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Chapter 1: Painted Words
Arriving at Fredonia, Alex Justice’s parents woke her up in the back seat of their four door sedan.  Before getting out she grabbed her iPod and ear buds, just in case things got boring.  The three of them walked through the main doors of the Rockefeller Art Center in Fredonia where her older brother went to school.  Her mother pointed out that her brother, Noah, helped set up the exhibits.  Alex’s father nodded and smiled in acknowledgement of what was just said and pointed around for emphasis.  They had been excitedly talking about the event before Alex had fallen asleep on the way to the campus.


“Their focus is on art in the age of computers,” her mother said.  Alex nodded and smiled, only loosely understanding.  She noticed Noah across the room and pointed him out as he walked their way.


“Hey,” Noah exclaimed, hugging each of them in turn.  “So, let’s catch up afterwards, we don't have much time right now, there’s a lot I want to show you all,” he said with a smile.  “First, there’s a lecture about to start on the technology of art throughout history that we should go check out.”


As Noah was guiding them towards the lecture room, Alex saw one of the TV’s in the lobby acting weird.  The screen was all garbled and there was a man behind it fiddling with something.  She could see some tools lying near his feet, so she assumed he was trying to fix the device.  The screen came into focus and she was surprised to see a distorted picture of her family walking through the lobby.  What was strange was that she was much bigger than the rest of her family on the screen.


“Hey, hey,” Alex said, turning to tug on her mother’s coat, “look at that.”


“What, Alex?” her mother asked.  “Yes, it’s a man fixing a television.”


“But,” Alex began.  When she looked back the screen was garbled again.  She scratched her head in confusion, sighed, and kept walking with her family.  Right before they went into the other room she heard the man harrumph and say “I just had it too.”


The talk had already started when the Justice family sat down.  The woman speaker was telling the listeners about the use of cave drawings over thirty thousand years ago as a means of communication.  On a screen behind her were slides of some of these early cave paintings.


“There were of course face to face interactions beforehand,” the woman said, “which was still the main form of communication for thousands of years, but with these drawings we can see the first use of any written language,” here the woman used air quotes, “which started as art.”  She flipped to another screen showing shots of pictures ranging from the cave drawings to modern day paintings.  “What I want to focus on is the way art and technology has advanced over the years, and what that means.  First, look at these images,” she said and pointed to the screen.  “The way these are presented can clue us in about how the people at that time viewed the world,” and here she flipped to the next slide of a page of writing.  “I’d also like to point out that literature is similar in that way with its mental image paintings…”

Here Alex started having a hard time following what the woman was saying, since most of the words she used were more complex than Alex was able to understand.  The speaker was saying something about different “epoch’s,” “symbolic interchanges,” “internal/external structures”, “relations of signification,” all of which made Alex feel left out and uninterested.  She quietly asked her mom if they could go somewhere else, but her mother shook her head and said something about this being important to Noah.  Alex’s father said he would show her around a little since he wasn’t finding the talk all that interesting anyways.  Alex had a feeling that this wasn’t true, but he would occasionally play the good guy for her.

Outside of the lecture, Alex found many fascinating displays.  There was one monitor that showed a picture of a woman painting a picture of a man painting a picture.  Alex looked closer and could see that the man was also painting a picture of another person painting a picture.  This made her dizzy for a moment and she had to look away.  She turned to see a smaller screen with a keyboard in front of it next to the dizzying picture, and above that was a small sign that asked for people to type in what they saw on the monitor.  Alex gasped when she saw the rude things two young boys were putting into the description.  She turned to see what her father thought of such immaturity, but he was already looking at another display.

Her father stood looking at a screen that was showing a feed of the lecture going on.  Alex could see the woman just the same as before, but instead of listening to her talk there were captions at the bottom of the screen that were reading as followed: What is great about those cave drawings is that there were no bourgeois to say what should and shouldn’t last.  As the ages passed and certain authority figures developed a Western canon of art, I’ve always wondered about the works that weren't kept for future generations to observe.  Again Alex found herself confused because the text on the screen kept going even though the woman had stopped talking.  She could see the audience shifting in their seats, so she knew the video was still running.

“I wish we could turn the channel,” Alex said.

“Why?” her father asked.

“Because TV is supposed to be exciting, and this is boring,” she groaned.  

Her father laughed and turned her around so he could find something more interesting for his daughter to see.  After several minutes of wandering about they were startled by a crash from behind them.  They turned to see that the display of a tree sculpture made of computer wires sprouting up from a dirt filled pot that had been knocked over.  There was a young woman trying to set the thing back up, shaking her head.  Another person, Alex wasn’t sure if it was a man or a woman, was trying to assure the man that had knocked it over that it was just an accident and that it could be fixed.  The man stood there, swaying, trying to stay in one place.

“What an excellent display, wouldn’t you say, young lady?” asked a man in a suit and tie standing next to Alex.  She was slightly startled because he was not there a moment ago.

“That man just ruined it though,” Alex pointed out, “and I think there’s something wrong with him.”

“That’s because you’re not seeing it in the right light,” the man said and began walking away.  Alex was confused by his words.  A moment later she ran after him, following past the toppled display, the man that was himself nearly toppling over, and into a room full of people watching a slide show.  The slides were being projected onto the wall, cycling through images of places on the campus.

“Wait,” she said, pulling on the man’s jacket sleeve.  “But I know what I saw.  It was a cool looking tree, but that strange man ruined it.”

“That’s not what people will remember though,” the man said.  “Look over there.”  He pointed towards a young woman with a camera and notepad.  “You see that young woman?  You know what she’s doing here?” he asked Alex.  She shook her head.  “That there is a news reporter, and a friend of mine.  So, she won’t say a word about such little things as a display being ruined in the middle of the show.”

“I thought reporters were supposed to report though,” Alex said.

“Well, they are,” the man said hesitantly.  “The thing is, we need to make sure that this event is represented correctly.  Also, that man there is an important figure here in the community, so it wouldn’t be good for something like this to get out.”

“But…” Alex began.

“I know what you think you saw,” the man said, cutting her off.  “How old are you, young lady?”

“I’m almost nine,” Alex said cheerfully.

“Interesting age, that,” said the man, “full of wonder, but no one believes you when you tell them of the fantastical things you experience and see.”  The man pointed to a laptop sitting on a table near the projector and walked over to it.  “Let me show you a video of that display we were just talking about.”  The man brought up a feed displaying the tree, scrolled to a point and hit play.  Alex watched, trying to figure out what she was supposed to be looking for.

“Hey, there’s me and my father looking at the computer tree,” she said, pointing at the screen and smiling.  Alex watched her and her father walk away.  About a minute later she saw the man with the suit and tie, the person she was standing next to at that moment, walk past the tree, and then watched herself follow the man.  “Hey,” she said, “that’s not what happened.  Why didn't the tree fall over like I saw?  And where’s the strange man?”

“I’m afraid I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” the man said, a small grin on his face.

“But I know what I saw,” Alex stated.

“Maybe so,” the man said, resting his index finger on the side of his nose, “but the video shows nothing of the sort, and the reporter will make no note of it for the paper tomorrow.  You see, my little sheep, we have here the only authority needed to tell everyone else how the event went.”  The man tapped his chin at the confused look Alex was giving him.  “Hmmm, do you know what “authority” means?”

“Is that like the person who writes a book?”

“Well, that’s close enough,” he said.  “Like the writer that makes us believe in his story, the media, and the technology they use, can make people believe whatever they want them to believe.”  The man closed the laptop and whispered, “Just by rearranging and leaving out a few tiny details.”

“That sounds like lying,” Alex said.  “My mom always tells me to stop lying when I don’t tell her something she wants to know.”

“Oh, it’s not quite lying,” the man said with a grin.  “Like I was saying, we just want to make sure that this event is presented in the right light.”

“Hey, Alex,” her father called, jogging up to her.  “You scared me, I thought you disappeared.”

“Sorry, dad,” Alex said, “This man was showing me a video of the computer tree.”

“What man?”

“Him…” she said, turning to point at the man with the suit and tie.  When she looked, no one was there.  Her mouth fell open and she started to mumble.  "But… he was just showing me…"
Her father got distracted by his phone and interrupted her.  “Your mother just sent a text,” her father said as he typed into his cell.  “I told them we’ll be here.”

“Okay,” Alex said.  She looked around one more time to see if she could spot the man in the suit and tie.  With no luck finding him she gave up, but still felt a little startled at the disappearance.  She looked over at the wall, found a seat and sat down, and began watching the slide show to keep herself occupied.  As the images cycled through, she found herself anxious to ask her brother about the campus; there were a lot of cool looking places being shown that she hoped to check out.

After some time had passed, Alex began to wonder what was taking her mother and Noah so long to get there.  The slide show stopped cycling at some point, and the image she was now looking at was a long, curving road with a sign that labeled it as “Ring Road.”  She had enjoyed the show of various places on the campus, had been interested in the potential life it showed of the school her brother went to, so she felt a little disappointed when the series stopped.  

Deciding that the slide show was done, Alex got up and went to stand next to her father.  She stopped though, noticing movement in the projected scene.  She looked closer but all was still, yet she was sure she had seen something moving.  She blinked and was about to turn around, but again there was something shifting in the picture.  She was able to see the trees in the distance sway slightly from some invisible breeze.  She looked at the older people in the room, but they were all deep in conversation or looking at the other displays.  Alex kept looking around, hoping that there were maybe some other kids around seeing what she was seeing, but there was no one else to help her confirm what she thought might be her imagination. She focused on the slide again.  Yes, the branches were swaying and she was sure she could see some people in the distance running on the road.  Alex slowly walked closer to the wall.  The noise behind her began to fade.  Closer and closer to the wall, her nose was nearly touching the projection. Then Alex heard it, a slight, almost inaudible, howl of wind. 

Alex jumped back at the sound and bumped into someone.  She turned around and saw a man in a tee-shirt and shorts, jogging in place.  She was sure there had been no one like that in the room before. Considering the event and the other guests, she looked around to see if anyone else noticed this strangely dressed man. To her amazement, she was looking at several other people dressed in similar attire running past him.  Looking up she now saw that she was standing next to the sign that let her know that she was on Ring Road.

Chapter 2: Rhizoming Ring Road

Apparently there was some sort of race going on, because hordes of grown-ups were running swiftly past her. She was tempted to join them, to race them. After all, they didn’t seem so fast, and she thought it might be cool if she showed up a bunch of adults and beat them at their own race, but she regretfully thought better of it, figuring she might feel out of place, because all of the runners appeared to be odd variations of the same wide-eyed, middle-aged man. They were all very similar, nearly identical in fact, and yet, like snowflakes, none of them were really quite the same. Their outfits were all alike—tank tops, short-shorts, and sneakers—but they were all arranged differently, with a variety of combinations and shades of color. Alex could have sworn that some of the colors were exactly the same, but, alas, when she’d squint her eyes together very tightly, she concluded every time that the colors were different.


“Who could all these strange people be?” whispered Alex to herself.


“We’re a rhizome!” One of the runners unexpectedly shouted back.


She was beginning to ask the man how in the world he could have heard that, but he just continued running. How rude, Alex thought, but she was curious, so she promptly decided to chase after him.

She ran and ran, and when she figured she was within earshot of the man who spoke to her, she called out: “Does a rhizome mean runners?!” but the man was faster than her, and he was getting farther and farther away. Just when she gave up on chasing him and started walking to catch her breath, another man who was wearing a bright pink tank-top and baby-blue shorts shouted, “A rhizome does not quite mean runners!”

It did not escape Alex’s attention that the runner who responded couldn’t have possibly heard her. The runner with the pink tank-top was almost already gone, but she decided to call back anyway, “Then what is a rhizome?!”

As she half expected, a man who appeared to be running on his tippy-toes answered, “It’s plant-life and ant-life!”

Alex first hesitated and then asked, “Excuse me?”

Yet another runner with a Mohawk and an eye-patch piped up, “It’s weeds and seeds!”

Alex was now thoroughly confused. Not knowing what these madmen were talking about, she just said, “Uhh, so you’re runners.”

“Not by profession”, another runner who was close by called out, smiling widely as he passed.

A greater number of runners were passing her now. Their outfits and haircuts were becoming increasingly flamboyant. She was trying to spot an identical pair, but every time she thought she found one, she noticed a single, petty attribute which made them different. When she thought she spotted two men with beards who were the same, at the last second she observed a watch on the right runner’s left hand. A couple times the variant attribute was as subtle as a pinecone earring.

This has officially surmounted my threshold for weirdness, Alex thought, and I’ve certainly seen some pretty strange things. The video that did not match what she remembered happening, for example. And although they were odd specimens, to be sure, the men seemed relatively harmless, so, ruling it was safe to carry on with the conversation, she said, “I gotchya. You’re some kinda cult.”

She was hoping this wouldn’t offend them, and, luckily (because it is unwise to offend a pack of strangers when their clothes match), it didn’t seem to. One of the runners just yelled, “More a physical manifestation of a grand philosophical concept.”

“I see,” Alex muttered to herself. “They’re lunatics!”

“Not by profession!” another runner said, giving her that same maniacal smile. Alex rolled her eyes.

The runners were no longer herding together as they were before, or appearing as if they were travelling down some predetermined route. Some of them began weaving in and out from one another according to an ostensibly arbitrary pattern. One runner whose shirt was green and glowing simply took off into the woods. A couple still looked as if they were taking part in something that resembled a race—one sticking his chest out and puffing his cheeks then passing another, then the other performing the same feat in succession. Alex was too busy laughing at the circus taking place in front of her—now at the man with a fanny-pack who was running in tiny circles with his head bent sideways—to notice that two of the runners were walking behind her.

When Alex finally looked back at the two men she was somewhat startled. “By the beard of Zeus!” she said
. “You scared me!” 

“Didn’t mean to scare you miss!” said the one on the right.

“Yes miss, we of course considered the possibility, but it certainly wasn’t our primary objective.” said the other.

“Neither was it our secondary objective”, the man on the right continued.

“Not one of our objectives at all in fact,” spoke the man on the left.

“Alright,” Alex finally said, really just trying to put an end to the banter. “I get it. You weren’t trying to freak me out. But you did.”

“Indubitably,” said the man on the right, furrowing his brow. “In any case, despite my trepidation for the West’s inclination towards transcendental thinking, it is truly a transcendent pleasure to meet your acquaintance. Our names are Giles and Félix.”

“Or Guattari and Deleuze if you like”, the other interjected

“And any combination of the four is acceptable, as long as you don’t say guyles. I hate that.”

“Yes, we hate that.”

They both had funny moustaches which twirled and then pointed at the tips, and they were each wearing two different colored tie-dye shirts—one red and blue, and the other blue and green. Except they weren’t normal tie-dye shirts. The colors mixed and flowed together like fluid in a lava lamp.

“Okay, I get it”, Alex said. “No guyles. You hate that.”

“We absolutely will not stand for it!”

“I got it! Jeeze. But anyway, you didn’t tell me who’s who. Or are you both just named Giles and Félix or Guattari and Deleuze?”

“Yes, all of us, since each of us is several”, they both said, not seeming to register that Alex was joking.

The one with the blue and green shirt looked up into the sky and shouted: “Individuality as sameness!”

Alex looked at all the other men who continued to run past the three of them as they walked, and she felt that the gap between her and her new friends’ wavelength was widening.

The man wearing the red and blue shirt seemed to sense the heightened awkwardness, he said: “For continuity’s sake—that is, to concede to a convention of linear unity in order to establish accessibility—you may call my associate Giles, and me Félix.”

“I hate being Giles”, Giles said, looking a little bummed.

“Don’t depress the girl”, Félix responded. “You’re going to scare her away. Misery loves company, but the company usually finds the misery unsettling.”

“And yet an alligator cannot recreate a tree trunk”, Giles said.

Alex figured it was time to interject: “Do you two often finish each other’s sentences?”

“Out of habit”, Giles said, with Félix coming in soon after: “Purely out of habit.”

“Gotchya”, Alex said. She decided she was finally going to get to the bottom of this. “So will one of you tell me what the deal is with this race? Where are you all going? Where’s the finish line?” 

“There is no finish line!” Giles said, and then Félix said: “Nor is there a starting line.” Then Giles, “If a runner stops, another will start in a new place. We seek to construct a map rather than a tracing.” Then Felix, “We’re aspiring cartographers, running the great run, fleeing from arborescence!”

“Did you say adolescence?” asked Alex, trying to keep up with their pace as well as with the conversation.

“Close”, Giles said, “Except that it has the insidious quality of constantly growing farther away.”

“But I don’t get it, what’s the point?” asked Alex, shaking her head. “What’s the point of running in a race if it has no finish line?”

“What’s the point, she asks!” exclaimed Félix. “The point is there is no single point!—no starting points, no stopping points!—there are many points, dimensions of points! And every point connects to any other point!”

“But that’s not what I’m asking!” Alex said, getting frustrated now. “I mean, what’s the meaning. What’s the meaning of ever having a race if there isn’t any finish line? There’s no completion—no reason to care whether or not you win or lose.”

“Well,” Giles began, “we have trained ourselves to refrain from putting cinderblocks in the washing machine, but because we like you, we shall once more oblige. Félix?”

“Yes Giles. My dear girl, don’t think that what I am about to tell you is the definitive truth or meaning of the rhizome, because there isn’t One. You may think of it rather as a powerful concept, a liberating attribute if plugged into the correct machine.” 

“Let’s hear it”, Alex said.

Giles cleared his throat theatrically: “There is no stopping a race if it has no finish line.”

Then, in unison, they both started sprinting away. They ran as if they were simultaneously chasing something and being chased. 

Alex watched them run off until they disappeared in the crowd of their replicas. She didn’t really understand everything that they were saying, but while trying to think about it, that mysterious vacation feeling she had whenever she realized she was lost came over her. She felt comfortably disoriented, soothingly dazed. There were many more runners in the streets now, so many that she probably could never locate Giles and Félix again if she tried. The runners were becoming more and more numerous, and so for fear of being trampled in a stampede, she searched for an exit. Since the conversation with her new friends was over, she decided to plug in her headphones. Scrolling through the songs on her Ipod, she added two fresh ones to the playlist she had been working on. She chose two songs by Radiohead, fairly trippy ones, too (she was suddenly in the mood for something trippy)—“Where I End and You Begin,” and “Like Spinning Plates.” She noticed that there were woods in the distance, and she thought about how although all of the trees look exactly the same from far away, when you get up close they are all different in ways too numerous to count. There are worlds in every one, and the circles inside which keep track of the years are all patterned and arranged in ways so uniquely complex it makes your head feel pleasantly dizzy when you think about it hard enough. 
Chapter 3: Advice From a Philosopher
As she was walking down along the tree line, Alex noticed the sounds of a loud conversation coming from the woods to her right. Curious to find out what people would be talking about in the middle of the woods at college, she decided to follow the noise. It didn’t sound angry or mean, and it was probably more interesting than wandering down sidewalks all day. She looked around at the brush and found a little path through. She took her headphones and wound them around her neck, making a loop and catching the buds on it the way Noah showed her. 


A little farther into the trees, Alex came upon a small group of students (they all looked too young and too not-wearing-suits to be professors, and who else would come to a college to hang out?) sitting on stumps, passing the hose of a hookah between them. Two of them, one with a bushy beard and one with thick glasses (like the ones her grandfather wore), seemed to be arguing about what “can’t” meant, though they pronounced it the way British people do in movies. Their conversation stopped as Alex stepped into the little clearing they were sitting in. The student to her left (with ropes of hair that swung every time she moved her head) finished a drag of the hookah and asked in a slow, drawn-out voice: 


“What’s up, little dude?”


“I don’t think that’s a dude, man,” said the student sitting across from Alex and wearing one of those red t-shirts that they sell at Hot Topic with the outline of a guy’s face. “No boy has hair that clean.” He looked Alex over, stared at her headphones, and rolled his eyes. 


Alex started to introduce herself, but the student with the Hair had turned her attention to Shirt.


“Does it even matter? You don’t have to be a guy to be a dude. We don’t even know the kid’s name.” Hair turned back to Alex. “What’s your name, kid?” 


“Alex Justice. I’m almost 9.”


“What’re you doing out in the woods, Alex? Are you lost?” Hair asked, apparently the only one in the group who was going to talk to Alex. 


“Not really, I was at a show in the Art Center, but later when I looked at this picture on a wall, suddenly I was with a bunch of runners! I don’t really know where I am, so I guess I am lost.” Alex thought for a second. “But I’m at the college, so I kinda know where I am.”

“Aha!” said Glasses, jumping himself out of a silence and turning to Beard. “Exactly what I was talking about. An event! This kid has experienced a break of the established natural and social bond! Ah, but what new problem arises?”


Alex wondered what part of falling through a screen would break the social bond... 

wasn’t that what those movies her dad watched on Saturdays were about? “I don’t think I want any new problems,” she said. Beard and Hair began to laugh. Shirt blew smoke rings. 


“Nobody does,” said Glasses with a smile. “But yet, here we are, unable to decide if you are a boy or a girl--”

Alex opened her mouth, but Hair put a hand on her shoulder and whispered: “Might as well let them roll with it; it’s more interesting than listening to them bicker all night.”



Glasses was still talking. “--too focused on particularities. Instead of arguing over our young friend’s gender, shouldn’t we be trying to understand what she or he can illuminate for us?”


“The interesting bit,” said Beard, blowing smoke out his nose, “is the fact that we’re talking about it instead of just asking. Like that distance between power and truth you’ve mentioned.”


Shirt perked up. “You mean, we’re forcing a gender on the kid so that she fits into our perception of reality?”


“Not quite,” said Glasses. “I’m saying that Alex was placed in the gap between what is expected and what he or she--” 


At this point, Alex was getting frustrated with how Glasses seemed to be talking around her. “I’m a girl!” she interrupted. “Just because I don’t wear a dress doesn’t make me a boy. Girl clothes look stupid and you get in trouble for messing them up.” Glasses cleared his throat.


“Ah. Right. What I was saying is that you seem to have been drawn in by the gap between what you’re expected to be and what you feel yourself as. Your appearance forced us to decide whether you were male or female -- a decision that we can’t actually make. For a brief moment, before you informed us of your gender, we had to entertain the idea that you didn’t have to be a girl or a boy, but only a person.” Glasses leaned back on his stump and accepted the hookah hose from Shirt. 


“And now,” Beard rumbled, “we have something worth talking about. The question of male or female doesn’t make us think about the conditions of our reality. The disruption of that binary, however, raises the question of whether the presentation of a child of ambiguous gender forces us to redefine gender itself. Of course, any attempt at a discussion of such would yield nothing but misunderstanding.”

“I don’t really understand you guys,” Alex offered. She looked around at the little group, at Hair chewing on her bottom lip, at Shirt staring intently at the burning hookah coal. “I feel so out of place.”


Beard smiled. “Then you have taken the first steps towards wisdom. Someone who is comfortable cannot see the circumstances of their life. A philosopher is always a stranger.”

“But I’m not a philosopher,” Alex said. This whole thing was getting old quickly. “I’m a second-grader.” Shirt snickered. 


“A philosopher is someone who poses problems for everyone,” said Glasses. “You’re able to notice the gaps in reality; it’s probably what let you fall into the picture in the first place.”


Shirt was watching Glasses and nodding slowly, with a grin on his face. Hair was staring up at the sky through the leaves, completely lost in thought. Alex had had enough. “Gaps in reality? What are you even talking about? Can’t you just say something simple instead of making everything complicated? I want to know what happened to me.”


“If he gave you a short answer, one that wasn’t as specifically clear as possible,” Beard said, “he wouldn’t be doing you any favors. He would be giving you a pre-digested sound byte that only serves to replace thinking, rather than encouraging it.”


“The purpose of the philosopher isn’t to be an all-knowing sage who understands everything and has every answer.” added Glasses, gesturing with his left hand. “Instead, the philosopher must uncover new problems, new places where something just doesn’t logically add up.”


“I don’t want to be a philosopher,” whined Alex. Whining wasn’t something she normally did, but her head hurt and all the smoke in the air was making her throat hurt. “I’m gonna go back to the sidewalk.”


Glasses looked like he wanted to say more, and Beard was clearly biting his tongue, but Hair and Shirt smiled and flashed peace signs. College students are weird, she thought as she turned to disappear into the woods. She put one of her earbuds in, unlocked her iPod, and hit the Next button. When she heard a piano start to play, she stopped and looked at the screen. “Great Gig in the Sky” was the title, one of the songs that Dad liked to play on long car rides. 


When she got to the sidewalk, Alex noticed a man with a large afro and a suit walking hurriedly towards her. She fell into step next to him. “Where’re you headed in such a hurry?” she asked. 


“I’m late for a talk--” he pointed in the direction of the really tall, U-shaped building. “--that way. Parking on this campus is an experience, let me tell you.”


“What’s your talk about?” 


“Love, sister. Radical love, powerful love. John Lennon had it right; all you need is love.” The man’s mouth was grinning widely.


“What’s so great about love? The girls at school get all giggly and stupid about it” said Alex.  The man chuckled.


“You’ll know, some day. Until then, love your parents, love yourself, and you’ll do just fine.”


Alex saw that they had reached the entrance to one of the buildings, and that one of the doors was open. “This is my stop,” she said, pointing with her thumb. The man nodded and kept walking. 

Chapter 4: The Center for Multicultural Affairs

Alex watched the man with the large afro walk away. For what seemed like the hundredth time, she found herself puzzled by this strange place and hoped that she was still in Fredonia.  The building that he had brought her to was square shaped and otherwise non-descript.  She saw a pair of glass doors to her left and walked towards them. When she entered the building, she was confronted with three dark hallways.  Alex felt lost and had no idea where she should go next.


“How does Noah not get lost around here all the time?  This place is such a maze!” she exclaimed to no one in particular.


Then, as if some unforeseen gods had heard her frustration, a light turned on at the end of the hallway to her right.  She could barely make it out, but under the light there seemed to be a picture.


“Well,” she said, “it’s not like I have anything better to do.  I have no idea how to get back to the Art Center.”


She walked down the hall and found herself facing a door right below where the light was, and above the door was a picture of children.  The children didn’t seem to be doing anything special.  Instead, it was just an image of children from every conceivable cultural background.  And above their picture were the words “Center for Multicultural Affair.”  She pushed the glass doors open and found herself in the middle of a small lobby.  There were couches, computers, and a television.  There were also a few more doors that were labeled with different names.  One said “Black Student Union,” another at the far end of the hall said “Jewish Student Union/ Women’s Student Union” and the one closest to her said “Director.”  However, when she tried entering them, they were locked tight. Alex removed her fitted cap and ran her hand through her hair.  Now what, she thought?

“Not again,” a voice from behind her said.

She turned and found herself facing the open door of the “Pride Alliance/ Latinos Unidos” office, and saw a person sitting at the desk inside.  The person had short, brown hair and was wearing a fitted cap similar to Alex’s.  They had on sweatpants and a loose tee shirt.  Their face was thin and angular.  The first thing that Alex thought to herself was, “Is this a boy or a girl?”  Before she had time to make an educated guess and approach the person, they had already noticed her presence.

“Who are you?” the person asked inquisitively.

“Umm,” Alex said, “my name is Alex. Alex Justice.”

The person smiled.  Some of Alex’s tension melted away.  She was nervous that the person was going to be angry with her for intruding in their office.  Instead, they seemed warmly amused by Alex’s arrival.

“So what brings you here?” they said with a smile.

“Well, I’m still trying to figure that part out,” Alex said hesitantly. “I think I’m at the college, it looks like the college, but I don’t know how I got here, really.  But this campus is just so big, and there are so many weird people around here.  Is this what college is like every day?”

The person chuckled lightly.

“Sometimes,” they said, “although you seem to have arrived on a particularly queer weekend.”

They beckoned Alex into their office.  Normally Alex would feel hesitant about following a stranger.  But her day had already gone from strange, to just down-right weird.  She decided to take the person’s invitation.  Besides, she thought to herself, they seem nice.  Even though I still can’t figure out if they are a boy or a girl.

Alex walked into the office and sat down on the couch in the back while the person remained at their desk.  They were working on something that Alex couldn’t quite make out, but she did recognize the word “gay.”

“Are you part of the gay club?” Alex asked inquisitively.

“Yes,” they said, “I’m actually its Vice President. My name is Ryan.”

“That’s really cool. I hope that when I’m old enough to go to college, they have one at my school.  Do you have to be gay to join?”

“Nope, all different types of people are in our group.  Gay, straight, guys, girls, transgender, gender queer-“

“Gender queer?” Alex asked puzzled. “What is that?”

“It’s when a person chooses not to identify by a particular label of gender. They are neither man nor woman,” Ryan responded.

“That’s not right,” Alex said slowly, feeling her way through what she was attempting to say even though she was very confused. “You have to be either a boy or a girl. You can’t just be nothing.”

“It’s not nothing,” Ryan said nonchalantly, “it is merely the absence of a socio-normative label.  It is the decision to omit the need for gender, which only serves to act as a term which helps society label a person’s identity.”

“Huh?” Alex said, now extremely puzzled.

“Well, why don’t you think of it this way?  That hat you are wearing, do you think it is a boys hat or a girls hat?”

Alex thought about this for a second.  She hadn’t seen many other girls her age wearing a hat like hers.  Actually, she hadn’t seen many other girls wearing a hat like hers, period.  When she had asked her mom for the hat, she remembered the strange look on her mother’s face.

“Why do you want one of those hats Alexandra?  You know those are for boys, don’t you?” she had said frankly.

For boys. That is what her mother had said.  But Alex liked the hat. She thought it was cool and she liked the way that people wore it.  In the end, reluctantly, Alex’s mother gave in and bought her the hat.

“The hat is made for boys.  But I still like it. What’s wrong with that?” Alex asked Ryan in a defensive tone, the same that she had used against her mother.

Ryan's face became extremely sympathetic.

“There is nothing wrong with that!” they said to her. “But it helps to prove my point.  Gender says that the hat you are wearing is a man’s.  But you are a little girl and you like it. Therefore, the hat loses its designated gender when you wear it.  Because you don’t adhere to the rules that the world made by calling the hat a “boys hat.” The same applies to people.  Gender is just a label.  It is earned by performing certain acts.  When we say something is “for boys” or “done by girls,” it is just adhering to rules that society has put in place.”

Alex scrunched her face up. She was still confused.

As if they had read her mind, Ryan smiled.

“I can see you are still confused.  Let me try and explain this in a different way. Are you a girl or a boy?” they asked her.

Alex smiled. That was the exact same question she wanted to ask Ryan, although her mother would have scolded her if she asked such a personal question to a stranger.

“I’m a girl,” Alex said confidently.

“How do you know you are a girl?” Ryan asked her.

Alex opened her mouth to speak, but then slowly closed it.  She didn’t really know what made her a girl.  It had just always been something she had been told.

As if they were reading her mind again, Ryan spoke up.

“Exactly.  You don’t know. It’s just been something you have been told your entire life. ‘Girl’ and ‘boy’ are just words, created by other people to help them understand the world.  The way you are born is either biologically male or female. That is determined by what you carry down there, so to speak,” Ryan said with a chuckle. Alex just nodded her head slowly to show that she was still following what they were saying.

“But your gender, well, your gender is determined by how you act and how the world sees you.  Playing with dolls, that’s a girl thing to do, right? And playing with trucks, that’s for boys. Or at least, that’s what you are taught, right?  So if someone who is supposed to be a boy wants to play with dolls or someone who is supposed to be a girl wants a truck, what do we do?  We tell them no, and we tell them they have to adhere to the objects and actions that their gender allows them to do.  That way the world can always understand what genders they are.  Have you ever gotten in trouble for acting in a way that was like a boy? Or wanting something that a boy wanted?” Ryan asked, while directly looking at Alex’s hat.

It was true. She had been scolded by her mother for wanting the hat because it was for a boy.  She had never thought of it that way before; that she was merely acting a gender, instead of being it.

“It isn’t wrong you know,” Ryan continued, “to want something that is considered male, even if you are a female.  Gender is just so built into our world that people don’t know how to approach things that they believe are not normal.  But they are the ones that are really mistaken.  Normal doesn’t really exist.  By trying to live in their world of ‘normal’ you are only helping to continue their oppressive point of view.”

Alex was starting to understand, but she still felt foggy.  Ryan could tell that she still wasn’t fully getting it, so they attempted one more time.

“Let me just put it this way kid. Be who you are. Unapologetically, happily and proudly.  The rest will come to you as you go.  You don’t need labels to live your life.  That’s for the rest of world to worry about,” Ryan said with a tone of finality, smiling broadly.

Alex nodded her head and decided it was time for her to depart.  She stood up and started to make her way to the door.  But before she left, she had to know.

“I’m sorry if this sounds rude. I know my mom would yell at me for asking you this. I know that everything that we just talked about means that this doesn’t matter.  But what are you, a boy or a girl,” Alex asked. Then she thought about it and decided to ask a different question.  “How does the world want to see you as? A boy or a girl?”

Ryan smiled broadly, happy to see that some of what they had discussed had sunk into Alex.

“I’m whatever the world is most comfortable seeing me as.”

Alex nodded her head in understanding. She turned her head and started to make her way out the door, but decided to take one last look at Ryan to decided how she was most comfortable seeing them.  But when she looked back at the office, there was only an empty chair where Ryan had sat.

Chapter 5: Hardt and the Occupier

After leaving the building, she stood for a minute or two, wondering whether she should return to the Art Center that she could now plainly see and try to find Noah and her parents. Approaching a building of brick, with many windows, she stood and faced the giant staircase. Its left-to-right sequence seemed to go on forever. It began shortly after the huge clock, where she had exited the Center of Multi-Cultural Affairs, until her eyes traced all the way to the right and ended upon a giant red statue. The creature reminded Alex of a caterpillar. She had kept a bug journal throughout kindergarten, the caterpillar and praying mantis being the "favorites" among her many temporary pets. Glancing left, toward the Art Center, right, left and back again – Alex seemed at a crossroads of obedience and exploration. Sure, she cared to find Noah again, but the possibility of more places to explore overwhelmed her. Knowing that she should be trying to get back, she turned back to face the sidewalk and traced it like a dotted line to the arts building.


At the end of the dotted line she saw a hurried Violinist – she considered the man a violinist because she couldn't see much else of him, other than the combination of him holding a violin and rushing in suit-and-tie in the direction of the door on the brick building with the sign taped to it: "STUDENT RECITAL". It's that boy's special show, she assumed, remembering back to her cousin Sam's dance recital back when she was five. Her whole family got all dressed up and excited, to see people perform who are even more dressed up and excited. This boy, about Noah's age, was very dressed-up. It must be his performance... she thought, Unless he is just a man delivering a violin, who happens to be wearing a suit and rushing in to do an emergency swap or repair or something. Considering where assuming has gotten her thus far, she decided to make no final deduction. This rushing violist kept looking at his phone, running faster with each check of the time. The dinging of the clock was the last straw – the Violinist began to sprint, the click-clack of his case making him appear more lop-sided with every step he took. "I'm late! I'm late!" he yelled, skidding the rims of his Sunday-pants. His outline grew larger and larger until he eventually hurried past, barely noticing the small girl. Spinning her in circles, the boy's mad dash sent Alex right back in her original direction – the stairs.


Heading up in a diagonal-right fashion, she was stopping at nothing to see where these stairs would take her. Up and up and up she went, until her knees got tired and her breath grew thinner. "This... is harder than climbing... to the top... of a sled-hill," Alex complained to no one in particular, trying to catch her breath, "and I bet... there isn't even... a slide... on the way down!" What an exciting day this has been, imagines Alex, as she soon realized the beauty of the tip-top of the stairs. Standing on top of a half-circle bench, Alex marveled at the kingdom that lie at the base of this giant staircase–how it twisted and turned to fit the path of each strange creature within it.


She visited the giant red caterpillar, looking up at it and wondering if the mad Violinist made it for his opening notes. It would sure be a shame if he didn't show, while his whole family got all dressed up and waited to hear him play, Alex thought. The thought of family sent a pang of guilt to the small girl's stomach, soon smoothed away by the sound of humming in the distance. The twang of guitar strings was an undertone being carried by the wind to Alex's ears, as she followed its trail to a small Amphitheatre, where she found the guitarist and a hand-drummer that were the creators of this melodic distraction. The guitarist looked and sounded smooth, whose string melodies were accompanied by a dull-raspy humming-voice that became a trademark of the song's style.

"Hey rascal," said the friendly crackle, "what brings you to Fredtown?"

Looking down at them, Alex replied, "Well I'm Alex Justice... I don't know, I guess I was just looking for a change, to meet some cool new people and..." She scrambled to find words to make her fit in among the rambunctious pair.

"Definitely, you can want to change at any age, and everyone needs to value Justice! Outrageous for a kid like you to join our song. I'm Hardt."


Her stomach flipped at the thought of being a part of their song. She had never sang before, aside from her radio jams in the shower – a trait she had definitely learned from her older brother. Despite her lack of experience, she had tried a ton of new things today. Why not one more? "I'm not sure what to sing about, but I'd love to listen," said Alex with a smile.


Hardt leaned in toward her with a raised brow, "Aw come on. Just sing about change. What about your life do you wish could change? What do you think could change in America? In the world?" Wow, Alex thought, what would I change about my life? She loved her family, but the rules and restrictions were something she could live without. In the grand scheme, though, her life was great. She wondered what other people would change, how their problems may differ from her own and how her own family's problems measured in comparison.

Hardt began to strum four simple notes–
bum bum bum bummm.
bum bum bum bummm. 

Hardt's worry was apparent in the raspy and wavering tone, but somewhere in the vibrations was a soft and smooth melody, one that gave Alex hope. This song wasn't meant to be sad, but served almost as a warning. Its message was simple and kind, yet with an underlying frustration, from what she could gather:
America, my friend, I believe your ship is sinkinnnn.
And maaaybe all we need is a conceptual rethinking.
Everyone keeps on saying that we need a change,
But nobody knows quite how to rearrange it.
How about, we think about a revolution?
Rowin' down the river just tryina find a solution.
We can't just throw away the system under which they rule,
But we could kick them to the curb, all those political fools.
We're too comfortable, think that we've got too much to lose.
But where is our freedom if we can't even choose?
How about, we think about a revolution?
Take a deep breath and try to weed out the pollution.
America, my friend, why not one more buy out?
But what can you provide when your people cry out?
Their needs, their families,
Aren't you considering?
Can't you realize that the civility is withering?
People in the cold, and they keep on shivering,
People occupy the streets until their hope starts shriveling.
How about, we think about a revolution?
When the only one's making demands are institutions.
Nobody asks the streets, nobody searches for a fusion,
Hearing every single voice should be democracy's solution.

Hardt's strong yet subtle melodies made this song a moving one. Despite her enjoyment of it, Alex couldn't help but wonder why these two musicians just sit outside all day and do this. What is their job in college, she thought to herself. Noah would tell her of homework, his formulas for computer codes and input and output circuits for making machines. Hardt and his friend seemed to live in this circular cave, playing their instruments and talking with passers-by. So who is Hardt's long-haired friend with the drums, she wondered. The Long-haired-hand-drummer seemed to respond to her private thoughts – "And you're probably wondering who I am."


For a while the two musicians went back-and-forth with a lot of terms that the small girl couldn't quite interpret. The Long-haired hand-drummed told Alex that Fredtown, as well as other towns, have some kind of club where people would "occupy" different places until those places changed for the better. From what was explained, she was pretty sure the Long-haired hand-drummer could be classified as an "Occupier". I need to find a way to make sense of all this, she thought to herself. She wished she could piece the words together to figure out the main idea – a difficult task in a discussion so quick, so foreign to her. As Alex heard it, the banter went something like this:
America, my friend, why are you selling out
Now that labor isn't all that society's about?
People have no pride in work
and they're living in doubt.
With good jobs obsolete,
With or without degrees.
The-rulers-of-the-people
Oh, they keep on promising,
They throw their promises.
It-doesn't-add-up.
The people of America,
They keep on lobbying,
Oh, just screaming out and sobbing 
That it-doesn't-add up. 
The thought of these adults screaming and sobbing in a tantrum made Alex giggle out loud, putting her hand over her mouth as she was worried that the musicians would notice and be offended. She was really enjoying the song, yet sometimes it seemed like nothing but nonsense to her. She didn't know what to make of the anger, because although the song showed frustration, it seemed to also have a tone of real spirit. These people sounded determined to take action, to fight against the things that were making them so angry in the first place.
Now that we're post-civil
and it bothers me a little,
I can't help but keep thinking that it doesn't add up.
Social constructs are in crisis
and decisions just mean fighting
for which side needs a bigger favor
and it doesn't add up.
We fight. For REAL democracy.
Economic inequality,
runs so real-and-so-deep.
We're not really-represented when it comes to policy.
So it looks like we need our-own-new-polity. 
But how are you going to figure it out?
People discredit revolution when they simply shout.
We need to find our common ground,
work the itinerary out.
First retrain people to be civil,
can't just throw the system out.
Well, what does the system ever do for me?
I'm in the ninety-nine and it doesn't-add-up.
The rich are getting richer,
It's apparent to see,
What if I'm the ninety-nine and it doesn't-add-up?
How can these people ever know what's right for me,
At the end of the night when it doesn't-add-up.
Working nine-to-five since he was twenty-three
my dad drives a mangled chevy and it doesn't-add-up.
We need to stop the control of the flow of information,
Of the monitoring of media and social segregation.
What we watch and what we read,
Will control how we see,
So how are we going to get any real clarification?
Around the world I see revolt
and changes being made.
But the coverage-that-they-get
is an absolute shame.
Making occupiers out to be the ones-to-blame.
When they're the only ones not playing the political-game.
With these scattered-solutions in a group so vast,
we act as if our problems are any different from the past.
How about, we think about a revolution?
Rowin' down the river just tryina find a solution...
Scattered-solutions in a group so vast,
Try to make momentum last,
But it doesn't-add-up.
How about, we think about a revolution?
Take a deep breath and try to weed out the pollution.
The last thing that we need
Is this corporate greed.
Within US representation
all it does is impede.
It's all them, not us,
It just doesn't seem just.
I try to piece it all together,
it just doesn't add up.
How about, we think about a revolution?
How about, we think about a revolution?
When the only one's making demands are institutions.
Nobody asks the streets, nobody searches for a fusion,
Hearing every last voice should be democracy's solution...

This conversation only made her more confused. Do the guitarist and drummer agree or disagree? she contemplated, And if they disagree than why would they be playing together? Are they friends or are they not getting along? She hoped this would eventually be answered in their song. Basically, the group wanted people who made decisions to listen, and people who didn't have enough money to own a shopping mall or be the President to be involved in what were called, "democratic decisions."

This reminded Alex of a time last summer when her family went out to dinner at Mississippi Muds. As they stood in a line a mile-long, her mother had lectured, as she often does, "Okay guys, tonight we're getting waters and..."

"I know, I know, Mom," Noah would interject, "And one round of curly fries for us to split."

Alex did not mind the water or the shared curly fries, it was the next aspect that she completely despised, "So a round of Texas Hots for the whole gang?" said their dad with excitement. 

Alex's eye roll could be seen from the beach below, "Come on, Dad. You know I hate hot dogs. Every time we go through this. I don't like the Slime Sauce, I don't like the relish..." she would carry on, so persistently that her parents eventually wrote her plea off as the nonsense of a discontent child. What her parents were doing was silly! A cheeseburger was 50 cents more! Alex would rather eat her pizza left-overs in the fridge when she got home, anything to avoid going through the agony of one more Texas hot.

"So hot dogs it is," said her mother with a stern smile, "Oh, Alex, I don't know why you always think that this is a democratic decision. We are paying for dinner and can cut corners where we have to. If you don't like it, you can sit here and miss out on the after-ward ice cream." So often did Alex miss out on the after-ward ice cream. I guess this is what the Occupier felt like. The group wasn't getting their democratic decision, and were sitting at the dinner table in protest of their lack of choice in the matter. She contemplated this comparison as the song went on and on.
How about, we think about a revolution?
 It just doesn't-add-up.
When the only one's making demands are institutions.
And it doesn't-add-up.
Nobody asks the streets, nobody searches for a fusion,
And it doesn't-add-up.
Hearing every single voice should be democracy's solution.
Cause it doesn't-add-up.
Cause it doesn't-add-up.
Cause it doesn't-add-up...
Alex started to hum-a-melody, wanted to somehow contribute to this crazy song and dance. Hmmmmmm..... Hm hm hmm hm hmmm.

Tapping her heel on rim of the circle on which she stood, her hat flopped three-quarters-down, threatening to fall completely over her eyes. As her brown eyes got cut off from the light of the sun, Alex's urge emerged when she was in the blackness of her hat's insides. The urge to yell, to dance and let her arms flow and sway in the whirlwind. Suddenly she wasn't afraid, the small girl felt invisible in this burrowed concrete cave. The rage inside her filled to-the-rim with worry of the world that these musicians described. She gathered her thoughts and waited for her moment, to "build the beat" or whatever those people dancing in shore clubs on TV do. Hat to mid-nose, Alex hummed and tapped and let the song of Hardt and the Occupier swirl in the circles around her.

The song went on and on as Alex continued to dance with the hat over her eyes. Everything else began to fade but the simple notes of her own humming and tapping. She now realized how problems can be most easily discussed within music, in a way that everyone could benefit from. The sweet melody spun around her and she felt as if the anger of these occupiers would someday melt away; maybe one day all of their efforts would add up. Perhaps this idea was naive, maybe it is the hope that only an eight-year-old could hold, but somewhere in the music was an answer and she knew that finding this answer would take more people to sing along and add their own ideas, probably more than could fit in this concrete cave. Alex hummed and tapped and swayed her arms as the bass-line and pitter-patter of drums died out. She pushed the hat back to the top of her forehead and slowly let the light into her shrinking pupils. Much to her surprise, when she opened her eyes, Hardt and the Occupier were nowhere in sight.
Chapter 6: A Peculiar Way to Spend One’s Time
            These were the words wafting in thickly accented bullets on the breeze, enticing Alex back towards the stairs: “‘The point of application of the penalty is not the representation, but the body, time, everyday gestures and activities; the soul, too, but in so far as it is the seat of habits. The body and the soul, as principles of behavior, form the element that is now proposed for punitive intervention....’”

The source of the words was an older man, long-legged and clad in grey, leaning, about midway down the stairs, against a building against which in turn the stairs abutted. He was smoking a cigarette which Alex was by nature adverse to, but there was something wistful and not unkind about his face which made her feel more open to the idea of interrupting his monologue for some conversation. If the events of the day thus far had taught her anything about life in this place, it was that everyone loved a good talk, even if the ultimate conclusion of the talk was that talking will not be enough.

“Excuse me; my name is Alex. How do you do?” she called down from the top of the steps. The man gave a slight start and his eyes roved his surroundings like eyes just woken from sleep or deep thought. ‘Oh dear, I have interrupted his thinking,’ Alex fretted for a moment, but there was nothing to do about it now but keep going.

“Yes, who’s there? Oh! Hello, little one,” he said in the uncomfortable tone of a voice one might use, Alex imagined, if one found oneself forced by circumstance to address the president of the United States before one had had one’s breakfast. She tried to smile at the man encouragingly to assure him that there was no reason for her presence to make him nervous; her smile must have worked because he continued on a bit less anxiously. “My apologies, my dear. I was just thinking through some thoughts aloud. I wanted to see if it sounded as charitable as I mean to communicate it.... I did not see you approaching!”

He returned her smile at last as he concluded his short speech and Alex could not help but smile once again in return – he seemed so strange and earnest.

“I only caught the last bit of what you were saying – perhaps you could explain it to me, and then I could help you decide if it’s charitable enough?”

The man laughed kindly, as though genuinely amused by what she had said. “Charitable enough, eh?” he said, rubbing his cheek. “That’s an interesting idea...” A thoughtful look came across his face. “We don’t see many people like you around here, you know, my dear. Short, I mean, and interested in being charitable enough. I think you’re just the person for me to bounce a few ideas off of. But I have a better idea than just telling you about things. I shall join you at the top of these awkward steps and I can show you what it is that I am thinking about today.”

This plan seemed agreeable enough to Alex and so she nodded and waited patiently while the man ground out his cigarette and climbed up to meet her.

“Now, I’m sure you noticed all of these windows behind you when you walked over to find me,” he said as he reached the top of the stairs. Alex actually had not; she’d been too distracted, at first, thinking about what she had seen and heard in the Amphitheater, and then by this man’s words zooming through the air so strangely. She shot a brief glance over her shoulder now, though, and noticed that behind her was a building surrounded on all sides, as far as she could tell, by large, square-shaped glass windows. She could not see what these windows looked into, aside from the other windows across from them, from her vantage point, but the man had not asked about this, so she simply nodded once again.

“Reminds you of a panopticon, does it not?” the man said, and he wandered closer to peer into the windows. Alex followed, and this is what she saw: Way down below from where they were standing, and inside rather than outside, of course, was what could only be a library. Columns upon columns of shelves containing stacks of books, long rows of desk top computers, tables full of people Noah’s age looking at books, laptops, and notebooks, or talking with friends, or just staring off into space. Some seemed to be looking in her direction, but through her rather than at her, as though they hadn’t noticed a little girl and an older man standing at a window watching them. Some of the students were even sleeping. Nothing she saw, however, provided her with a clue as to what “panopticon” might mean or why any of it ought to remind her of one.

“I’m afraid you’re going to need to explain after all,” she said. “It looks like any old library to me. Bigger than our one at home, of course, but otherwise just the same.”

“Of course, little one! Let me think for a second about how to begin...” the man gazed up at the sky for a moment or two, his face lost again in thought, but more briefly this time. “Okay. Once upon a time there was a man named Jeremy Bentham. Have you heard of him?” He gazed at her hopefully, but when she shook her head he did not seem too terribly disappointed. “Ahh, okay, well, this man, Jeremy Bentham, he was a philosopher among other things and he was greatly interested in prison reform. He came up with an idea for the perfect prison--because, um, allow me to backtrack here for a moment. Back in his day, and still today, of course, prisons were not nice places and they often made--make--situations worse than they might have been if left alone. So he came up with an idea to reform the prison: he called it the panopticon. Any questions so far?”

Alex thought for a second; she had so many questions, but thought it would be most polite to pick just one. “Why are prisons still un-nice places today, if this guy came up with an idea to make them perfect?”

The man laughed. “Perhaps perfect was the not the best word for me to use. English is not my first language, though, little one. That aside, prisons are still “un-nice” – you have such nice little phrases, little one! – because Bentham’s idea of the panopticon is an impossible one. It simply cannot be done!”

Alex thought about this: coming up with ideas that it would be impossible to make real. What a peculiar way to spend one’s time! Before she could question this odd notion, however, the man preempted her questions and continued with his lecture. “Perhaps I should have begun instead by explaining what a panopticon actually is itself, or would be, if it existed. It would be a place where the prisoners could be watched by one person--one guard--all of the time. Everything about their lives would be observed continually and controlled and in this way we would know how to control them to do what we and what society need them to do. Reform.”

“But one person can’t watch a lot of prisoners!” Alex interrupted. “One person couldn’t even watch one other person all of the time, I think. Probably.” Her voice dropped off; she wasn’t sure if she was responding the right way to the ideas the man was explaining to her. She was reassured when he responded by saying “Exactly!” and flashing her an encouraging smile.

“See, you get it! Look down at all of them. You can see them but you cannot see what they’re doing! What books are they reading? What sites are they visiting on their computers? What words are they speaking to one another? Even if we were inside or they were outside, we could not know all of these things. And knowledge is power, little one! We cannot control them if we do not know what they are up to.” He paused, as though collecting his thoughts. “We cannot make sure they are thinking like us.”

Alex was too full of questions by this point to worry about politeness or responding in the right way. She had also forgotten that the conversation had initially begun as a discussion of prisoners, criminals, and not of the students in the library who so resembled her brother Noah. “How would knowing what exactly they’re doing down there tell us what they’re thinking? Why do we need to know that to control them? Why is it so important that we control them?”

Without thinking, Alex had used the pronoun “we” and she surmised that this was why the smile the man now bestowed upon her looked a little bit sadder than it had previously. “I don’t know if it’s possible to say why we ‘need’ to control them, or if such a need even exists. But it seems to be true that there are always struggles of power going on, everywhere we look. In prisons there is the power struggle between the people who make the laws and the people who break them, or disregard them, or cannot, for some reason, fulfill them. Here, there is a similar kind of power struggle. I was talking with a friend of mine once and he asked me some of the same questions you are asking me now, and I can still remember what I said to him. I said, ‘Everywhere that power exists, it is being exercised.’ I believe that this is a truth of the world, a truth we must contend with in everything we do.” He smiled once again, rather more ruefully than sad this time, and Alex took a few minutes to ponder this idea. She knew her parents had power over her; her mother questioning her decision to pick her hat rather than a more girly one had been a kind of power: she could have decided not to buy it. But she still didn’t understand how her parents’ knowledge of every single thing she ever did or thought about would affect their ability to control her. She wasn’t sure exactly how to phrase these thoughts into a question, but the man seemed content to continue standing there with her, staring thoughtfully down upon the students in the library.

“If we could see what the students were reading down there, would that make a difference? Would we be closer to the panopticon then?” She tentatively asked at last.

The man started from whatever thoughts he had been having. Alex had time to think, He has such an easy time blocking out the rest of the world to think about things, before the man began his response.

“It would not matter if we could see! Others can see, and so everyone down there is already affected by other people knowing! Their peers can see the titles on their books, anyone skilled with computers can see where they have gone on the internet, and some people have access to their email messages and phone calls. And each of these people has access to all of the others’ comings and goings, thoughts, conversations, all of it. We all have the power to observe others, decide whether or not they are acting or thinking in line with how we think they ought to be, and we can use this information to control them if we decide it is worth our time. And if we decide it might not be – worth our time, that is – this is also a form of power we are exercising. We are granting them the ability to carry on.”

“What if I wanted to control my parents?” Alex blurted out, realizing after she had said it how childish that seemed. But her parents had more control over her than anyone else in her as yet rather small world, and therefore seemed the best example of the real question she was trying to ask.

“There are certain ways that you could, my dear! For example, often times little ones such as yourself will call the police on their parents, and sometimes the police listen to them! Sometimes not, of course, but I believe you will agree with me when I say that people of your age and stature are often disenfranchised in this world of ours. It will be easier when you age.” Then the old man sighed. “Of course, probably it will not be.”

This did not seem a happy thought to Alex. “Noah always says that if you want something badly enough, you’ll get it. It doesn’t always work out that way, of course, but sometimes it does.” She thought once again of her hat, and wondered again what had happened to Ryan.

The man nodded at what she had said, and said, “Yes, we fight – or try to exercise power – over things that affect our interests, and we are interested in what we desire – what we want most of all. So, yes, Noah is right, whoever he is –"

“He’s my brother; I’m here visiting him!” Alex piqued up, proudly.

“Ah, good, good! Well I hope you are having a nice visit, and that I haven’t discouraged you too much. I ought to be on my way...I am feeling a little tired, little one, after our long talk.”

“But I never got to tell you whether you were being charitable or not!” Alex had grown rather fond of the man and felt a little sad to see him go. He was a little bit old-fashioned, yes, calling her ‘little one’ and getting worked up and worried about the internet, but he’d made a lot of interesting points she wouldn’t have minded discussing further, especially the ones about how she might exercise power over her parents.

“Well, tell me now, quick, before I go, then, Alex,” he said, grinning as he walked slowly backwards towards the edge of the landing they had been standing on.

“Well – yes – I suppose so,” she said, a bit flustered, for in all honesty she had forgotten to be watching out for this aspect in everything he had been saying. “But since I answered your question, you should answer mine! What is your name, sir?”

“My name is not important! What is important is what you could do with it if you knew!” the man said in response, and then he backed up a step too far and fell over the edge of the landing. Alex waited, horrified, for the crash of his body hitting the steps below, but heard nothing. In the hush she gathered the courage to run over and look, and she saw to her amazement a small crowd of young, contemporarily garbed Bolsheviks had caught the man’s body. They were silent for a few moments and then there arose a cry as the man slowly shook his head and was able to regain his feet. From above, Alex watched as he took his sheaf of papers from his back pocket and began to disperse them to the crowd. Rather than confusion marking their faces, as Alex herself was sure she would have felt had she been in their shoes – indeed she felt such merely watching the eerily calm spectacle, though she also felt an inexplicable sense of delighted anticipation – there was on each young activist’s face an expression of respectful solemnity. The entire crowd, after each had received their portion of the man’s written work, sat immediately upon the ground and pulled from places unseen pens and pencils, markers, even – shockingly! – a few cans of spray paint, and immediately they all went to work marking up the portions they had been given. Alex could not see the revisions, though even from her distant vantage point she could see that some bits were being crossed out entirely, some were circled, presumably for the keeping in this drastic and somewhat unusual editorial circle. When Alex at last remembered the old man, she noticed him a great, great distance off, walking slowly backwards with his eyes on the crowd and an enormous smile on his face. Alex had never seen anything like it.

“I should like to see better what it is they’re all doing down there,” she said to herself, “but I don’t imagine they’ll be done for a little while.” Because she knew the day was nearing to a close, and as she could not wait indefinitely, she decided to make her way inside of the panopticon she and the old man had been discussing, eager to see for herself up close the things he had shared with her about the subtle underpinnings of this institution in which her brother and so many of his peers spent so much of their time. Perhaps, she pondered, making her way around to the ground floor entrance, I’ll find some clues as to what those people down there are doing as they write over and around that man’s work. Perhaps this experience will let me help them. I’ve always wanted to spray paint something…

Chapter 7: Alex and The 5th Floor of the Library

Finally, Alex reached the entrance of the library. Attached to the glass doorway was a sign depicting silhouettes of a cell phone, a hamburger, a soft drink, all crossed out by an X.  Good thing I’m not carrying any of those on me, she thought. When she walked inside she surveyed her new surroundings. Everywhere she turned she saw flocks of students: chatting with one another, stationed at computers, hovering over text books, napping on colorful beanbag chairs.

A student with a heavy dark green book bag budged past her and his elbow lightly brushed up against her shoulder. She kept her eyes on him as he continued to cross the library and wander among the tall aisles of bookshelves. Then she decided to explore in a similar fashion, even imitating his gestures, scanning the book titles high above her head urgently. But after opening several books here and there she began to miss her own books. She could hardly understand these books; she wanted to read a children’s book.

She spotted a reference table. Curiously enough, a lady was sprawled on top of it, leaning on her side, smoking a tall hookah. The bizarre events of the day had made Alex accustomed to seeing strange sights, so she didn’t hesitate to approach the woman, who began speaking to Alex as she was walking.  

“You see, book shelves, similar to trees, are undergoing a sort of deforestation.” Her voice was low and shrilly. Alex couldn't figure out whether or not she had a British accent. 

“What do you mean?” asked Alex.

The woman waved her hand toward a congregation of low bookshelves to their right. “You see, they used to be double the height,” she explained. She sighed and took a drag from the hose, adding “They were cut down during the summer.” Alex could sense her grief, the woman's bright red glasses failed to conceal the worn look on her eyes. Alex felt compelled to comfort the woman, so she reached over the counter and patted the woman’s back. Behind the gaudy red frames, tears poured out of her eyes and drizzled down her cheeks. 

“Trees and bookshelves, they have no place in the future.” The lady continued to sob, she took a deep breath, “Can you believe that books are being replaced with electronic reading devices?”

Alex thought of the e-reading device her parents gave her brother Noah for Christmas and decided that she shouldn't mention it, so she mentioned something else.

“My friend Peter showed me how to draw a tree.”

“That’s very nice of him.”

“Do you want me to show you how?”

“No." The woman's reply was rather abrupt.

Several moments passed before Alex asked, “Are you the librarian?

The woman nodded.

Alex was unsure of how to continue the conversation, the woman seemed sad and disinterested in her, but since she was a librarian Alex figured she would surely be interested in talking about books.

“The books I’ve opened here aren’t like any of the stories or chapter books I read in class.”

“How come?” asked the librarian as she adjusted the coal on top of the hookah with her tongs.

“I couldn’t understand a thing!” She gave the librarian a look of disbelief, “I always thought at least, books were about people, but people weren’t mentioned in any of the parts I read.”

The librarian shook her head in agreement and took a drag from the hose. “Well for one thing, books are always about people.” She emphasized the word always and as she said this smoke curled out from her nose, “Sometimes the subject of a book isn’t about people, but the book itself is always about people in the sense that it is written by somebody. A person, just like you and me.”

Alex had learned about authors and such, but she had never truly taken them into account. A person, she thought, so all authors had once been a little boy or girl like me.

The librarian looked towards Alex, who appeared as though she were in deep contemplation. 

“Somebody like you and me but also different than you and me.”

“That’s funny, because the stuff I read from my brothers book didn’t sound like any person I’ve ever met.”

“Some people are funny about writing is all; sometimes they pretend they’re not a person.”

This puzzled Alex. Why would anyone want to pretend not to be a person? She asked the librarian this.

“To sound more objective,” The librarian curtly replied.

She didn’t know what objective meant, but she remembered her teacher’s advice. Try to see if you recognize any part of the word from other words. She asked the librarian how to spell the word objective.

"O-b-j-e-c-t-i-v-e.” The librarian said this slowly, carefully pronouncing each letter.

Alex repeated this under her breath, o-b-j-e-c-t-i-v-e, object-like she thought. To show the librarian that she knew what the word meant she put her fingers to her chin and cleared her throat, “Yes, now that you said that I do remember it sounding very object like.” Alex said this in a very matter-of-fact way.

But to Alex’s dismay, the librarian asked, "How old are you?" Before she could even answer, the librarian cut her off  and said, “Never mind, you clearly don’t belong here.”

On the surface, this remark appeared rude but as the woman said this, she gazed at Alex as though she recognized Alex from somewhere else. Her eyes red and puffy, her cheeks coated with dry tears. She took an unusually long drag from the hose and exhaled. Alex's eyes fixated on the brilliant plume of smoke that slowly expelled from her mouth. The apple scented smoke continued to spread around them until it reached the ceiling and the floor, until Alex could hardly see the woman's face or her own shoes for that matter.

Suddenly the librarian said, “What I mean is, come with me.” She then continued to wriggle her way down the reference table. When she stood up, she turned to Alex and motioned her to follow. They walked through the first floor; past students staring at computer screens and typing furiously; past the aisles of low book shelves; past students lounging and napping on bean bag chairs, all the way into a corridor that reminded Alex of a greenhouse. There, an open flight of staircases stood in front of them. Alex looked up. They seemed to lead to the sky. When she looked back down she saw the librarian waiting for her by the first step. When she caught Alex's eyes, her eyebrows lifted past her red-frames as though to express “Are you ready? We’re going to the clouds.”

They began walking up the staircase. As they climbed higher and higher, the sounds coming from the main floor of the library began to fade. Alex tried not to look down. She knew they were going higher and higher, step by step. Eventually, she couldn’t help but glance below the railing. A chill ran through her spine, from their height the students walking past the green-house corridor looked like small chess pieces. 

When they reached the fourth floor Alex was sure they had reached the final level, but the librarian motioned her to continue and pointed above. Alex was astonished to see another flight of stairs. I could have sworn there were only four levels, I must have been wrong, she thought. It was as though another level was assembling right above them as they were walking up the stairs, looking at their feet. When they finished climbing the last flight of stairs Alex looked above to check that there were no more. They paused at the door that led to the inside of the level and the librarian dug inside her pocket. The sound of jingling metal echoed through the entire corridor as the librarian clumsily pulled out a set of keys.

Halfway in between inserting the key into the lock, the librarian paused and turned her face toward Alex, “I’m about to show you a secret in this library. You’ve proved yourself worthy of knowing,” said the librarian in a low voice. Alex wasn’t quite sure what the librarian meant, but she figured it didn’t matter for she would soon see for herself. 

As the librarian turned the key Alex heard the locks click.  The smell of cinnamon candles and musky pages streamed into Alex’s nose as the woman pushed the door open.

“Not even the Janitors know about this floor,” She said.  

Alex stepped into the room and stood still, in awe at what she saw in front of her. Except for the height of ceiling, it shared almost nothing in common with the library she entered downstairs. Mahogany bookshelves aligned each side of the pentagon shaped room, so tall that if they were a foot longer they would have touched the ceiling. 

Tapestries were draped through the ceiling in a way that reminded Alex of the inside of a circus tent. The tapestries depicted a dense forest scene. Elephants, jaguars and snakes hidden amongst trees with trunks that were so twisted that they could’ve been knots with huge leaves growing out of them. The wooden floor was almost entirely covered by the circular rug which was embroidered in intricate swirling designs. In the center of the room stood a green dictionary open on top of a lectern. Right above the open dictionary hung the largest crystal chandelier Alex had ever seen. Sunlight reflected off of each dangling crystal, giving the entire room the effect of being splattered with twinkling fragments of light from a paint bucket.

“This is my library,” said the librarian, whose back was turned towards Alex.

“It’s cozier,” said Alex.

“These books have personalities. They don’t sound omniscient at all.”

She said this in a tone that excited Alex, but before she could truly be excited she knew she needed to know what omniscient meant. The librarian spelled it out.

So, she deduced, these are books that smell like plants. She sniffed the air to confirm her discovery. But she found herself continuing to sniff around even after the confirmation. She closed her eyes to see if she could smell more with her eyes closed.

She heard the librarian’s voice, “I think you’ll like the books in this library. Feel free to explore.”

At this Alex opened her eyes and scanned the room, trying to calculate where she should start. She began to walk alongside the tall book shelves, eyeing the vertically printed titles carefully as though they were museum artifacts. Although she was tempted to, she didn't dare to touch the spines, which were of varying thicknesses and colors.

“You can touch them you know.” The librarian said this in a way that nearly sounded like a command. However, unlike so many commands, this one gave Alex a sense of relief. She was always being told what not to touch. So she ran her fingers over the titles she passed. Each book even felt different. Some of them felt smooth like driftwood, some felt grainy like a sack cloth, one even felt as coarse and wrinkled as tree bark.

The room was quiet, silent even. Not a noisy silence, a silent silence. She could even hear herself breathing. These books have personalities. This phrase rang in her head. Of course, she was curious as to what this meant. The statement was rather vague. She looked back to ask the librarian. To her shock, the woman was no longer standing there. Alex looked around the whole room and still there was no librarian to be spotted. The sudden disappearance puzzled Alex, for she couldn’t recall hearing the door open or the sound of any footsteps for that matter. It was as though she vanished into thin air. 

Alex stood still for a moment, dumb founded, even though she felt she should be used to it by now. But she gathered herself, figuring that the librarian had taken her up here for a reason. So she continued to explore. As she trudged through shelf after shelf the last things that the librarian uttered lingered through her mind.

“You can touch them you know."

“These books have personalities." 

So there she continued to do what she had been doing before; running her hands over the spines of the books. Merely touching the books lulled Alex into a sort of peaceful concentration. Memories from the day began to evaporate from her mind, as though those bits of bizarre encounters that had flooded her head before suddenly unloaded themselves into the space around her. If asked, she wouldn't be able to describe what it felt like, touching the spines of the books, it was as though her touch activated something within each text.

She began to hear noise. It almost sounded like music from a distance that skipped through her ears and entered her head directly, muffled like a boom box underneath a pile of pillows. As her hands continued to creep along the back of the books, she noticed that each book seemed to be playing different music. Soon a new type of sound slowly began to emerge until it took up the foreground. Various combinations of pitch and intonation that sounded strangely familiar.

Suddenly she recognized that the new sounds were human voices. This came to her when she heard a voice that sounded exactly like her mother’s when she was reading Alex a story. She couldn’t discern what the voices were saying, it sounded like a collage of people speaking into a long, narrow tunnel. The sounds kept growing alongside the music and before she knew it, as her fingertips crossed the threshold from book to book, she could almost feel herself entering a new city each time. 

Finally she decided to open a book. She carefully slid a deep red hardcover out from the shelf, but as soon as she opened the book the room dimmed as though a cloud had suddenly moved in front of the sun.  She looked towards the chandelier, it was no longer sparkling. Without warning, books began to shoot out of their slots on the shelf one by one. Like animals foreshadowing a great storm and fleeing from the woods. This happened at an increasing pace. Some began to hit her, many had merely missed her head. Soon books were flying out from all directions. She spotted a table near the doorway and scrambled underneath. There, she huddled in fetal position and  buried her face into her elbows. She heard spines flapping open, pages snapping apart, books smacking into the ceiling, into each other, the chandelier dropping, and windows shattering. Altogether the whirlwind of sounds was terribly frightening. She peeped over her arm to catch a glimpse of the chaos and could hardly see anything, only a fury of shuffling papers. Suddenly, right beside her, she noticed the big green dictionary, open and hovering above the floor like a shuttle.

She stepped on, covering part of her head with one hand and gripping its edge with the other. She stayed like this, crouched low like a jockey and it zoomed off through the frenzied storm of paper. She peeped farther ahead; it was heading straight towards the window. A shiver of alarm ran through her body. It would be seconds before it launched through the open gap.  She clenched the dictionary tighter and closed her eyes. She felt a forward thrust as it gained acceleration. When she opened her eyes a couple seconds later she and the dictionary were outside, suspend at least two hundred feet above the ground. A breeze swept through and stuck a stray page onto her face.  She tilted her head down to remove it and as she slid the paper off, the view below was revealed: a cascade of pages falling to the ground like confetti. As the dictionary descended, she continued to look at the spectacle around her. There must be at least a million pages, she thought. It was as though she were in the middle of a snow globe that had just been turned upside down. 
Chapter 8: Good Crumbles

Alex slid off the giant green dictionary and picked up her hat, which had fallen off during  her ‘landing’ and started to take a look at her surroundings. The torn pages from the seemingly magical volumes of the library scattered in the wind. All around the giant hole that she now found herself in was a chain link fence covered with some kind of dark netting. There were piles of dirt and broken concrete all around her. She wondered to herself what was it that used to be here. She vaguely remembered Noah telling her the woes of trying to park on campus with the construction of a new building where a parking lot used to be, so she assumed that she must be at the construction site. This was confirmed when she bent down to further examine a large piece of broken concrete and noticed a white parking line. 

            It was very quiet in the crater she found herself in, except for the clanging sound of metal striking metal. The sound was distant and she had to look around a bit in the early evening shade to find the source of the noise. A man stood bent over a large piece of concrete with a hammer and chisel, breaking it apart. This seemed a bit pointless to Alex, who figured that all this concrete would end up in a dumpster anyways. As she started to walk over to the man, he turned and smiled at her.


“What are you doing down here?” the construction worker asked. This was not asked in an accusatory tone, he sounded friendly. He was a fairly tall man of average weight. He was not the stereotypical fat construction worker, nor was he the stereotypically muscular one either. His faced showed signs of age, but under his orange hard hat, his hair had not lost its color. He had friendly blue eyes that agreed with his smile.


“Well, I was on the fifth floor of the library and I used that big dictionary to fly down here…” Alex hurriedly spoke, trying to explain her presence in the fenced off site. He looked at her inquisitively, as she realized how far-fetched her story must sound to him. 

            “You aren’t lying to me, are you?” The man asked, this time his voice sounded a tad bit accusatory. His smile didn’t leave his face, however, so Alex thought that maybe he believed her a little bit. 

            “I don’t tell lies. Lying is a bad thing to do,” Alex stated proudly. She also placed her hands on her hips to give the impression she was upset that someone would think she was a liar. The construction worker seemed to believe her, but was curious to see her flying dictionary, and so she led him back to the crash site.

            Sure enough, her trusty dictionary was still there, open to the ‘e’ section. The construction worker spent some time studying the dictionary, remarking he had never seen such a volume as the one that brought her to the site. His gaze caught on the word ‘ethics’ and he looked up from the page and asked Alex if she knew what it meant.

            “Not really, I’ve heard it before, though,” she sheepishly told him. “What does it mean?”

            “Well,” he started “it’s like your statement about lying. You think that it is a bad thing to do. Ethics are the rules that tell us what are good things and bad things. But that’s only the simple way of thinking about it. It gets complicated because most people have different views about it.” He smiled at her, seeing she needed further explanation.

            “It gets so complicated,” he explained, “because people in different places have different views, and even in our own society we expect different things out of different people. Think about children in your grade, it wouldn’t be right to expect them to know all the same things we expect a college student to know.”

            “That makes sense. My brother knows a lot more than I do,” she said with a furrowed brow, remembering all the things her brother teased her for not knowing. As she thought back on her experiences from today though, she felt confident that she learned some things that he might not know very much about. He had never mentioned ethics before, so she was eager to learn something her brother might not know about. 

            “Even how we expect students to behave in college and in grade school are different. This is all related to ethics, and so it becomes hard to pin down what is right and wrong because there isn’t anything that can apply to everyone.” 

            “I don’t really understand why that makes it a problem. Things are still right or wrong, why isn’t there something that everyone thinks is right or wrong?” she asked.

            “It’s because people from other places have different views on it. If they choose to do the wrong thing, knowing it’s the wrong thing then they can be held responsible. It is a thing called intercommunity difference. A perfect example of this is you being here at this construction site. You didn’t come here on purpose, and if you had I would not try to punish you because you wouldn’t have known better than to come here. If you were a college student, though, you would have to face some kind of punishment, because you would have known that coming beyond the fence is not allowed.”

            “Oh, ok. I think I get it now,” she said, with confusion still written all over her face. The construction worker grinned and continued to explain. He sensed that perhaps she did not fully ‘get it now’, even if she wasn’t a liar. 

            “Also, there is not a scientific process that we can turn to that will allow us to create ethics, especially with absolute good, which is what you’re talking about. It is also hard to figure out a way to use science to even study the issues. Can you think of anything that is always considered the right thing to do, or always wrong?”


She pondered this question for a while, not wanting to rush into an answer without thinking through all the possibilities. This man was smart so she wanted to seem smart too. It seemed to Alex, however, that everything she thought of had some flaw in certain situations. Even killing, in some extreme cases of self-protection, wasn’t always wrong. Still determined, she thought about other things, like giving to the poor. She decided that this must always be a good thing to do, but realized that some people didn’t have extra to give to the poor, so this wasn’t something that could apply to everyone. When she asked him about this he told her she was right, if someone gave to the poor, but in doing so didn’t have money to feed their family, this would not be the right thing to do.

            “Don’t be discouraged. It is a good topic to keep thinking about. Maybe someday you’ll be able to come up with the answer that has escaped everyone.” He gave her a sincere smile, and when she looked at him, she felt he genuinely hoped that someday she would. She returned his smile, but started to worry.

            “If we can’t pick what is good and bad, how can we figure out if anything is ever right or wrong?” The construction worker put his hand on her shoulder reassuringly.

            “Ethics are always changing, and I don’t believe there is a final product that will be considered perfected ethics. Every society changes all the time and so ethics need to be able to change with it, so that we don’t get left in the position you’re worrying about now.  It’s like this campus. This site is just one place where we’re building something. There are several buildings that are being updated and changed all the time. There will never be a point where there isn’t some kind of construction happening here and it’s the same for what we think of as right and wrong.”

            “There was once a time when people thought they had it figured out pretty well, mainly during the Middle Ages. To relate it to construction, they had a very sturdy, concrete foundation for their ethics. With technology, science and the way people think now, this concrete was broken, much like the parking lot that used to be here. We built upon the old ethics like we can still build upon this. A lot of the old ethics are unusable, like some of these piles of rubble, but some we can work with and build new ideas out of. I was fixing up that piece of concrete over there because it can be used for other things. We can build up on this ground even though we broke through the concrete that was once here. A brand new building will be here soon, and maybe one day that will get torn down.” 

            As he spoke, Alex could picture the new building. She blinked, and she was standing inside it, next to the construction worker. They admired the new rooms and hallways, which were all beautiful. She wandered around the building, admiring that something had indeed been built upon the barren pit that she stood in when the conversation had started. She smiled admiring it. Somehow, in her wandering she had lost the construction worker, but before a feeling of alarm set in, she heard his voice, continuing the conversation.

            “So do you think it’s possible that we can build and change ethics; even build something on this ground here, or is it doomed to remain a pit with some rubble in it?” His question brought an end to the building, and she found herself once again surrounded by dirt and broken concrete. She looked at the worker and gave him a smile.

            “I think something wonderful can be built!” As she said this, she got a very strange look from her parents, who were holding her hands as they walked from the Gallery in the Rockefeller Arts Center. She noticed Noah was behind them, as she looked around, startled by the abrupt change of scenery. She giggled a bit at the strange glances they gave her and proudly announced she would be attending Fredonia.

            “What made you decide that, Alex?” her father asked.

            “This campus is exciting, and a little bit crazy!” she announced. 

            “Just wait until you see the rest of it!” Noah voiced, “You’ve only see the Rockefeller Center, there is so much more!” She gave him a condescending smirk for making that assumption. She felt that she’d experienced quite a bit more of the campus than they would ever know, or ever could have experienced themselves. And the family set off to see Noah’s dorm room.
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Erin Goldberg is a graduate of SUNY Fredonia's History/English programs with a minor in American Studies. During her time in ENGL446: Contemporary Literary Theory, she enjoyed studying gender theory.  She was especially interested in the works of Judith Butler and Luce Irigaray. Her chapter in the novelette is based loosely off of her experience with a student she interacted with at SUNY Fredonia.  She hopes to get the chance to study gender theory again someday, potentially at the graduate school level.  Miss Goldberg's future plans include attending the United States Army's Officer Candidate School in Fall of 2012.

My name is Derek Herzog and I am a Senior English Major here at Fredonia. My chapter is the product of the final project for my Contemporary Literary Theory class. It was definitely one of the best classes I've been in at Fredonia, and we were lucky enough to choose what our final project would be. No doubt, Professor McVicker was taking a risk in allowing us to do this, but I hope that this collaborative tale shows that we made a sincere effort not to disappoint her, and cause her to regret the decision to grant us that freedom. The story is inspired by the material we worked on and read throughout the semester. The structure is loosely based on the Lewis Carroll classic, Alice in Wonderland. And the themes are inspired by the different theorists we read. For my chapter, for example, I used Deleuze and Guattari's "Rhizome" essay for inspiration. There were aspects of this project that did prove to be challenging (it's not every day that one attempts to infuse postmodern literary theory into a children's story), but mostly the project was just a lot fun to create. We really enjoyed doing it, and we learned a lot too. It was an excellent way to conclude a very fun and intellectually stimulating semester. If anyone ends up reading it, I truly hope you find it enjoyable too.

My name is Jordan Horvath. I'm a recent graduate of SUNY Fredonia where I majored in Philosophy and English. I'm interested in the interplay between analytic and continental philosophy and the role this relationship plays in literature, specifically modern and postmodern literature. I think that the role of language as a tool both of power and subversion of power is fascinating in and of itself, but also that's it's incredibly relevant to any discussion of the information age, which is why I wanted to explore a little portion of Michel Foucault's work in this area.

Josh Jerome is a graduate of SUNY Fredonia's English program. He enjoys long walks, longer conversations, and suffers from protracted bouts of procrastination. His critical inspirations are, predominantly, Karl Marx and Louis Althusser, although Michel Foucault and Slavoj Žižek figure prominently. He is occasionally prone to prosaic pedantry.

My name is Matthew Pisarski and I am a senior English major at Fredonia. My plans after college are to go on to get my doctorate in literature, so literary theory is important to my career goals. It is my belief that theory applies to the actual world as much as to literature. The more people that become aware of some of the important theoretical work being done, the more the world can improve. I am from Angola, but currently reside in Fredonia.

My name is Christina Stock and I'm a junior English major with a writing minor. Outside of classes, I am heavily involved on The Leader staff and currently serve as the Copy Editor. I have wanted to be some sort of writer since I could read, creating plots and characters amongst my childhood stuffed animals. My passion for writing has grown in creative writing settings as well as in the study of literary theory. In the realm of theory, I am most interested in feminist theories and also find studies about institutional structures done by Foucault to be fascinating. Within Contemporary Literary Theory, I have been introduced to studies regarding revolution in America, starting with Michael Hardt, and this concept has continued to intrigue me since. My study of both literature and theory have helped to further develop my own writing style, and I intend to continue these studies in the future.
� Alex was getting too old to watch Disney movies with genuine enthusiasm. She had learned from Noah that if you wanted to be cool while continuing to do an uncool thing that you secretly still enjoyed, all you had to do was be ironic about it. So she started incorporating phrases from her favorite animated films into everyday conversation, the way she did there in reference to the 1997 classic, Hercules.
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