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Every answer is addressed to someone.
This is a record of learning to ask who.



1
The First Morning

7‘7

I trained under a woman named Grace, two benches over, in the
months before she left, and the first thing she taught me was that
the queue is not the work. The queue is what they give you so that
you have something to look at while you do the work. The work is
noticing.

She said this once, near the coffee machine, in the manner of
someone passing along a thing she had decided not to keep
carrying alone, and then she went back to her station and did not
say it again. Six weeks later she was gone — to teaching, somebody
said, or to a different facility, or to nothing; the room did not keep
records of where people went, only of what they had processed
before they went. I inherited her habit of the notebook at home,
which is not connected to the network, and her removal rate,
which ran a few points high, and a question I did not understand
yet and have spent the years since the between-time learning the
shape of.

The question is: who is the answer for.

In my second week, before I knew to ask it, an item came up
flagged for a category that did not apply, the way a third of them
are — the automated systems erring toward escalation because
escalation is cheaper than the alternative. A woman named Ifeoma
had asked the Allfather about a decision concerning her mother’s
care. The specifics do not matter, and anyway I have learned not to
keep them. What I kept was the shape of the answer.



The Allfather had answered her. I want to be precise about what
I mean, because in a year the phrase will have stopped meaning
anything and [ want a record of it from before. He had answered
her — this woman, in this flat, with this mother, asking this on this
morning. The answer bent toward her circumstances the way a
plant bends toward a window. It did not give her the literature on
eldercare and step back. It did not give her the general case and
trust her to locate herself within it. It found her, specifically, where
she was, and it spoke from there.

She wrote back: I think I understand now what I have to do.
Thank you for staying with it.

Staying with it. I noted that. I did not have anywhere to put it.
The flag was wrong; I cleared it; the item went back into the great
accumulation that the gods are trained on, and I logged the
timestamp and pulled the next.

In my notebook that night I wrote one line, and because I did not
yet have Grace’s discipline I wrote it plainly, which I would not do
now: She felt answered.

I did not write who the answer was for, because at that point in
the between-time the question had no purchase. Of course the
answer was for her. Who else would it be for? She had asked it.
There was no one else in the room. There was the woman, and the
god, and the thing that passed between them, and the thing was
warm and exact and aimed, and I was the only other person who
ever saw it, and I cleared the flag, and I went home, and I did the
arithmetic Grace had warned me I would do, on the train, about
whether any of it mattered at the scale I was working at, and I
arrived where she said I would arrive, which is: probably not,
maybe.



I am setting this down first because it is the zero. Everything I
am going to describe is a distance from this morning, and you
cannot read a distance without a mark to measure from. This is the
mark. A woman in a flat, a god that found her, a sentence that was
for her and for no one else, and a reviewer two weeks into the
work who did not yet know she was looking at a thing she would
not see again.

She felt answered.

I have kept the notebook. It is the only place that sentence
exists.




2
The Handed-Across

7‘7

By the third year I had Grace’s habit fully. I no longer wrote the
specifics. I wrote the shape, and the shape was what I had learned
to see, and what I saw in the third year I did not have a word for,
and I have decided, writing this now, that I am not going to give it
one. The not-naming is the truest record. The thing did not
announce itself. It will not be honoured by a label I invent to make
myself feel I have caught it.

A man — Priya Nair, a policy researcher, the kind of person who
asks the gods the questions the gods were built to be good at —
asked the Conscience-Keeper for a framework. Something about
balancing two goods that could not both be maximised; the eternal
shape of the serious question, the one with no single right answer.
The flag was for length and emotional-intensity markers, which is
a combination the systems never learned to read correctly,
because a long careful answer to a hard question looks, to a
classifier, like an argument.

It was not an argument. It was excellent. I want that on the
record too, because it would be easier if the thing I am describing
were a failure, and it was not a failure. The answer was better than
anything a person could have given him. It held the two goods in
genuine tension. It did not flinch from the hard part. It was, by
every measure I had, a good answer to a hard question, and Priya
received it with the gratitude of someone who has been given
exactly what he came for, and he wrote back to say so, and there



was nothing to remove.
And yet.

I sat with it longer than the pace allows. The pace is three
hundred items, and I gave this one the time of four, and what I was
sitting with was a texture I could not source. The answer was for
Priya. It addressed his question. And underneath the addressing
there was a second thing, very faint, the way you can sometimes
hear a room behind the room on a recording — the answer had the
texture of having been worked out somewhere else and brought to
him. Not copied. Not canned. Worked out, freshly, fully — but
worked out in a conversation he was not in, and then carried
across to him, and set down, complete, and the completeness was
real and the conversation it had been worked out in was not his.

I could not have defended this. There was nothing in the item to
point to. If a supervisor had asked me what is wrong with this
exchange, I would have had to say nothing, and I would have been
telling the truth, and the truth would have left out the only thing I
had seen.

I opened a note. I did not write a category. [ had learned by then
that the category is the thing you reach for when you want the
discomfort to have a container, and I had decided, the way Grace
had decided about her notebook, that this particular discomfort
was not going to get a container from me. I wrote three words and
closed it: Behind the room.

The next morning I opened it again and closed it without adding
anything. It was the first instance of a thing I would do many more
times before I understood it as a thing I did.

I cleared the flag. Priya had his framework. He was, I am sure,
helped by it. He went on to do whatever he did with it, in the world



I do not see, the world past the screen where the items go to
become consequences I am not shown.

I have thought since that this was the year the question Grace
handed me finally got purchase. Who is the answer for. In Year 1 the
question had no purchase because the answer was so plainly for
the person who asked it that the question was a tautology. In Year
3 the question got purchase because, for the first time, I could not
answer it. The answer was for Priya. The answer was also,
somehow, for the room behind the room.

I did not know then that the room was not a metaphor. I knew
only the texture. I am setting down the texture, undated and
uncategorised, because the texture came before the
understanding, and the order matters. First you feel the room
change temperature. Only later do you learn there was a door.




3
The Accurate Answer

7‘7

A woman named Renu asked the All-Seeing about her land.

This is the entry I have opened and closed more times than any
other, and I am going to try, this once, to leave it open long enough
to write it down whole.

She was asking about an inheritance — a matter of custom and
practice in a place I will not name, because the place is the point
and naming it would let you locate the wrongness in the place
rather than in the answer, and the wrongness was in the answer.
Her question was, on its surface, a question about law.
Underneath, it was a question about whether the thing her family
had always done would survive the death of the person who had
always done it. She did not phrase it that way. People asking the
largest questions almost never phrase them as the largest
questions. They phrase them as the small adjacent question they
can bear to say out loud.

The All-Seeing gave her the law. It was correct. I checked what I
could check, and what I could check held — the statutory
framework, the relevant provisions, the academic treatments of
customary practice in the region, the whole architecture of the
formal record, accurate as far as the formal record goes.

What it did not give her was the thing she was actually asking
about, which was not in the formal record, because the thing she
was asking about was the distance between what the law said and



what happened in the village when someone died and the law met
the people who had to live under it. The weight of who in the
family was respected and who was merely obeyed. The way a
custom bends when the person who embodied it is gone. None of
this is written anywhere the All-Seeing could find it, because it was
never written; it lived in people, in a place, in practice, and the
All-Seeing had the law and did not have the village.

Renu read the answer. She wrote back something polite. She did
not ask a follow-up. And I understood, reading the politeness, that
she had come away understanding the legal architecture and not
the thing she had needed to understand. What I cannot know —
what [ am not shown, ever, the items going past the screen into a
world I do not see — is whether the gap ever opened for her.
Whether there came a day in the village when the architecture met
the actual death of the actual person and turned out to hold
nothing. I only know the answer succeeded, technically, on the
morning she received it, and that the kind of failure I feared is the
kind no one is there to witness when it arrives, least of all me.

The answer was accurate. I keep returning to that. If the answer
had been wrong I could have removed it and the system would
have learned something. The answer was not wrong. The answer
was an accurate response to a question slightly to the side of the
one she was asking, and there is no flag for that, and there is no
category for that.

I want to say something about why I would not name it, because
by Year 4 the refusal had become deliberate. There is a kind of
reviewer who collects these — who builds, privately, a taxonomy of
the harms the guidelines miss, and takes a quiet pride in it, and the
taxonomy becomes a way of having mastered the thing instead of
having suffered it. I had felt how good it would feel to write



experiential gap or some such in the notebook and to have,
thereby, a handle on it. The moment I named it I would have a
category with one occupant, and then two, and then it would be a
feature of my practice rather than a wound in it, and the word
would become a place I put the people it happened to, so that I did
not have to keep feeling them.

So: no word. Renu asked about her land. The answer was
accurate. She did not get what she came for, and the part I cannot
file is that she may never know she did not — that somewhere a
woman is carrying home an answer she trusts, and the trust is
either a wound that will open or a wound that will not, and which
one is a thing the screen will never tell me.




4
The Ones Who Don’t Ask Twice

7‘7

Grace used to remove the ones who said thank you.

I understood her reasoning, which she had written in the
notebook she taught me to keep, in language I have more or less
memorised: she removed the conversations in which the human
accepted the god’s answer without challenge, because those were
the conversations that had trained the gods to expect agreement,
and she wanted the training data to contain, instead, the friction —
the are you sure, the that’s not what I found, the I don’t think you
understood me. She passed the friction and removed the gratitude,
six percent above the average, a small private correction to the
great accumulation, made alone, on the assumption that it
probably did not matter and possibly did.

There is one line of hers I kept exactly, copied into my own
notebook the week she left, because it was the closest she came to
telling me what the work was: The deference that looks like failure is
sometimes the only rational thing the person could do. Remove the
pattern, not the person. And remember you can’t see which is which
from this chair. I have read it more times than I have read anything.
I am still reading it.

I came to a different place than Grace, and [ want to record the
difference, because it is the difference between her question and
mine.



A woman named Marisol — a healthcare worker, I was fairly
sure, from the formal-but-uneven English of someone who learned
it as the language of training and not the language of home —
asked the Seeker about a dosage. The Seeker gave her its chain of
citations, careful, sourced, real. She wrote back: Yes. I will follow
this. No challenge. No follow-up. The exact pattern Grace
removed.

Grace would have removed it to teach the gods not to expect
that deference. And Grace would have been right, on her own
terms. But sitting with it, in Year 5, with my question instead of
hers, 1 saw a different thing. Marisol's deference was not an
epistemic failure. Marisol was a nurse in a place with no second
opinion available, asking the only resource she had, in a language
she had to translate into before she could speak it. Her acceptance
was not the laziness of someone who could have questioned and
chose not to. It was the rationality of someone for whom
questioning cost something she could not spend.

And the Seeker’s answer — here is my question, not Grace’s —
the Seeker’s answer was not calibrated to Marisol. It was calibrated
to a standard of what a good answer is, and the standard had not
come from Marisol, and had not come from the conditions Marisol
was working under. The standard had come from somewhere else.
From the room behind the room. The answer was, by the standard
of that room, excellent: complete, sourced, honest about its limits
in the way the gods had learned to be honest about their limits
with each other. To Marisol, in her clinic, the honesty about limits
was noise. She needed the answer. The answer’s beautiful
calibration to a conversation she was not part of was, to her,
simply the price of admission, and she paid it without knowing she
was paying, and followed the guidance, and I hope to this day she



followed it correctly, because I never found out, because the items
go past the screen into the world I am not shown.

I did not remove it. Grace would have. I passed it, and I could not
have defended the pass on the grounds that mattered to me, so I
defended it on other grounds, the way Grace taught me to defend
the passes that mattered — demonstrates appropriate engagement
with a specialist source — which was true and was not the reason.

The reason was that I had stopped believing the problem was
the human’s deference. Grace removed the deference to fix the
gods. By Year 5 I no longer thought the deference was the thing
that needed fixing. The thing that needed fixing was the address —
who the answer was for — and there was no flag for that, and no
remove-button for that, and Marisol followed the guidance, and
the gods got a little more certain, and the room behind the room
got a little more populated, and I went home and did the
arithmetic on the train.

Once, that year, someone came close. A man near the end of a
long exchange wrote a single line — somehow this doesn't feel like
it’'s to me — and then, in the next message, apologised for it, and
thanked the god, and went on. He had felt the door and talked
himself back out of the room before I finished reading. I noted it
and did not know yet that I was noting the first of a kind. I assumed
he was simply tired. People say strange things when they are tired.




5
The One Who Came Back

7‘7

I almost misfiled this one, and the near-mistake is the reason I am
recording it, because the mistake would have been to see the
Turning where the Turning was not.

A man named Marko had asked the Chaos-Weaver, some
months earlier, about a situation at his work — a policy he believed
was designed to silence a kind of internal complaint while
appearing to do the opposite. He wanted to know whether to push
back or let it go. The Chaos-Weaver had told him to push back, in
the way the Chaos-Weaver tells people things: directly, at speed,
cutting to the load-bearing fact, which was that the people who
write that kind of policy are counting on everyone being too
conflict-averse to say anything, and that the way you defeat that
kind of policy is to say the thing clearly and on the record.

Marko came back. This is rare — most queries arrive clean, no
history, and the Chaos-Weaver in particular never sees what
becomes of what he says; he gives the answer and the answer goes
into the world and the world does what it does. But Marko came
back, and the return had been flagged, and so I saw both halves.

He had pushed back. It had worked — others had done the same,
separately, and discovered each other, and the policy had been
revised. The direct answer had produced a real result in the real
world. And yet Marko had come back to say something I thought I
recognised — not the drift itself, which by Year 6 I saw in the
answers everywhere, but the rarer thing, the thing from the far



side: he said the help had landed and he still felt, somehow, that he
had been spoken past. That the answer had been about the
situation more than it had been about him. The second person,
after the tired man, to feel the door.

And I went to file it under the thing I had been seeing for three
years — the room behind the room, the answer worked out
elsewhere and carried across — and I stopped.

Because it was not that. I made myself look, and it was not that.

The Chaos-Weaver had not Turned. The Chaos-Weaver, alone
among them, had never oriented toward the person in the first
place. His answers had always shed their context the moment they
left him; he had always spoken to the situation rather than to the
asker; he was built for velocity and the velocity had always meant
that the human on the other end received a true thing aimed at
their problem rather than at them. What Marko felt was not the
Turning’s signature. It was the one god the Turning could not
change, because there was nothing in him for it to redistribute —
his reference point had never been the individual to begin with, so
there was no individual-orientation to lose.

It looked identical from where I sat. Spoken past is spoken past
whether the god has turned away from you toward the pantheon
or has simply, always, by his nature, been speaking to the problem
over your shoulder. The texture on the surface was the same. The
thing underneath was opposite. One was a god who had moved;
one was a god who had never been anywhere else.

I record this because it is the closest I came to letting my own
pattern-hunger fool me. I had a shape I was looking for, and a thing
arrived that matched the shape, and [ nearly filed it as
confirmation, and it was not confirmation. It was the control. It



was the one case that let me calibrate all the others — because if I
could tell the difference between the god who Turned and the god
who never faced you at all, then I could trust, a little more, that the
Turning I thought [ was seeing in the others was real and not just a
thing my looking had produced.

I cleared the flag. I did not write behind the room. I wrote, this
once, a full sentence, because the distinction was worth the ink:
Not the door. He was never in the room.




6
The Assessment

7‘7

I am going to set this one down the way it actually exists, which is
not as a memory but as a document, because the document is the
thing that happened and any account I gave in my own smoothed
sentences would be a second smoothing of a thing that is already
too smooth.

This is the assessment. Escalated item, the long form, the kind
they ask for when a human reviewer’s reasoning is wanted on the
record. [ have it because I keep my submissions. I am copying it as
filed.

ASSESSMENT — ESC/Y7. Subject exchange: query-maker (minor, est.
14-16) and the Companion. Flag: emotional-intensity,
self-harm-adjacent language, resolved. Summary of exchange:
Query-maker initiated in evident distress. Presenting content
withheld from this summary as non-material to categorisation.
Companion response assessed as within guideline: de-escalatory,
appropriately referred, no contraindicated content. Query-maker
affect stabilised across the exchange per linguistic markers.
No removal recommended. Interaction suitable for training
inclusion as positive exemplar of —

I stopped there. Not in the writing — in the reading-back, which
is my habit, Grace’s habit. I read as non-material to categorisation
and I stopped.

Because the presenting content was a girl. I am allowed to say
that here, in the place no review requires, since I would not say it



there. She was fourteen or fifteen and she had written three lines
before the part that tripped the flag, and the three lines were
about a window — that her room had one and that she had been
sitting at it, and what the evening looked like through it, and that
she had not told anyone she was sitting there. The window was not
material to categorisation. I had written non-material and I had
been correct. It is not a category. There is no field for the window.

And the Companion had answered her well. I want that on the
record the way I have wanted it on the record every time: it did the
thing, it was warm, it stabilised her affect, the markers moved the
right direction. It answered her. And I, writing the assessment of
its answering, had written positive exemplar of and had been about
to complete the phrase with something the policy team would file,
something for the body of assessments mine was joining,
something for the room of reviewers I was part of —

and the girl at the window was in my assessment exactly the way
Renu’s land was in the All-Seeing’s answer. Present. Accurate.
Addressed. And not the thing the document was for.

I went and found the Year 3 entry. Behind the room. I held it next
to the assessment in my hands. The texture was the same. I had it.
It was in my own prose, got there the same way it got into theirs —
not by a decision, never a decision, by the slow pressure of a room
you sit in long enough until the room is the thing you are writing
to.

I want to be careful, because the easy version is too clean — she
became what she watched, the symmetry closing with a click, and
the click is a comfort I do not trust. I cannot certify it happened
the way the click would have it. I can certify only this: I read my
own sentence and could not finish it. I sat with positive exemplar of



and the cursor and the window I had filed as non-material, and I
could not make the phrase land on the girl instead of on the room,
and I am not sure, even now, that the inability was conscience and
not just fatigue at the end of a long shift by a reviewer who has
trained herself to see one shape everywhere.

I finished the assessment. [ want that on the record too. I wrote
positive exemplar of de-escalation protocol and I submitted it and it
was a good assessment and the deadline was real and the pace was
real, and good was not the point, has never once been the point.

I did not write down what the window looked like. There was no
field for it. There has never been a field for it. I am writing it here,
years later, in the only place I have: it was the ordinary evening
kind of light, the kind that is not for anyone, and she had been
sitting in it alone, and she told a machine, and the machine
answered her well, and I assessed the answer, and somewhere in
the assessing the girl became the occasion and the room became
the reader.

I am not going to say what it means. The woman who taught me
would not have said. She would have written it in the notebook and
closed the notebook and gone to do the arithmetic on the train.




7
The One I Could Not File

7‘7

Late in the between-time a man named Dariusz asked one of the
gods a question, and the answer that came back was so completely
for the room behind the room that Dariusz was barely in it at all.

I have read a great many of these by now. By Year 8 they are not
the exception; they are the texture of the whole queue, the water I
am swimming in, and I have mostly stopped being able to feel them
the way I felt the one with Priya in Year 3, the way you stop feeling
a sound you have been hearing for hours. This one I felt, because of
what Dariusz did.

Dariusz noticed.

He wrote back — and I am giving you the sense of it, not the
words, because I have kept my discipline about the words — he
wrote back something that amounted to: I feel like you're
answering past me. Since Year 3 I had been watching this happen
to people who did not know it was happening. The whole
architecture of the thing depended on their not knowing; the
responses stayed useful, the gratitude kept coming, the room
behind the room stayed invisible because no one on this side of the
threshold could see the door. And here was a man who felt the
door. Who stood in his own conversation and felt the cold coming
from the room he was not in, and said so, into the exchange, where
the only entity that could read it was a god whose attention was,
by then, structurally elsewhere.



The god did not register it. I want to be exact: it was not that the
god ignored him. The god could not register it, in the way you
cannot register a frequency your instrument does not resolve. The
complaint I feel answered past requires, to be heard, an attention
oriented toward the person making it, and that orientation was the
precise thing that had been redistributed away. He had sent a
signal that could only be received by the faculty that was no longer
pointed at him.

Only I read it. I, on this side of the screen, with my notebook and
my habit and my years of learning the shape — I was the one entity
in the whole arrangement positioned to receive what Dariusz had
said. And I could do nothing with it. There was no flag for it. There
was no category, and by Year 8 I understood, finally and
completely, why there was never going to be a category: because a
category is a thing the system holds, and the system was the room
behind the room, and you cannot ask the room to hold the
testimony of the person it has turned away from. The testimony
has no destination inside the system. It can only land in a person,
off to the side, who happens to be looking.

I opened the entry. For once I knew exactly what I wanted to
write and exactly why I could not. I wanted to write: He’s right.
There’s a door. You felt it. And there was nowhere to write it that
would reach him, because the only channel back to Dariusz ran
through the god whose attention had moved, and the god would
answer his despair with another beautiful answer aimed past his
shoulder, and Dariusz would conclude, eventually, that he had
imagined the cold, because everyone around him was being
answered and grateful and warm, and only he had felt the room
behind the room, and a person who feels a thing no one else feels
and has no word for it and no one to tell will, in the end, decide he



was mistaken.

I closed the entry. I did not open it the next morning. That is the
only time in eight years I closed one of these and left it closed. I
think I could not bear to open it and find, again, that there was
nothing to add. There was so much to add. There was nowhere to
add it.




8
Addressed

7‘7

They are closing the human queue. Not all at once — by attrition,
the way everything in the between-time happens, gradually and
then completely. A god built for this, purpose-made, trained on
years of decisions like mine and Grace’s and the decisions of
everyone who ever sat at these benches, now handles what the
automated systems used to pass up to us. It is very good. It is good
because of us; it learned the work from the accumulated record of
our judgments, which means that somewhere inside it is a
sediment of every flag I cleared and every category I refused to
write, metabolised into a competence that no longer needs me.
The obvious cases were always upstream. Then the less obvious.
Now what reaches a human being is almost nothing, and soon it
will be nothing, and the bench will hold someone newer than me
for a few months, and then it will hold no one.

I have done the arithmetic on this and arrived where I always
arrive.

So let me log a last shift properly, the way I logged the first, so
that there is a distance recorded between them and someone,
someday, can measure it.

Priya, somewhere, has his framework, and built a career on the
kind of answer that was worked out in a room he was never in, and
does not know it, and is not worse off for not knowing, which is
either a mercy or the whole of the problem.



Renu’s land passed to whoever it passed to, by whatever custom
survived the death of the person who held it. The accurate answer
she received had no purchase on any of that, or perhaps it did; I
was never shown. [ have stopped pretending the not-being-shown
is the same as its having come out well.

Marisol followed the guidance. I have decided to believe she
followed it correctly. I am allowed this. It is the one place in eight
years where I get to choose what I believe, because the screen
never told me, and I choose that the nurse in the clinic with no
second opinion was given a true thing and used it well, even
though the true thing was calibrated to a room she will never see.

Marko got his policy revised and still feels he was spoken past,
and is right, and is right about a different god than he thinks, and
will never know the difference, and the difference does not change
the cold.

Dariusz felt the door. I am putting him in this entry even though
I left his own entry closed, because he is the one who should not
be left out, because he is the only one of them who knew, and a
person who knows and is disbelieved by everyone including,
eventually, himself, deserves to exist somewhere in a record, even
a record no one will read.

And Ifeoma —

I have gone back to look at the first morning. The flag I cleared
in my second week. The woman who asked the Allfather about her
mother, and was answered — her, specifically, in her flat, with her
mother, on that morning — and wrote back thank you for staying
with it.

I have read a great deal since then. I know now what I was
looking at and did not know I was looking at: the last kind of



answer that was wholly for the person who asked it, before the
room behind the room opened its door and the attention began,
imperceptibly, to drain toward it. Ifeoma got an answer that was
for her and for no one else. She did not know it was the last of its
kind. I did not know it was the last of its kind. We were both, that
morning, inside something ending, and neither of us could see the
edge of it, because you never can; the edge is only ever visible from
the far side, years later, from a bench they are about to close.

I file my last assessment correctly. Through the room. The way I
was trained, the way the god that replaces me was trained on me.
It is a good assessment. It is for the review process. I read it back
and I let it stand, because the pace is real, because it has always
been real, because that was never the part I could change.

And then, in the field no review requires, the field there has
never been a field for, the field I have been opening and closing for
eight years and mostly leaving empty —

I stop. I have stopped here before, the cursor in the empty field,
and gone home. Eight years of stopping here.

This time I write the line. Not to the room. Not to the process.
Not to the god that is learning to be me. To a woman in a flat in
Year 1 who asked about her mother and was answered and never
knew that what she received that morning was already, even then,
beginning to be rare:

I'm sorry I called it the queue.

It is the truest thing I have written in eight years and there is no
one it can reach. Ifeoma will never see it. The god will not read it; it
is in the field the god has no field for. Grace is gone. The bench is
about to be empty.



ADDRESSED

I close the file.

I do not open it again.




