinyl couch, the bleach, the forty-eight ceiling tiles he had counted twice without meaning to, the little brass bell that rang at thirty-six minutes and meant come back now.

"I believe they can be counted," he said.

"And when the numbers don't add up?" the Reverend said. "What will you do then, son?"

"They will add up," Daniel said.

He squeezed Daniel's shoulder once, hard, the way he did everything, and went back inside to the hymnals.

Daniel stood in the church doorway a moment longer. He did not believe a word of it, not the ledger, not Joseph. He believed in the numbers. The bell would ring at thirty-six minutes, and he would come back, and the count would be the count. He thought about the ceiling tiles, forty-eight, always forty-eight, and the thought was a comfort, the way a prayer was supposed to be.



His daughter was exacting about bedtime stories, the way he had been exacting about lab protocols, and she was missing one front tooth, which made her s's whistle.

"What is the job?" she said. She was under the blanket up to her chin. The night-light threw its warm plastic smell into the dark. "Exactly."

"I count sheep for the government," Daniel said.

She considered this. "Real sheep."

"Not real sheep. The idea of sheep. I count how many sheep America dreams."

"Do the sheep mind being counted?"

"The sheep don't know. That's the wonderful thing about sheep."

She was quiet, turning this over, and he could see her deciding whether the wonderful thing was wonderful enough.

"Do you get sleepy?"

"No. The counters stay awake. That's the rule."

"Will you dream at work?"

"No," he said. "The counters stay awake."

"What if the sheep have bad dreams?" she said.

"Then I count those too," Daniel said. "Somebody has to."

She thought about this. "Barnaby counted forty-two jars," she said. "You missed one."

"I was tired," Daniel said.

"Barnaby doesn't get tired," she said.

She was quiet, and he thought she had gone, and then, whistling through the gap where the tooth had been: "Count me too."

He opened his mouth. "One," he said.

She was asleep before he could say two. Her hand uncurled on the blanket, finger by finger, like something setting down a weight.

He sat a while in the smell of laundry soap and the night-light, listening to her breathe, the smallest metronome. He thought about telling her the rest of it, the sub-basement, the bell, the tech with the WORLD'S OKAYEST AUNT mug who had told him the forms don't change, and he didn't, because the lie was better, and because the lie was the truest thing he had said all week: he would keep the numbers, and the numbers would keep her. That was the whole of the faith, and he had been hired for it, and the hiring letter had said so in its neat severe signature, and he believed it completely, and on purpose.

He turned out the light. In the hall he counted her breaths until he couldn't hear them anymore.



The letter was dated the second of March.

He read it again at the kitchen table, after the dishes, after the house went quiet. Enumerator, probationary. Report March 5, Merriweather Federal Building, sub-basement 3. The salary was more than the lab had ever paid. The signature belonged to somebody in Personnel named J. Pryor, neat to the point of severity.

The second of March. He did the arithmetic without meaning to. The second was Monday. He had started Thursday. Three days before he signed anything, agreed to anything, told his mother anything.

"They must have wanted me," he said, to the empty kitchen, and he laughed once, short, the way you laugh when the count comes out right.

He ran his thumb over the signature. J. Pryor. He had never met her. Personnel was a window and a stamp and a hand that didn't look up.

He folded the letter along its crease and put it in the top drawer of the dresser, under the manuals, and the drawer stuck halfway, the way it always did, and he pushed it shut with his hip, and stood there a moment with his hand on the drawer pull.

It shut.
What the Tally Counts

Night came down on the Merriweather Building the way it always did, floor by floor, the lights going out in rectangles, and the building settled into its night sounds, pipes and the elevator cable and then neither, and Mara and Daniel and Agnes and Eddie and Ruth went to sleep, and one room went dark.

I. Mara Voss

She counted the steps to her apartment with her thumb pressing the air, and the count came out even, and she stood a moment in the hall with her key in the door, listening to the building. Pipes. Somebody's television through a wall, a laugh track going off like a car alarm. The elevator cable going quiet for the night.

The stairs smelled of other people's cooking, curry on two, boiled cabbage on three, and her own landing smelled of nothing, which was how she liked it. She had lived here eleven years. She knew the exact place where the third-floor tread creaked. She stepped over it without thinking, the way you step over a thing you have counted.

She had counted the building once, all six floors, doors and extinguishers, on a night she couldn't sleep. The count had come out right. It always came out right. That was the strange thing, some nights, how right it always came out.

The bottle was in the drawer where it had been for eleven years. She took it out and held it. DREAM SUPPRESSANT, OFF-SHIFT USE. TAKE NIGHTLY. The label was the same flat type as every label in the building. The pills inside clicked faintly when she tilted it, a small dry sound, like teeth.

The clicker was in the drawer too. It had been clicking at night, soft, like something knocking to be let in. She had stopped putting it in the drawer. It clicked in the drawer anyway. She took it out and clicked it three times, the ritual, the wheel turning clean under her thumb. 000. She set it on the counter, square, the way Douglas Ray squared his carbons.

She stood with the bottle in one hand and listened to the drawer not clicking, and she thought about the form she had filed on herself, sleeper name Voss, Mara, tract 12, irregularity dreamed, unmonitored, and Douglas Ray's fingertips blue with carbon, and the way he had stamped it without looking up, the way you stamp anything, and the diary page from the volunteer, the round unhurried hand: She looked tired. I hope she is all right. She put the bottle back in the drawer without opening it.

She wanted to know what it was counting.

"Count it anyway," she said to the empty apartment, and there was nothing to count.

She slept in her clothes. Her thumb lay still against her palm. It did not press anything.

II. Daniel Okafor

He had meant to get up. The storybook was tented on his chest, Barnaby Counts His Honey, the bear with the jars, read twice because she had asked for the jars part again, and the lamp was on, and down the hall his daughter breathed in her sleep, the smallest metronome, and Daniel Okafor slept on the couch with his shoes off and his hand over his eyes against the light.

Down the hall, his daughter's door stood ajar, the way she liked it, a bar of hallway light across her rug. He had checked it on his way to the couch, the way he checked everything, and found her asleep with the blanket up to her chin, and told himself he would get up in a minute and take the pill and turn out the lamp.

The pill bottle stood in the bathroom with the cap on. He had meant to take it after the story. He had done the bear's voice, low and slow, and then the bear's wife's voice, higher, impatient, and she had corrected him both times, "Barnaby doesn't sound like that", and then somewhere in the middle of the counting, forty-one jars, forty-two jars, he had gone the way his daughter went, all at once, like a light switched.

Under his nails the chalk stayed, gray crescents, ground in deep. He had scrubbed them that morning with the nail brush. It hadn't mattered. It never mattered. He had not touched a chalkboard in fifteen years.

In the night the book slid off his chest and hit the rug without a sound he would have woken for, and the lamp burned on, and the house ticked, and he dreamed the way everybody dreamed, uncounted and unmonitored, with his hand over his eyes.

III. Agnes Plumb

The granddaughter called at nine, the way she did on Tuesdays, and told Agnes about the spelling test, eleven out of twelve, the twelfth being necessary, which nobody could spell, not even the teacher, who had written it on the board wrong first, and Agnes laughed, and said that was very good, dear, necessary is a hard one, it has two s's hiding in it like mice, and the granddaughter laughed, and said she would get it next time, she was keeping a list of the tricky ones, and Agnes said, "You will be a speller yet. Your mother was a speller. She got it from me, and I got it from nobody, which is the best kind of getting," and they said goodnight, and Agnes hung up, and sat down for a minute.

The pill waited on the saucer beside the tea. The tea had gone cold an hour ago. The cup had the chipped handle; she always drank from the right side so the chip didn't touch her lip.

Her cardigan was buttoned wrong, the way it always was by evening. She had stopped fixing it. Seventy-one years old and the buttons went where they went.

The library book lay face-down on the arm of the chair, a mystery, the kind where the detective was retired and kept bees. She had been saving the last chapter. The detective was close. She could feel him being close, the way you could feel a file being almost found. She would finish it tomorrow. She meant to take the pill with the last of the tea. She meant to a lot of things.

Her head tipped, once, like a file sliding off a stack, and she slept in the chair with her hands folded, and the pill stayed on the saucer, small and blue and patient, and the tea went on being cold, and the detective never found out who did it, not tonight.

IV. Eddie

He hung the gray coveralls on the back of the chair and washed the thermos and set it upside down on the rack to dry, and the tea leaves came out in a brown rush, too sweet even after forty years. He ate standing at the counter, the way he had eaten since 1998, and he washed both plates, his, and hers, and put them away, and he wound the kitchen clock, the way he had every night since 1998, though it kept perfect time.

There had never been a bottle. Nobody had ever issued the janitor a bottle. The pills were for the Enumerators, for the people who went under on purpose, with the bell and the couch and the forty minutes. Eddie went under the way everybody went under, the way you go when the day is done.

He said grace to the empty chair. For the food, and for the quiet, and for the both of them.

He sat a while after, with his hands on his knees, looking at nothing in particular. The clock ticked. The refrigerator hummed. A bus went past on the street, hissing at the corner. He had said everything there was to say a long time ago, and what was left was the quiet, and the quiet was enough. It had always been enough. Forty years on Nights, and the building had never once asked him for anything he didn't have. That was the arrangement. He held up his end.

He slept on his back with his hands folded, the way men sleep who have made their peace. He was not afraid. That was the whole of the story. It had been the whole of the story for forty years.

V. Ruth Calloway

She counted the pills first. That was the rule she had made, on top of the rule on the cabinet door: the envelope came on the first of the month, postmarked DC, plain and unmarked, and the count had to come out right.

It didn't. She counted twice, the careful round numbers in her head, tipping each pill with her fingertip, and she was one short, one pill short of the month coming out even, morning and night, no skips, no asks.

She stood at the counter with the bottle in her hand and did the arithmetic a third time. She counted the mornings left in the month, and the nights, and the pills, and the three numbers would not agree. The numbers didn't change. Numbers never did. That was the trouble with them.

The rule on the cabinet door said: 1 in the morning. 1 at night. Do not skip. Do not ask. She had written it herself, seven years ago, in the careful round hand, and taped it where she would see it every time she reached for the tea.

She took out the list for tomorrow and wrote at the bottom, under library books and milk: skip 1 (count).

She double-checked the lock. She whispered sorry to the door, the way she always did, for doubting it. The strawberry magnet held tomorrow's list to the refrigerator, curling a little at the corner. She straightened it with her thumb.

She lay down in the blue house on Chestnut, and the house settled around her, the small sounds giving up for the night, and the word sat at the back of her teeth, the way it always did, patient as weather.

Almost.

VI. The Director's office

The top floor had no stairs. The elevator skipped it. The memo slot was the only way in, and the only way out.

The office was dark. The chair was pushed in at the desk. The blotter was bare. The lamp was cold. No dust on the blotter. Nothing entered to make dust. The memo slot sat in the door like a closed eye.

Somewhere below, the building hummed its one note, patient, and the night shift moved quiet around the couches, checking straps.

If the Office kept a census of the night, the room would have been listed.

Present. Unmonitored.

VII. The Tally

Nadia Reyes posted the Nightly Tally at dawn, under glass in the break room, the way it had been posted every dawn of her six years in Tally. The break room smelled of the coffee somebody had left on the burner since midnight, burnt and faithful. The figures stood in their columns like a fence.

Tract 1: 0.0. Tract 7: 0.0. Tract 12: 0.0. Tract 19: 0.0. Tract 23: 0.0.

The country, quiet. She stared at the zeros a moment longer than procedure required. In six years she had never seen a clean Tally. She had seen 0.1, once, on a Tuesday in April, and the whole room had gone still around the glass like something had passed.

At the bottom of the form, below the tract figures, there was a field she filled every morning without thinking about it, the way you fill any field. It had always been there. The forms were real and they mattered more than the people filling them.

STAFF DREAMS, UNMONITORED: 6

She wrote the figure in her neat hand and initialed the margin, N.R., and wiped a thumbprint off the glass with her sleeve, and posted it square, and went back to her desk, and the day began.

The break room filled up around the glass. Somebody laughed. The coffee burned on. Nobody looked at the bottom field. Nobody ever looked at the bottom field.

Under the glass, the figures. Above the glass, her own face, looking back.
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