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The package arrived in the mail today.
I didn't think it would ever come.  Not because I was 

counting the days until it would arrive, but because I didn't think it 
actually existed.  But apparently, it did.

One week earlier I had been sitting in my room, listlessly 
browsing eBay instead of studying for my upcoming psych test or 
working on my history paper.  I wasn't looking for anything in 
particular; having no job and living off whatever money you can 
beg from your parents didn't leave me with much disposable 
income.  I'd found that eBay had gotten better at killing the really 
interesting auctions, like human hearts and soiled underwear, but it 
still wasn't hard to come across something that you couldn't believe 
someone was actually trying to sell.

“Hey, Joe,” I called to my roommate, “take a look at this one.”
“What now?” he answered, not bothering to look up from the 

notebook that lay open in front of him.  “I'm busy.”
“You aren't going to believe this one.”
“That's what you say about all of them.  Big deal.”
“C'mon, you have to see this one.”
“All right, all right,” he replied, in a let's-get-this-over-with 

tone.  He lifted his head up from the arm that had been propping it 
up for the past half hour and slid his chair towards my desk.  “What 
is it this time?”

He skimmed the auction page I had loaded on my monitor 
and gave an incredulous chuckle.  I read the description aloud 
while he looked at the page.  “Time control device.  Good condition, 
works like a charm.  Selling it because I need money for a new car. 
No reserve!”

“You know, last week I got a spam from some nutcase looking 
for someone with a time machine.  Maybe these two wackos should 
get together,” Joe replied, already turning back to his studying.

“He's even got a picture of it on here.”
Joe looked back to see the picture.  “Looks like a neuralizer 

toy from Men in Black.  I guess he's hoping some sucker will pay 
big bucks for a piece of plastic he bought at Wal-Mart four years 
ago.”

“No one's bid on it yet.”
“Gee, I wonder why,” Joe deadpanned.  “You'd have to be a 

fool to pass something like that up.”
“The opening bid's only fifty cents.”
“Yeah,” he replied in a monotone.  I glanced back at him; his 

head was once again propped up over his notebook.  He idlely lifted 
his free right hand from his lap to turn the page; clearly he was 
only slightly more interested in differential equations than the 



auction that had captured my interest for these couple of minutes.
“The auction ends in a few hours, too.”
“Hmm.”  Now he wasn't even bothering to open his mouth.
“I bet I'd win it if I bet on it.”
“So why don't you already?” he shot back.  I glanced over 

again; he was now looking in my direction, his face a thinly 
disguised look of annoyance.

“Huh?”
“Look, you're the only one who's even remotely interested in 

this thing.  Why don't you just buy the damned thing and shut up 
already so I can maybe have a chance of passing this test tomorrow 
morning, alright?”

“Alright, sorry,” I apologized.  Joe mumbled something and 
went back to studying.

Well, maybe he does have a point, I thought.  No one's going 
to be crazy enough to buy whatever the thing actually is, especially 
not when the seller created his account two days ago and doesn't 
have any feedback whatsoever, not to mention that he's obviously 
not quite playing with a full deck.  I mean, he isn't even asking for 
any shipping charges on top of the bid.  It's either a scam or 
something being sold by a homeless guy sitting at a computer 
terminal in a library somewhere.

But even I can spare fifty cents.  Why not go for it?

So now, whatever it was the guy was actually auctioning off 
had arrived.  I stood waiting in line in front of the mail room 
window of the dorm.  The individual mail boxes for the residents 
are so small anything that's larger than an ordinary letter envelope 
won't fit.  Instead, you get a little yellow slip of paper that tells you 
to go to the mail room window and pick up whatever package you 
had received.

Of course, it's never actually that simple.  There's never a line 
in front of the mail room window, except when you have a package 
to pick up.  If I didn't know any better, I'd say that the mailman only 
delivers packages once every two weeks, so half the people in the 
dorm are waiting in line to pick up their packages.  It's also the 
same day when one person has a half dozen packages they want to 
send, all to different addresses in different states using different 
mail carriers and different shipping plans.  Don't ask me why it's so 
important that package A gets sent to his brother in Memphis via 
Standard Ground, but package B has to be rushed to Seattle 
overnight via Fed-Ex, and package C is some ridiculously oblong 
thing that absolutely can't be delivered to Boston any way except 
UPS two-day air, even though it doesn't fit under the package 
regulations.  Whatever the reason, it takes fifteen minutes for the 
slack-jawed moron sending half his own weight in brown cardboard 
boxes across the country and the overworked, underpaid man 
behind the sliding plexiglass window to finally work out a way to 
send everything out.



Finally, after what seemed like an eternity of waiting, I 
reached the front of the line.  “Package,” I said, handing the 
bearded, heavyset man in the mail room the yellow slip.

“All right, just a minute,” he sighed, lifting his frame off the 
squeaky stool and turning to face the maze of identical-looking 
packages stacked haphazardly all over the room.  Still, there must 
have been some organization to the mess, since it only took about 
half a minute for him to find the box at the bottom of one of the 
stacks.

He returned to the window but, instead of gently dropping it 
down on the counter for me to pick up, he gingerly turned it around 
in his hands, eyeing it suspiciously.  It wasn't surprising that why; 
all the seams of the box had been sloppily reinforced by dark brown 
packaging tape.  Maybe the sender was afraid the mottled stains on 
two sides of the box would somehow cause it to fall apart during 
shipping.  The label, from what I could see of it, was written out in 
shaky handwriting, and there was no return address anywhere on 
the box.

The mail room employee narrowed his eyes slightly as he 
stared at me.  “Were you expecting a package?”

“Yes,” I replied slowly, not sure where this was going. 
Normally he doesn't even bother to ask for my ID.

“Do you know who this might be from?”
Oh, that's right, post-9-11 paranoia.  Obviously if the box isn't 

perfect it must be full of anthrax or something.  “It's from my aunt 
and uncle,” I lied.

The man narrowed his eyes further.
“I guess they sent it when my cousin Jimmy was over there,” I 

continued.  “He loves helping his grandma do stuff, so I guess he 
must have 'helped' pack the box.”  I figured a story like that should 
be good enough to explain the suspicious-looking package.  If I told 
him it's from some crazy guy I met on the Internet I'd probably 
have no chance of seeing the box before the FBI got a hold of it.

“Oh, OK, here you go,” he said, finally handing me my 
package.

“Thanks,” I replied, grabbing the box and turning around in 
one single motion.  As I started walking away, I muttered under my 
breath, “That's half an hour of my life I'd like to have back.”

“What's that?” the mail room man asked.
“Oh, nothing.”  No need to waste any more time down here.

“Guess what!” I declared as I opened the door and stepped 
into the dorm room.

“What?” Joe asked, still staring intently at his game of Grand 
Theft Auto 3.

“Guess what this is!”  I held up the box out in front of me in 
both hands, grinning wildly.

Joe paused the game and turned around.  “What did you do to 
that package?  What the hell is that?”



“My very own time machine!”
“You can't be serious.”
I grinned.
“You are serious?  You actually bid on that thing?  You 

actually bought that thing?  You actually got that thing?”
I shook the box.  “Well, there's something in here.”
“Well, what are you waiting for?”
I pushed the textbooks on my desk aside and placed the 

package on the cleared area.  I tried sliding a fingernail through 
the heavy brown packing tape sealing the opening at the top of the 
box, but the tape was too strong.  “Do you have a pair of scissors?”

“Hang on, let me look.”  Joe squeezed past me and rummaged 
through his desk drawer while I tried pulling up one of the corners 
of the box.  Whoever packed the box obviously didn't want it 
coming open en route.  “I thought I had some, but I can't find them 
in here.”

“That's fine, I'll just use my car keys,” I replied.  I fished my 
keyring out from my pocket, selected the long, jagged key and slid 
it through the groove under the lid.  I pulled the key along the 
edge, pushed it into the other corner, and pulled it along the 
opposite edge.  I then slid my fingers under one edge of the box 
and ripped the tape along the seam at the top of the box.

“Well, what are you waiting for?”
I reached into the box and rummaged through the Styrofoam 

peanuts until my hand his something cold and metallic.  I grasped 
it and lifted it out through the top of the box.

There was no doubt about it; this was the item I had seen on 
my computer screen a week ago.  It was a smooth black cylinder, 
about half a foot long and no more than an inch in diameter.  The 
two ends were rounded seamlessly into two half-spheres.  The body 
of the object, whatever it actually was, had once been shiny but 
now sported small scrapes in random directions, as though it had 
received minor abuse at the hands of its previous owner.  A narrow 
slot ran around the circumference near one end.  Two small 
circular buttons, one above the other, sat along the side near the 
other end.  I lightly tossed the object in my hand.  Whoever had 
made the device had built it well.  Its weight distributed itself 
evenly along the length of its body, and weighted only a little more 
than a ball-point pen.  Either it was hollow or whatever internals it 
might have were tightly secured to the interior.

“That's it?” my roommate asked.
“I guess so.”
“It's an awfully big box for something like that.”
“Maybe there's something else in there.”  I clutched the 

object with one hand while rummaging in the box with the other.
“Can I see it?”
“Sure.  Careful with it.”  I handed it to Joe, freeing my right 

hand for digging through the box.  Styrofoam peanuts spilled out 
over the edges of the box and onto the floor as my hands groped 



around the four corners of the box and swept across the bottom. 
My fingers hit a piece of paper on the bottom.  I pulled it out of the 
sea of Styrofoam and placed it on top of the box.  Scrawled across 
the page, in the same handwriting as the address label, were the 
words, “Top button to set.  Bottom button to go back.”  I flipped the 
page around, but the other side was blank.

“Those instructions?” Joe asked.  I glanced towards him; he 
was turning the object over and over in his hands, peering at it 
from every angle.

“I guess you could call them that.  Can I see the thing again?”
“Sure.”  Joe tossed the object my way.  Instinctively, my hands 

darted out and cradled it, trying to cushion its fall.
“Careful!  Don't break it!”
“Like it's actually going to work.”  He picked up the piece of 

paper and read it with a single sweep of his eyes, frowned, and 
reread the words.  “This doesn't even make sense.  Set what?  Face 
it, you just lost fifty cents.”

“Hmm,” I muttered, ignoring my roommate as I examined the 
device again.  “Well, only one way to find out.”  I grasped the 
cylinder in my right hand, rotated it around so the buttons were 
facing out, and pressed the top button with my thumb.

Nothing.
I tried pressing it again.  Still no response, no click, nothing. 

The button did sink down into the device as I pressed it and sprang 
back into place when I released, so the button wasn't jammed.  I 
tried pressing the other button.  Also nothing.

“It doesn't do anything,” I declared.
“You don't say,” Joe replied sarcastically.  “What exactly were 

you expecting it to do?”
“I don't know.  Something.  It doesn't look like it broke during 

shipping or anything.”
“How exactly would you know if it's broken?”  My roommate 

plopped down on the futon and returned to his game.
I didn't answer.  Instead I started examining the object again. 

Maybe I had missed something the first time.  Two buttons, 
rounded ends, mostly smooth surface, and nothing else.  I ran my 
thumb along the side of the machine, hitting the narrow groove at 
the bottom end of it.  What was the groove for?  I turned on my 
desk lamp and held the device underneath.  The groove ran around 
the entire circumference of the cylinder, about as deep as my 
thumbnail.  Maybe that end was a dial of some sort.  I held the tube 
with one hand and grasped the rounded end with the other, and 
twisted.  It didn't budge.

“Wait, rightly tighty, lefty loosey,” I remembered aloud, and 
tried turning the other way around.  This time the end budged 
forward.  I kept twisting the bottom end, once, twice, three times 
around, until the end came off in my hand.  A tiny metal spring 
stuck out from where it had been hidden inside the tube.  I looked 
into the open end, but there was nothing inside as far as I can see 



except for a small glint of metal a few inches in.
“I think I figured out why it didn't do anything,” I declared.
Joe didn't look up.  “Because you got ripped off?”
“No.”  I grabbed my graphing calculator from where it sat on 

the bookshelf above my desk and ripped off the panel on the back 
of it.  “Batteries not included.”  I yanked out one of the AAA 
batteries and held it next to the opening in the device.  “It looks 
like this one'll fit in here.”  I slid the battery in, knob first, and 
screwed the end back on.  “Let's try this again.”

I tried pressing the top button again.  This time the device 
emitted a quick beep-beep-beep.  By reflex, my arm shot out, 
holding the machine as far away from me as possible.

The sudden noise caught my roommate's attention; he 
dropped the controller and looked at me.  “That thing made that 
noise?” he asked.

“I... I think so,” I replied, starting at it, now daring to turn it 
around in my hand again.

“You look like you accidentally pulled the pin out of your 
grenade.  So it's a sound effect thingy.  Big deal.”  A sudden 
metallic crunch from the television grabbed his attention back. 
“Crap, I just crashed.”

“OK, so this button makes it beep,” I thought aloud, not 
expecting Joe to be listening again now that he was furiously trying 
to recover from his inattention to his game.  “Let's see what this 
other button does.”  I pressed the second button.

Fwoom.

My roommate turned back around, dropping his controller 
again in the process.  “That thing make that noise?”

“Well, yeah.  What else would have made it?” I replied 
casually.

“Well, if that's the case, why do you look like you accidentally 
pulled the pin out of your grenade?  So it's a sound effe--”  Another 
metallic crunch from the TV cut him off mid-sentence.  “Crap, I just 
crashed.”

Pulled the pin out of my grenade?  What made him say that 
again, I wondered.  Then I noticed that I was once again holding 
the device out away from me.  Apparently I instinctively reacted the 
same way to the second noise it made, even though I was expecting 
something like that to happen.  I looked back at my roommate; 
once again he was engrossed in his game.

I shook my head, trying to clear from it the weird feeling of 
deja-vu.  I left the room and slowly walked towards the bathroom, 
fingering the device along the way.  Even if it is just a sound effect 
machine, I thought, getting one for fifty cents isn't too bad.  The 
sounds effects on it aren't very good, though.  One's just a generic 
beeping, and the other one was that strange sort of sound, as 
though something large and quiet just whizzed past you on the 



highway.  How did that go again?  I pressed the second button to 
listen to it again.

Fwoom.

I promptly lost my balance and fell on the floor.
“Watch out for those sudden gusts of gravity while you're 

messing with your new toy,” I heard my roommate say somewhere 
above me.

I slowly lifted myself up off the floor.  My eyes darted left and 
right; somehow I was back in my room, having fallen between the 
desks on either side of the room.  Did I hit my head on the floor or 
something, I wondered.

“How'd I get back here?” I asked.
Joe paused the game and stared in my direction.  “Are you 

OK?  How hard did you hit your head?”
“I didn't hit my head on the floor.  At least, I don't remember 

hitting my head on the floor.  I was walking to the bathroom, and I 
tripped or something, and I was here.”

Joe narrowed his eyes as he looked at me.  “Maybe you better 
lie down for a while.”

“Maybe you're right.”  I stood up and, keeping a hand on my 
desk to balance myself, sat down on my desk chair.  Joe returned to 
his game, but kept glancing in my direction every few seconds as 
though he were afraid I'd black out all of a sudden.  I moved the 
cardboard box off the desk and onto the floor.  I folded my arms on 
the opened space and laid my head down, trying to sort my 
thoughts out.  I heard Joe pause the game again.  “Yes, I'm still 
conscious,” I said, figuring he was looking in my direction again, 
and lifted my head up a bit to look at him, verifying my suspicion.

“OK, I just wanted to make sure.  You seemed kind of out of it 
after you fell.”

“Yeah, I guess.”  I propped my head up on one arm and, with 
the other, reached down and picked up the paper that had come 
with the device I bought off eBay.  I read the cryptic message 
written on it over and over: “Top button to set.  Bottom button to go 
back.”  They didn't sound like the instructions to a sound effects 
toy.  I had pressed the top button, and it beeped.  I had pressed the 
second button, and nothing had happened.  I had pressed it again, 
and I was back here.  Back here....

I picked the device up off my desk from where had I placed it 
as I sat down.  The guy on the other side of eBay had said this was 
a time control device.  He couldn't possibly be serious... could he? 
Only one way to find out, I guess.  Carefully, slowly, I stood up from 
the desk, holding the device in front of me.  I pressed the bottom 
button again.

Fwoom.



I quickly took stock of my surroundings.  I was still standing, 
but a few feet over from where I had been when I pressed the 
button.  I was holding the device out to my side, arm outstretched, 
just like before.

“That thing make that noise?” Joe asked.  I turned my head 
towards him; he had dropped his controller and was looking back 
at me.

“Um, yeah,” I replied.  Deja-vu all over again.
“You look like you accidentally pulled the pin out of your 

grenade.  So it's a sound effect thingy.  Big deal.”  Another crash – 
or rather, the same one , I guess– from the television.  “Crap, I just 
crashed,” and Joe turned back to the game.

I pushed the button again.

Fwoom.

Again, I found myself standing at the same spot.  A glance at 
the television proved Joe hadn't yet crashed in his game.

“That thing make that noise?” he asked, just as he had every 
time before.

“Yes,” I replied.  “Let me guess, I look like I accidentally 
pulled the pin out of my grenade, right?”

“Well,” Joe paused.  “Yeah.  How'd you know I was going to 
say that?”

“It works.  This thing actually works.  You're going to crash.”
“What do you mean i--”  The same metal-on-metal crunch 

from the television.  “It works?  You've got to be kidding.”
“I'm serious.  I've gone through this half a dozen times 

already.  Look.”  I held the machine out in front of me and spun it 
around so the buttons faced him.  “I think you press this button...” 
Beep, beep, beep, the machine sounded as I demonstrated, “to 
have it remember what time it is.”

“Like a clock.”
“And you press the button below it,” I continued, ignoring his 

remark, “to go back to when you last pressed it.  At least, that's 
how I think it works.  Every time I've pressed it so far, I went back 
to when it first beeped.”

“You do realize April Fool's Day is, what, eight months away?” 
At least I can be pretty sure whatever the machine does only 
effects the person who uses it; Joe obviously is completely unaware 
of what has been going on.  From his point of view, I got scammed 
and am now trying to mess with his head.

“OK, I'll prove it.  Here.  Pick a number, and I'll tell you what 
is is.”

“Any number?”
“Any number.”
“All right,” he replied, not believing me but at least willing to 

humor me a little.  He thought for a second, and then, “Got it.”
“OK.  What number are you thinking of?”



“Excuse me?”
“What number are you thinking of?”
“I thought you were supposed to tell me what the number is. 

You're trying to prove you're a time traveler, aren't you?”
“Well, as far as I can tell, I can only go back to when I 

pressed the one button.  You tell me what the number is, and I'll go 
back and tell you what it is.”

“You just didn't think I was going to call your bluff.  OK, fine. 
The number was 3.14159.”

“You mean pi?”
“No, 3.14159.  I was going to say pi, but then I figured you'd 

know me well enough to think I'd choose a number like that.  You 
wouldn't expect me to round it off.  But of course, this didn't prove 
anyway.  Now, if you'll excuse me, these cars aren't going to steal 
themselves.”  He picked up his controller and went back to playing.

Time to prove him wrong.

Fwoom.

Joe stared at me.  Finally, he asked, “you press that button to 
do what?  All it does is beep.”

“Never mind that.  Here.  Pick a number, any number, and I'll 
tell you what number it is.”

“What?”
“Humor me, OK?”
“All right.”  A short pause.  “Done.”
“Your number is 3.14159.”
“Nope.”
“No?”
“Well, it is pi, but I didn't round my answer off.”
“You didn't do that when I asked you before.”
“When did you ask me before?”
“Just a min--” I stopped mid-sentence.  Why did he pick a 

different number this time, I wondered.  Last time, Joe said 
something about picking pi at first, but then changing it.  He must 
have been trying to throw me off then.  Now, he didn't know what I 
was trying to prove by picking his number, so he didn't try to 
outsmart me.  “Never mind, I'll try this again.”

“Try what again?  Where are you going with all this?”

Fwoom.

Joe stared at me, again.  “You press that button to do what? 
All it does is beep.”

“Pick a number.”
“What?”
“Any number.  Just humor me; you'll see why later.”
“OK.”  A short pause.  “Done.”
“You picked pi.”



“Well, yeah.  How did you know that?”
“Because,” I announced, triumphantly, “this really is a time 

machine.”
Joe tilted his head to the side slightly and stared into me. 

Then he chuckled softly.  “Yeah, right.  I'll admit, you almost had 
me there for a second.  But no, you've known me long enough to 
guess I'd say something like pi.  Nice try, though.”

“But,” I started, but then thought better of it.  I could spend 
the next five minutes for hours trying to prove this device really 
could take me back in time, but I'd never be able to convince him. 
From his point of view, I'm just his goofy roommate trying to pull a 
prank on him with a toy that beeps if you press the button.  “Yeah, 
you got me,” I lied, grinning.  “I didn't really think you'd fall for 
that anyway.”

Iteration 1

Obviously, if you find yourself in possession of what may be 
the world's only existing time machine, you need to secure it 
properly to make sure it doesn't walk away while you aren't 
looking.  That's why I left it next to my wallet and keys in the 
impenetrable fortress that is my top left desk drawer while I slept 
that night.

“Lousy time machine, only goes backwards,” I muttered to 
myself while struggling to dress myself the next morning. 
“Wouldn't mind being able to skip this.”  Turning on the light 
meant waking my roommate and drawing his wrath for waking him 
up in the morning when he doesn't have any classes until this 
afternoon.  Sleeping in meant losing a letter grade for not meeting 
the attendance quota for my morning lecture class.  Not getting 
dressed meant walking to class in nothing but boxers.  So, in this 
lose-lose-lose situation, the best I could do is stumble around the 
room, trying to use the narrow shaft of sunlight peeking through 
the heavy yellow curtains to execute my morning routine.

Bang!  “Stupid mirror.”  If my brain were working properly at 
this ungodly hour of nine in the morning, I would have thought 
ahead and set up the time machine beforehand to go back before I 
started getting dressed.  Or even better, before going to bed the 
night before.  Instead, I'd have to put up with a throbbing forehead 
for the next couple of minutes.

One nice thing about pain, though, is that there's nothing like 
it for waking you up and grabbing your attention.  Taking a step 
back from what passed for a medicine cabinet, I resumed balancing 
on one foot while pulling my jeans up the other leg.  I glared at the 
mirror.  There was just enough sunlight leaking into the room to 
see its sharp outline against the cabinet door, but not enough to let 
it reflect my angry stare back at me.  That's probably for the best, I 
thought.

Thankfully, the rest of the morning routine passed without 



incident.  Aside from one person showering, the bathroom shared 
by all the students on the floor stood vacant.  Everyone else was 
already at class or, more likely, still asleep, recovering from late-
night cramming or Counterstrike sessions.  Going to the bathroom, 
brushing teeth, shaving – these were all things that could be done 
on autopilot, and although the throbbing in my forehead was 
starting to subside, my brain remained annoyed at having been 
shocked into full operation before it was really needed.

Back to the room.  It now seemed pitch black, my eyes having 
adjusted themselves to the stark fluorescent lights in the hallway. 
More fumbling, carefully this time, putting the morning's supplies 
back away packing my backpack with the notebooks for the 
morning's classes.  Finally, I pulled open the desk drawer to fish 
out my wallet and keys, and my hand brushed against the time 
machine.  Well, why not, I thought, no harm in taking it with me 
this morning.  I slipped it into the left pocket my jeans, the 
coldness from the metal radiating through the pocket lining and 
into my leg.  Or, rather, my body heat radiating the other way into 
it.  Either way, it was noticeably cold.

Another morning completed without too much trouble, I 
stepped out of the room and quietly locked the door behind me. 
Hesitating, I pulled the device back out of my pocket and looked at 
it.  I wondered if there were any chance of one of its buttons 
getting pressed accidentally in there.  I brought my thumb in 
contact with the top button and gently pushed down in it, slowly 
increasing the pressure to see how long it would take for the 
machine to realize I was pressing it.  Not until the button had 
recessed well into the body of the machine did I hear the beep, 
beep, beep signaling its activation.  Since that was the case, there 
seemed to be little chance of the button getting pressed 
accidentally if I carried it around with me during the day.  And even 
if it did, at least I wouldn't have to go back to yesterday afternoon 
and live through banging my head against the mirror again.

The morning air was cool and crisp, perfect for the ten-
minute walk between the dorms and campus.  This morning was 
one of the maybe two dozen truly nice ones that this area 
experienced over the course of the year.  The earth and 
atmospheric science course lied, claiming that autumn stretched 
from September 22 to December 22.  Everyone knew that summer 
lasted six and a half months and winter four and a half months, 
with a week or two of spring and fall separating them.  This year 
fall came in late October, bringing weather cool enough to wear 
long pants and a jacket without feeling uncomfortable, warm 
enough to preclude zipping the jacket up, and sunny enough to 
leave the umbrella in the closet.

Between the dorms and the academic part of campus sat Frat 
Row.  My route took me through two rows of large houses, each 
with a handful of Greek letters proudly displayed on the sign. 



Sadly, the frats' boastfulness seemed to end at identifying 
themselves; in the real world the neighbors would be filing formal 
complains with the local government about the lowered property 
values in the neighborhood.  In most of the lawns, weeds outgrew 
and overshadowed the lawns, verdant only because someone years 
before had the foresight to install an automatic underground 
sprinkler system.  Some houses took pains to avoid lawn care at all; 
these were the ones who had paved over the strip of land between 
the sidewalk and the street.  Discarded garbage choked the sides of 
every street that ran through Frat Row, clustering around and 
blocking the storm drains in particular.  Even in a relatively light 
rain shower, inch-deep puddles would form and cover half the 
intersections, making navigation on foot without waterproof boots a 
risky proposition.  Fortunately, the past few days had been without 
rainfall, so nothing save the occasional half-crushed beer can 
impeded my progress.

A few minutes later I set foot on the academic part of 
campus.  Even if someone were completely unfamiliar with the 
layout of the area, a simple glance at the sidewalks would let them 
know where they were.  Every student organization known to man 
taped brightly covered flyers to all the sidewalks to advertise their 
events to all passersby.  Even if you weren't the least bit interested 
in horticulture, by the time you walked from point A to point B you 
would walk over half a dozen neon orange flyers reminding you of 
the guest speaker at this week's meeting of the Horticulture Club. 
If that didn't interest you, you could instead focus on the flyers 
congratulating Jamie for her 21st birthday today – or maybe 
yesterday or the day before, since far fewer people removed old 
flyers than taped new ones – and, in the unlikely event you hadn't 
met Jamie in a student body 20,000 strong, featuring a picture of 
her grinning like mad at a party somewhere.

If you believed everything you read, you'd think there was 
never a dull moment around here.

I finally arrived at my destination: the single largest lecture 
hall on campus.  Most colleges of any appreciable size have at least 
one lecture room designed for a hundred or so students, with a 
layout similar to a screening room in your local 18-screen movie 
theater.  This room put them all to shame.  Built to accommodate 
up to five hundred students, it looked more like a stadium than a 
classroom.  The teaching area, complete with no less than four 
overhead projectors and a massive dry-erase board, sat at the 
center of the semicircle.  Students sat at tables around the 
semicircle, sitting higher and higher as they approached the rear of 
the room.  As though to pretend the building existed for purposes 
in addition to housing this behemoth of a classroom, the architects 
had placed a few small, rarely-used classrooms along one side of 
the hallway surrounding the main room, but they weren't fooling 
anybody.  The name Lecture Dome fit the building better than its 



official name, Richardson Hall.
Entering the main room at the bottom, my eyes swept across 

the two hundred students who had already found their seats in 
search of my friends.  I found them sitting at the far right side of 
the room, about halfway up the rows of seats.  Few people 
understood that the far left or right sides of the middle rows are 
the optimal  seats in any classroom.  Hard-core slackers always fill 
the last two rows, thinking that the professor will never see them 
back there, freeing them to sleep or work on the homework due in 
the class they have next hour.  Of course, all professors know this 
and always keep one eye on the back row for troublemakers; the 
real reason they're never caught is that all but the most loud or 
unruly ones are ever hurting anyone but themselves, so the 
professors see little need to interrupt class to reprimand them.  The 
middle rows are the typical home of the average students, not 
motivated enough to sit up front for the full lecture experience but 
not willing to risk missing something important, where “something 
important” is usually defined as anything the professor explicitly 
states will be on the test.  Sit on the extreme sides of the room, in 
the middle rows, and the professor will normally not even look in 
your direction.

“What's up, guys?” I asked casually as I deftly slid myself 
between the seat backs and the table of the row behind us, heading 
towards the rightmost empty seat.

“Hey,” replied Tom, giving me the nod of acknowledgment.
“What's up,” answered Ralph.  The question works equally 

well as its own reply.
“Eh, not much,” I replied.  As I said that, I noticed that my 

left hand had reached into my left pocket to finger the device. 
Well, no point in mentioning it to them just yet, I thought. 
Especially not with two hundred other people around to witness it.

“So, did you finish the project yet?” Tom asked.
Ralph moaned, leaning forward until his head hit the table. 

“Don't remind me.  That thing's impossible.”
“I'm guessing that's a no, then,” Tom replied.  He then turned 

to me and asked, “How about you?”
By this time I had sat down in the chair next to Ralph.  I 

leaned back, stretching the token amount of ergonomic design put 
into it to its limit.  “Well, I've looked at it, a little.  Doesn't look very 
fun.  You?”

“Well, I see how you can get it to process the inputs in n-
cubed without too much trouble, but beats me how you can narrow 
that down to n-squared, let alone n log n.”  Ah, the 300-level 
computer algorithms course.  Not only does your program have to 
be correct, it also has to be as efficient as the theory allows.  “It's 
got to be an error on the assignment.  I don't think it's even 
possible to do it in n log n.”

“Maybe it's a trick question,” I guessed.
“A trick question for a two-week assignment?”  Tom stared at 



me in disbelief, then collected himself.  “You know, I wouldn't put it 
past the professor to do something evil like that.”

“Yeah.  Maybe the point is to do it as efficiently as you can 
and prove you can't do any better.”

“Ugh, not another proof,” Ralph broke in.  “My hand cramped 
up last time I had to write one of those.”

As we chatted, Professor Williams entered the lecture hall 
through the doors on the far side.  A man in his late thirties, he had 
been in academia long enough to have been disillusioned to the 
lofty, frequency touted goals of pushing forward the frontiers of 
human knowledge, but not so jaded as to take his tenure and 
retreat into the ivory tower like most of the older faculty had, 
sending graduate students to perform the menial task of teaching 
their classes.  Although Williams demanded a lot from his students, 
he willingly offered whatever assistance he could give to help us 
reach the goals he set for us.

On a normal day, the professor would smile and nod politely 
to the students he has come to know personally over the course of 
the semester as he strolled across the stage towards the 
combination lectern and computer terminal in the center.  But 
today, he walked briskly, ignoring the handful of students who 
interrupted their conversations to greet him as he passed, keeping 
his gaze fixed a few feet directly in front of him.  He dropped his 
briefcase next to the lectern and, frowning, logged himself onto the 
system and set up the day's presentation.

“I don't know if I'll be able to get it done before Friday,” Tom 
continued.  “Not with the two exams I have this week.”

“I know a guy who took this class last year, and he said the 
projects only get harder as the semester goes on,” I replied, 
turning away from the professor to face my friends again.

Ralph groaned.
Professor Williams normally started lectures by announcing 

the topic of the day's material, but today he silently dimmed the 
lights as he waited for the projector to warm up.  Slowly, the 
ambient murmurings throughout the hall quieted as, one by one, 
students stopped their conversations in mid-sentence as they saw 
what was displayed on the projector screen.  Soon the only sound 
in the room was the dull whirr of the projector's cooling fan.

On the screen was a web browser window, open to the page 
about the university's policy on academic dishonestly.

“At the beginning of the semester,” Williams began, furrowing 
his brow as he stared into the middle of the class, “I asked you to 
read this so you'd have an understanding of what is expected of you 
in this class.  In fact, it's university policy that all students read this 
policy when they first come in.  I'm guessing that there are quite a 
number of you who haven't taken a look at this in some time.

“Maybe your instructor for the intro class two years ago 
didn't explain this well enough to you, so I'll go through it again. 
The university has a firm policy on cheating on homework and 



exams.  I'll let you read the full text on your own time, so I'll 
summarize: don't cheat.  If you do, you automatically fail the 
course.  Get caught cheating again, and you're out of here.

“Now, I know this is a tough course, probably one of the 
toughest in the curriculum.  That's why I have office hours.  That's 
why there are TAs in your labs to answer whatever questions you 
have about the projects.  That's why I use the little time we have in 
this room to answer whatever questions you have about the 
material.  If you are having trouble meeting the requirements for 
this course, you should avail yourself of these resources.  You can 
even talk with other students for help, but that does not extend to 
taking their solutions to projects and submitting them as your own!

“Now, I apologize for taking up the time of those of you who 
weren't involved with this,” the professor continued, briefly 
directing his gaze down towards the terminal as he brought up 
another program, “but it seems that there are quite a few of your 
peers who need to be reminded of this.  This,” he announced, 
gesturing towards the program that now appeared on the overhead 
screen, “is MOSS, the Measure of Software Similarity.  MOSS is 
smart.  MOSS sees all your submissions.  MOSS knows when two of 
you turn in the same solution to the project.  MOSS knows if you've 
tried adding comments or renaming variables or moved some 
things around in the code.  If you think you need to resort to 
cheating to pass this course, chances are you aren't going to come 
up with a way to fool MOSS.  Ask your peers.  Many have tried.  All 
of them have failed.

“I have sent an e-mail to those of you suspected of cheating 
on the last project.  If you receive one of them, see me during my 
office hours today so we can take care of this.  Now,” he paused 
briefly, closing MOSS and bringing up the PowerPoint slides for the 
day's lecture, “I don't want to waste any more class time on this, so 
I'll move on to today's material.”

Ralph groaned.
“What's the matter?  Don't tell me you were one of the ones 

who cheated,” Tom whispered in reply.
“You did too, as far as he's concerned,” Ralph answered, his 

voice muffled as his head lay facing the table, encircled by his 
arms.  “Remember?  The week it was due we got together to try to 
figure it out.  We're screwed”

“That doesn't count,” I joined in.  “Yeah, we talked about the 
project, but it's not like we were writing the code for it right there. 
We were just talking about how you'd go about solving it, high-
level.  There's no way we all went home and wrote the same code 
afterwords.  I mean, it's not the first time we've done it, and it's not 
like we were accused of cheating before.”

Ralph sighed.  “I hope you're right.  I can't afford to flunk out 
of this class.”

After eating lunch in the basement of the Student Union, I 



went over to one of the computer labs to check my e-mail.  There's 
going to be nothing there, I reassured myself as I waited for the 
login procedure to complete.  You're not going to be caught 
because you didn't do anything wrong.  You're just doing this to 
prove there's nothing to worry about.  Finally the system came up 
and, nervously, I opened up the e-mail client.  As much as I was 
sure I was right and there wouldn't be any trouble, there was still a 
nagging doubt in the back of my mind expecting the worst.

Five new e-mails.  The aging, home-grown software that ran 
on the university's lab machines didn't allow you to get a list of all 
the messages in your inbox; instead, the program dumped you into 
the first new message and required you to page through the e-mails 
to see them all.  Over a thousand students attending a university 
known for the best computer science program within five hundred 
miles, and they couldn't come up with a usable e-mail program.

First message: a request from one of the other students in 
the algorithms class asking for help interpreting one part of the 
current assignment.  Even though all questions were supposed to 
be sent to the TAs directly, that didn't seem to stop anyone from 
spamming the class mailing list with whatever question they had. 
Delete.

Second message: porno spam.  One advantage to using this 
antiquated software occurred to me: it didn't know how to display 
the images embedded in the message.  Judging from the text in the 
subject line, it's nothing I would have wanted to see on my own 
time, let alone in a public computer lab filled with four dozen other 
students.  Delete.

Third message: an algorithms TA answering the previous 
student's question.  Even though I had already completed that part 
of the project, it was probably a good idea to keep this message 
around, just in case I find out later I messed something up.  Save.

Fourth message: “I send you this file in order to have your 
advice.”  It's amazing that there are still people who manage to 
send out Outlook viruses to everyone in their address book. 
According to the headers, one of the algorithms students had sent 
it to the class mailing list.  You'd think a junior studying comp sci 
would know better than to get fooled by last year's Outlook virus. 
Moron.  Delete.

Fifth message: from Professor Williams.  “It has come to my 
attention that your solution to Project 4 bears strong similarities to 
the work of other students in the class.  Please see me during my 
office hours at your earliest convenience.”  Crap.  On second 
thought, however, I knew for a fact that I hadn't taken anyone 
else's code and put it into my project.  I certainly didn't trust 
anyone else enough to rely on them for the correct answer, and I 
definitely wasn't getting an A in the course so far by relying on 
someone else to do all the work for me.  So there shouldn't be a 
problem then; it's all a misunderstanding.  Maybe they had set 
MOSS a little too overzealously.  But then I realized that the 



professor had sent the exact same message to everyone who had 
been flagged as suspect; just because the message only mentioned 
using someone else's code didn't mean that they didn't think I had 
given my solution out to someone else.

I reached for my cell phone and punched in Tom's number. 
Someone cleared his throat loudly behind me; I swiveled around in 
the chair and saw the lab manager glaring at me.  I shot back an 
inquisitive look, and he pointed to my cell phone.  Right, I thought, 
they just put in a no-cell-phones policy in lab.  Too many people 
blabbing incessantly about how drunk they got on Tuesday night 
while other people were trying to type out the term paper due next 
period.  I nodded to the lab manager, swiveled back to click the 
button to log out, grabbed my backpack and headed out.

As I stepped out the door, Tom picked up on the other end. 
“Hello?”

“Hey Tom, it's me,” I replied, leaning against the wall next to 
a soda machine.

“Oh, hey, what's up?”
“Listen, have you checked your e-mail lately?”
“No, I've got class straight until 3:30 today.  What about it?”
“I got a message from Williams.  He thinks he caught me.”
A pause, then, “Oh.”
“Yeah.”
“Have you gone to talk to him yet?”
“No, not yet.”  I checked my watch.  “He's got his office hours 

now, though, so I might as well get this mess straightened out.”
“Well, good luck.”
“Thanks.”  Click.

I stepped up to Professor Williams's office door on the third 
floor of the computer science building.  I paused, pretending to 
look at the article clippings and comic strips taped to the door, as I 
tried to steel my nerves.  I took a deep breath, in, out, and knocked 
on the door.

“It's open,” came the voice inside.
Slowly, I turned the handle and inched the door forward. 

Inside, Williams was sitting at his desk, hammering away at the 
keyboard of one of his two computers.  A set of bookcases 
dominated the right wall of his office, crammed with every sort of 
book related to networking and computer security imaginable.  The 
other wall featured a sample of his children's crayon drawings 
carefully hung on a cork board, the pins positioned so that they 
didn't pierce the paper but still held it up.  In the middle of the 
room sat the professor's work area, two short desks arranged in an 
L shape.  One held up two large computer monitors; the desk 
facing me was covered in opened books and stacks of papers, a 
coffee mug precariously perched atop one of the shorter ones.

“I'll be with you in just a second,” Williams said as he 
continued typing.  I closed the office door silently behind me, 



slowly relaxing my grip on the handle only once it had closed.  The 
professor abruptly stopped typing and turned to look at who had 
entered his office.  “Ah, Mr. Roberts, good to see you,” he 
announced.  I could only assume the pleasantries were only 
because he hadn't yet realized the reason for my visit.  He gestured 
towards one of the thinly padded green chairs in front of the desk. 
“Here, have a seat.”  I sat myself in the one closer to the office 
door.  “Now,” he continued, “what can I do for you?”

“Well,” I replied, “I got an e-mail from you asking me to come 
see you, and...”

“Oh, that's right,” he answered, lifting his head as the 
recognition hit.  “Let me just bring up that file on here.”  He 
pushed his chair back to the other workstation and pressed a few 
keys on it.  “Now, I know I came across a little gruff in class, but 
I'm assuming that all these cases that came up are just 
misunderstandings.  You know, an innocent-until-proven-guilty sort 
of thing.”

“Oh, that's good.”  Maybe this wasn't going to be as hard to 
explain as I thought.  I relaxed a bit, leaning back in the chair.  “We 
can probably get this straightened out pretty quickly, then. 
Actually, I think I know what happened, and I can explain.”

“Go on,” he replied, skimming the information that appeared 
on the screen.  From the angle I was sitting at, though, I couldn't 
read what was there.

“Well, my friends and I were having a tough time figuring out 
how to tackle the project, so --”

“What are their names?” Williams interrupted.
I hesitated at first, but then realized that he probably already 

knew from the MOSS output who they were.  Lying or covering it 
up will probably just make things worse, I reasoned.  “My friends 
Tom and Ralph.”

“Mr. Mendelson and Mr. Parker,” he nodded.  “I'm sorry, you 
were saying?”

“Well, we were having a tough time figuring out how to get 
started on the project, so we decided to get together one afternoon 
to talk about it.  We weren't sharing code or anything; we didn't 
even have anything written out.  We were just talking about what 
different approaches we could think of and which ones might work 
the best.”

“Hmm,” Williams nodded.
“That's about it.  Our solutions might look similar since we 

were brainstorming together, but we definitely didn't work on the 
actual code together or anything like that, and we definitely didn't 
turn in the same solutions.”

“Well, you don't have to worry about that at all,” Williams 
replied.  “According to MOSS, your project shows little similarity to 
those of Mr. Mendelson and Mr. Parker.”  He turned and fixed his 
gaze directly at me.  “Is there anything you aren't telling me?”

This came as a surprise to me.  “Well, no.  There's got to be 



some sort of mistake in that case.  I didn't work on the project at all 
with anyone else.  The only think I can think of is that my 
submission got mixed up with someone else's somehow.”

Professor Williams raised an eyebrow.  “Really, then,” he 
answered, not as a question but a statement of his suspicion I was 
hiding something.  “In that case, would you care to explain your 
relationship with Mr. Donald Kensington?”

“I'm not sure what you're referring to,” I replied, furrowing 
my brow in thought.  Donald?  I barely knew him.  The two of us 
shared the same lab session, but that was about it.

“MOSS reported that your solution and Mr. Kensington's 
were quite similar.  It's not a mistake; I looked at the code myself, 
and the similarities in many places are striking.  Are you sure 
there's no way to explain this?”

“Well, I'm not sure.”  I paused, racking my brain for the 
answer.  “Wait a minute, now that you mention it, I did talk with 
him a little in the lab, um, two weeks ago, I think – it was a few 
days before the project was due, I remember.  The TA was busy 
answering a bunch of questions from most of the other students, 
and Donald came up to me.  He said he didn't think the TA would 
get to him before the next period, and he was wondering if I could 
help him out with some parts of the assignment.”

“What sort of 'help,' exactly?”
“Well, I didn't give him any of my code, if that's what you're 

thinking,” I blurted out in self-defense.  I immediately regretted 
saying it, not because it wasn't true but because it made me look a 
little too eager to answer, as though I had something to hide.  I 
needed to calm myself down and act less jumpy.  I drew another 
deep breath and continued, “His questions were mostly high-level 
stuff about the data structure we were supposed to implement.  I 
drew out a bunch of diagrams showing how it was supposed to 
work.  He was still confused about some parts, so I wrote out some 
parts of the algorithm in pseudocode.  I don't see how he would 
have duplicated my work from that, though.”

“And before Mr. Kensington talked with you, what were you 
doing at the time?”

“I was working out a few of the bugs that were left in my 
code.”

“So you had your code open on the screen while he was 
there.”

“Well, yes, I suppose so.”  I didn't like where Williams was 
going with this.

“So he was able to read parts of the solution to the project for 
an extended period of time, while he was talking with you.  Tell me, 
when you were writing out the psuedocode, did you write it from 
memory, or did you refer to your solution at all?”

“I knew the overall algorithm from memory, but now that you 
mention it, I think I do remember looking up some other parts of 
my code to see exactly how I implemented those sections.”



“So Mr. Kensington had a fair amount of access to significant 
portions of your solution to the project.  He then went back to his 
terminal and, from the diagrams and pseudocode you wrote and 
your own code on the screen, reimplemented significant portions of 
your code.  Does this sound about right to you, Mr. Roberts?”

“It sounds, ... possible, I guess.  But even if that is what 
happened, I think it's pretty clear that it was unintentional.  I didn't 
mean to give him any details of my project; they just sort of slipped 
out while I was trying to help them.  And you've even said it's all 
right to ask other students for help with the assignments, right?”

“Help, yes.  Not doing the work for them, not to the degree in 
which you did so in this case.  As you should know from the policy 
on academic dishonesty, being careless about protecting your work 
from others is no different from outright handing them your work. 
University policy is pretty clear on what course of action I have to 
take in this situation.”

“But, but, that's not fair!  I'm getting an A in the course so 
far!  You can't just fail me because of one incident like this!”

“Unfortunately, Mr. Roberts,” he sighed, “this doesn't seem to 
be the first time you've been involved in a situation like this, where 
you've helped your fellow students too much.  I'd been looking the 
other way up until now, assuming it was unintentional or maybe 
just a coincidence.  The reports from MOSS were suggesting 
something along these lines, but the indexes weren't quite high 
enough to justify taking action without some other evidence of 
cheating.  But, to put it bluntly, now I do, and my hands are tied.”

“But, there's got to be --”
“Mr. Roberts, I'm sorry, there's nothing else I can do. 

Hopefully you'll be more careful with your work next semester in 
this course.  That is all.”  He nodded towards the office door.

“Well, that's it.  It's over,” I complained, stabbing the mound 
of mashed potatoes with the oversized metal spoon.  “There goes 
my scholarship.  There's no way they'll be letting me keep that now 
that I've failed one of the core classes.”  I lifted the spoon back out 
of the serving tray, covered with generic-brand instant mashed 
potatoes, and slammed the scoop down onto my plate with a dull 
clang.  “I'll have to get a part-time job to cover the tuition.  So now 
I won't have any time to study, and I'll start failing all my other 
classes too.”  I ladled the mystery meat gravy onto the amorphous 
grayish-white blob on my plate, frowned at the dorm cafeteria's 
other offerings for tonight's dinner, and stepped sideways, shoving 
my tray along the track.

“Look, it isn't going to be that bad,” Joe replied, prodding the 
stack of slices of roasted turkey with the tongs, trying to find a 
piece that didn't look too yellowed around the edges.  “It's not like 
you're the only one to ever fail that class.  Didn't you say before 
that a third of the people in it now are taking it for the second 
time?”



“Well, sure, if you want to be like them.  Graduate with a low 
C and be lucky to get a job as a web monkey at the IT department 
somewhere.  If I wanted to waste my life doing that I wouldn't have 
bothered going to college in the first place.”

“It's not going to be that bad,” he continued, giving up on his 
search and settling on the chunk of turkey at the top of the heap. 
“Besides, you won't have to get a job right now.  You can always 
take out a loan to cover the tuition.”

“You seem to think I'm not already steeped in debt as it is. 
I'll have enough trouble paying them off as it is.”  Done with the 
serving line, I wormed my way through the maze of tables in the 
dining area to the milk machine.

The milk machine had been scientifically designed to confuse 
and annoy anyone and everyone who tried to use it.  Unlike the 
more conventional beverage dispensers like the soda machine, the 
milk machine relies completely on gravity in order to operate.  You 
lift up the handle, releasing the clamp a tube stuck through the 
bottom of the bag of milk above.  Yes, the milk comes in a giant 
plastic bag encased in a plastic crate.  If you're lucky, and the bag 
is full, the milk pours from the bag into your waiting cup below.  If 
you aren't lucky – and today proved to be one of those days, as I 
found out while trying to use it – the bag isn't completely full, and 
the milk slowly dribbles out down the tube, taking half a minute to 
fill just one of the diminutive drinking glasses.

“You don't necessarily have to borrow from the bank,” my 
roommate continued, having already returned from the soda 
machine with three glasses full of Code Red before I had finished 
filled one of my glasses.  “You could always ask your parents for the 
money if you need it.”

“My parents!”  I exclaimed.  “How am I ever going to explain 
this to them?  My dad's going to be furious when he finds out I've 
been busted for cheating!”

“I thought you said you didn't actually cheat.”
I sighed, giving up on the milk machine.  I'd just have to 

make do with one and a half glasses of milk tonight.  “Whether I 
did or not doesn't matter, just what the university thinks I did. 
Besides, an F is an F.  There's going to be no sugar-coating that.”

“So who cares what you're parents think?” Joe asked as we 
sat down at an empty table.  “You're in college now.  You're out on 
your own!  You don't need their approval anymore!  I say, if they 
have a problem, screw 'em.”

“I wish you were right.”  I half-heartedly poked my fork into 
the gravy-covered lump of mashed potatoes and nudged it from 
side to side.  Dorm food had an incredible talent from taking care 
of your hunger without even requiring you to eat any of it.  “No, 
you probably are right.  I'm in this mess, and it's all mine.  There's 
nowhere I can go now.”

So now what to do, I wondered as I lugged the laundry 



basked down the stairs.  If I were lucky, I might still be able to 
graduate in four years.  The way the prerequisites worked, 
however, I might have to stay another semester.  Won't that just 
look great on the résumé – not graduating in four years because I 
failed a class.  Failed because of cheating, no less.  No graduate 
school worth going to is going to touch me either, I lamented, 
dropping the basket in front of the only washing machine not being 
used in the laundry room.

I roughly measured out a capful of detergent and poured it 
into the machine.  The entire room reeked of a smell I couldn't quite 
put into words.  That's the funny thing about English – there really 
aren't any words to describe how something smells, aside from 
saying that it smells like something else.  I took a whiff of the 
emptied cap and decided that part of the stench was from all the 
detergent.  I started slinging my pile of dirty shirts into the washer, 
one by one.

Maybe I'm overreacting to all this, I thought.  Maybe I could 
make an appeal to the dean.  If I were lucky, he might make an 
exception for me.  On second thought, considering all the cheating 
that was just uncovered, he probably wouldn't be too sympathetic to 
who he would see as just another kid who got busted.  I could try 
switching to another major, but that certainly wouldn't help me 
graduate any sooner, and I'd still be stuck working in some field I 
didn't want to be in after I graduate.  Williams had said his hands 
were tied, but he didn't even think about mine.

Having finished loading the washing machine, and after 
pushing the mound of clothes down far enough so I could close the 
lid, I reached into my pocket to pull out my wallet.  All the machines 
in the laundry room were hooked up to a system so you could pay 
using your student ID instead of hoarding quarters.  But something 
wasn't quite right, and it took a few seconds for my brain to identify 
exactly what.

My wallet wasn't there.
I rummaged through all the pockets in my jeans.  Had I stuck 

it somewhere else instead of my rear pocket?  Nothing there, and 
nothing on the left side either.  My right front pocket just had the 
spare change from lunch.  I reached into my left pocket and my 
hand hit something cold and cylindrical.  I had forgotten that I had 
been carrying the time control device around with me all day. 
Unfortunately, my wallet wasn't there either.

So my college career was in the toilet, I was hungry from 
having been able to stomach only three bites of dinner, I lost my 
wallet, and to top it all off, my clothes were covered in detergent 
and I didn't have enough spare change on me to even run the 
washing machine.  Beautiful.  Frustrated and angry, I kicked the 
washing machine as hard as I could, leaving a dent in the front and 
drawing the stares of the handful of others doing their laundry.  Add 
damaging university property to the list.

I lifted myself up and sat down on the top of the machine, 



head staring at the floor.  I tried to think of something I could do to 
get me out of this mess, but I couldn't think of anything.  No, 
nothing I could do now to fix any of this; the damage had already 
been done.  I reached into my left pocket and pulled out the device. 
My only hope now was going back and trying to stay out of this 
whole mess to begin with.  I wished I could go back two weeks and 
prevent Donald from copying my project.  I didn't have any hope of 
that, of course; the machine would only be able to take me back to 
this morning.  Instead I'd have to figure out a way to avoid getting in 
trouble as a result.

The more I looked at the device, the more my hopes lifted. 
Here in my hand I held all the time in the world.  I knew what was 
going to happen.  I had perfect knowledge of the consequences of 
my actions.  I knew what everyone would do, everything that would 
happen.  Armed with that information, there was no way I could 
lose!

Given that, there was no point in me staying here any more. 
A simple press of the button, and this would all be little more than a 
bad dream, a prophesy of what may come if I weren't careful.  A 
simple movement of the thumb would erase all this from existence. 
What could I possibly have to lose that I haven't already lost?

Fwoom.

Iteration 2

I stumbled backwards a few steps in the hallway outside my 
room's door.  I'd have to remember next time I activate the device 
to make sure I'm standing still before pushing the button.  I glanced 
at my watch; sure enough, it was once again this morning.  I was 
still a student in good standing at the university, I hadn't been 
accused of cheating, and as a quick check of my pocket confirmed, I 
once again had my wallet.

Of course, I thought to myself as I began the trek back to 
campus, if I didn't take action, I would find myself back in the same 
mess I had just escaped from.  I ran through the key points.  I had 
inadvertently let Donald get at my code, and he used it in his 
project.  There was no avoiding that, unfortunately.  Also, Professor 
Williams had certainly already run the projects through MOSS, and it 
had already flagged my entry as suspect.  I'd have to figure out a 
way to remove the blame from me.  Considering the evidence I had 
been presented before, this wasn't going to be easy.

I walked along the route to campus, so lost in thought that I 
nearly got hit by a bicyclist when crossing the street.  “Hey!” he 
shouted at me as he whipped past, inches in front of me.  Cyclists 
around campus had a superiority complex, believing that if you were 
a pedestrian, it was your duty to get out of their way.  Excuse me for 
not looking both ways before crossing a one-way street.  How 
inconsiderate of me not to make sure my path was going to cross 



yours before stepping foot in the crosswalk.  Nevermind the fact 
that pedestrians have the right of way.  Morons.

I still hadn't thought of any way out of my predicament by the 
time I reached Richardson Hall.  Once again, I maneuvered myself to 
the empty seat next to Tom and Ralph.

“'Morning,” Tom greeted me.
“Hey,” I mumbled, slumping down in the seat and dropping 

my backpack to the floor.
“Hey,” Ralph replied.
“From the looks of it, I'm guessing you haven't finished the 

project yet, have you?” Tom asked.
“No, I guess you could say that,” I replied.
“You're not the only one,” Ralph moaned.  “That thing's 

impossible.”
“Oh, come on, I would go that far,” Tom countered.  “Sure it 

isn't a piece of cake, but there's got to be a solution to it.”
“You don't sound too sure of yourself.”
“Well, I'm pretty sure there's a solution.  I've still got a few 

days left to figure it out.”
“I don't know.  I banged my head against the wall for two 

hours last night trying to figure out a way to do it.”
“What about you?” Tom asked.  It took a moment for my brain 

to realize that he was addressing me.  I looked up from the table 
and saw him looking at me quizzically.  “Hmm?  You have any luck 
figuring a way to do it yet?”

I let out a single, humorless “heh.”
“No, then?”
“No, I really haven't had a chance to think about it much so 

far.”
“Maybe we should get together some night to think about it.”
I shook my head.  “I don't think that's going to be a good 

idea.”
Tom tilted his head to the side and stared at me.  “As I 

remember, you were the one who suggested we figure out the last 
project together, right?  Why don't you want to give that a shot 
again?”

The lights dimmed before I had the chance to figure out a 
believable reply.  I hadn't noticed that the professor had already 
entered the room and was starting today's lecture.  Once again, the 
crowd hushed themselves as the university's policy on academic 
dishonesty stared down at them from the projector screen.

I folded my arms across the table in front of me and laid my 
head down.  I didn't have any desire to sit through this lecture 
again, especially when I should be coming up with a plan to prevent 
me from failing the class.  I tuned Professor Williams out as I 
pondered my situation.  He already knew I cheated.  Wait, that's not 
quite true; all he knows is that I might have cheated.  I didn't 
actually get in trouble until I inadvertently admitted I had let 
another student see my solution to the project.  Whatever I did, I'd 



have to make sure Williams didn't come to that conclusion.
A sharp jab into my side snapped me out of my thoughts.  I 

looked down and saw Ralph's elbow there.  I glared at him, and he 
nodded his head towards Tom next to him.

“Did you know about this already?” Tom whispered.
“Know about what?” I asked.
Tom rolled his eyes and stared blankly at me.  The message 

came in loud and clear: what kind of idiot are you?  Right, the “I 
know you're cheating” lecture.

“Well, I suspected something like that, I guess.”
“So that's why you didn't want to meet later to go over the 

project?  You don't think he thinks we cheated on the project, do 
you?”

“Um, no, I don't see why he would.  We didn't share our code 
or anything, right?  I just figure, better safe than sorry from now on, 
right?  He'll probably be cracking down on that sort of thing from 
here on.”

“So we've got nothing to worry about?” Ralph joined in.
“Not you guys, at least.”  Tom and Ralph both gave me 

puzzled glances.  “Well, in lab a couple weeks ago I was trying to 
help someone else out on the project, and now that I think about it, 
he might have gotten a hold on some of my code.”

“So just go see him after class and explain what happened. 
He's not going to punish you for honestly trying to help someone 
else out,” Tom replied.

“I'm not so sure about that.”  Absolutely certain he wouldn't, 
actually, but I had no way to explain that to them.  “I've got a 
feeling he's going to be coming down hard on everyone.  I'm 
probably screwed.”

Suddenly, insight struck.  Williams had only thought I had 
cheated because I admitted to letting Donald see my code.  All I had 
to do was make it look like I didn't, and I'd be in the clear.  And 
doing that shouldn't be too hard.

“On second thought,” I continued, “if Williams think the kid 
stole my code instead, I'd be in the clear.”

“What do you mean?” asked Ralph.
“Well, I'll only get busted if he thinks I gave the kid my code 

deliberately.  You know how everyone uploads their files to their 
account on goliath before checking the files in?  Well, if I change the 
permissions to make them world-readable, it'll look like Donald 
would be able to get at them without my knowing it.”

“So how would you explain making your project world-
readable?  That'd be even worse than giving it to one guy, right?”

“It's not like I'd tell Williams I did it intentionally.  All I'd have 
to say is that the permissions on my account must've gotten 
messed up somehow.  I promise to be more careful with my files in 
the future, and that's it.”

“So you're going to let the other guy take all the blame?”
“Come on, it's not like he wouldn't get busted either way for 



this.  He did steal my project, after all.  It's not like I'm making 
things any worse for him or anything.”

“Well, if you say so, I guess,” Ralph conceded in a tone that 
showed he didn't agree with me at all.

“Look, if I don't do something, and I get caught, Williams is 
going to flunk me.  I can't let that happen.  I can't just throw away 
my grades like that.  I have to do something.”

Ralph mumbled something and looked up to focus on the 
lecture.

OK, I told myself, stay calm, deep breaths.  You aren't really 
doing anything wrong.  You already tried the honest way out, and it 
didn't work.  No good deed goes unpunished.  If you're going to get 
out of this, you're going to have to get your hands dirty.  You might 
not like it, but you know better than anyone there's no way around 
it.  The end justifies the means.

As soon as I got out of my last class that morning I headed 
straight for the computer lab.  If I was going to go through with this, 
and I didn't seem to have any choice in the matter, it'd be best if I 
got it over with as soon as possible.  I sat down at an open terminal 
and logged in.  The seconds dragged on as the machine slogged 
through the login process, disk thrashing and all.

Finally the disk activity died down and the mouse pointer 
appeared.  I opened up a terminal window and connected to goliath, 
the university's heavy-duty server.  One command to change to the 
directory where my project files were still sitting.  One command to 
flip the permission bits on all the files to make them readable to 
anyone and everyone on the system.  And one command to log 
back out.  Just three commands and it was done.  I breathed a sigh 
of relief.

Out of habit, I checked my e-mail before logging off the 
terminal.  Not surprisingly, it was the same five new messages as 
before.  I quickly flipped my way through them and deleted them all.

The deed done, I had no reason to hang around in the 
computer lab.  I logged out of the terminal and walked out the door. 
Soon I would have to go meet Professor Williams in his office as 
expected, but first, I needed some lunch.  I checked to make sure I 
still had my wallet.  Of course I did; how else would I have paid last 
time?  I must have lost it sometime after I ate, in that case.  I'd have 
to remember to keep an eye on it to make sure I didn't misplace it 
again.

I soon found myself back in the basement of the Student 
Union, searching for something to eat.  Thousands of years of 
hunting instinct, dating back to the days when we lived in caves and 
ganged up on mammoths for that week's supply of food, found 
themselves reduced to choosing which vendor to buy my daily 
ration of greasy, overpriced food from.  Say what you want about 
the economy, but the basement of the Union is proof that capitalism 



is alive and well.  Everything from McDonalds to Quizno's to Greek 
food and everything in between found itself represented here.  If it 
could be thrown together in thirty seconds or less, someone leased 
a space from the university and sold it here.

At first I found my way to the stall that professed to be a pizza 
parlor, which of course in reality was just another counter behind a 
Tensa-Barrier.  Then I realized that I had gotten pizza last time, so I 
changed my mind and walked over to the deli stall to get a roast 
beef sandwich instead.  Unfortunately, from the looks of it, so did 
everyone else.  Not that it really mattered, though; I was home free 
and had all the time in the world.

“Fancy meeting you here,” I heard a familiar voice announce 
behind me after I had been waiting in line a few minutes.

I turned to face my old girlfriend.  “Hi, Julie,” I answered.  Julie 
rocked herself back an forth on her feet, first lifting herself up on her 
toes, then on her heels, then back forward again.  She wore a pastel 
green button-down shirt, hanging untucked over her bright white 
slacks.  Her outfit complimented her figure nicely, gently following 
her body's curves without hugging them too tightly.  She let her 
golden blond hair fall shoulder-length behind her back.  She held her 
head tilted gently to one side, her blue eyes shining and the corners 
of her mouth turned up slightly into a smile.

“I haven't seen you around in a while.  Where have you been 
hiding yourself lately?”

“Locked away in some dark corner of the comp sci building, 
mostly,” I joked.  The last time we had run into each other must 
have been a few months ago.  Since she was studying medicine, 
once we had gotten past our low-level general electives our plans of 
study had diverged.  After we had broken up we hadn't intended to 
grow so far apart, but things sort of played themselves out that way 
nonetheless.

“So I take it you decided to stick with CS?  How's that been 
working out lately?”

“Not too bad, for the most part.”  Back when we were 
together, I was getting annoyed by all the menial grunt work in all 
our CS projects.  For some reason the professors didn't seem to 
realize that we had passed the prerequisites already, so they felt the 
need to teach us the same basic material over and over and over. 
There's only so many times you can sit through a lecture on 
implementing a stack with a linked list instead of an array before 
you go insane.  “It's finally gotten a little more interesting now that 
I'm past the 200-level classes.  There's a lot more work, but I think 
I've gotten a handle on it.”

“Well, that's good.”  She reached out one arm and gave me a 
light push backwards.  I looked behind me and realized that I was 
holding up the line.  I took a few steps to fill in the gap.

“So how have you been?”
“All right, I guess.”  She closed her eyes and exhaled a soft 

sigh.  “I'm supposed to be working on some research for one of my 



classes, but it hasn't been working out so well lately, I'm afraid.”
“How come?”  The lunch line was moving more quickly than I 

had expected; already I had reached the register.  I briefly lifted up 
my hand, palm facing Julie.  “Hang on a second.”  I ordered a roast 
beef sandwich and a Coke from the clerk on duty and stepped to the 
side to let Julie order.  She asked for a lean turkey sandwich and a 
water.  I guess studying all sorts of diseases makes a person a little 
more health-conscious.  “I'm sorry, you were saying?”

Julie accepted the change from the clerk and turned toward 
me.  “You see, I have to do some research for this one class I'm in 
right now.”

“And you're having trouble with that?”
“You could say that.  I went to the biology library this morning 

to get a copy of a journal that has an article that I'm going to need. 
I had checked online right before I left to make sure they had it in, 
but when I got there, someone else had beaten me to it.”

We took our lunch trays from the counter and started 
wandering through the dining area, looking for an empty table that 
wasn't still covered in someone else's garbage.  “Can you wait until 
the guy returns it?”

Julie frowned.  “No, I can't.  I really need to read the article 
this week.  I can't wait another three weeks for the copy to come 
back.”

“And it's not like people return their books on time anyway,” I 
replied.  Finally finding an available table, we sat down.

“Exactly.  So now I'm going to have to spend time the rest of 
the week trying to find a copy of it somewhere else.  That's what I 
get for procrastinating, I guess.”

“Well, I'm sure you'll find a way to come through,” I reassured 
her.  “Even if you can't read the article, I'm sure you'll find a way to 
manage without it.”

“Yeah, but it would have helped a lot.”  Julie glanced down at 
my tray.  “Is there something wrong with your sandwich?”

“No, what makes you say that?”
“It's just that you haven't touched it yet.”  I realized that she 

was right; I hadn't taken a single bite of it while we had been sitting 
here.  Instead I had been watching her the entire time, watching her 
nibble on her lunch and gazing into her bright blue eyes.  I lifted my 
sandwich from the tray and took a bite.

I found myself wondering why we had decided to break up half 
a year ago.  There hadn't been any big fight or argument between 
us during the relationship.  Neither one of us had left to pursue a 
relationship with anyone else in particular.  In fact, I couldn't 
remember having gone out with anyone since we split up. 
Computer science is probably the last discipline you'd turn toward to 
meet women, and the course load and lack of interest in most 
student organizations conspired to prevent me from meeting any 
outside my classes.  I had only been half-joking when I said I spent 
most of my time in a computer lab somewhere.



Not surprisingly, Julie had gone out with a few other guys after 
we decided to stop dating and be friends instead.  She had told me 
about a few of the dates she had been on when we'd go see a 
movie.  She was looking to enter a serious relationship with 
someone else, but most of the people she met didn't want to 
commit to anything.  This was college, after all, the best opportunity 
you'll ever have to play the field.  “It sounds so cliché, but all the 
good guys around here really are taken,” she would lament.  “No 
offense, of course,” she'd throw in apologetically when I'd feign 
being hurt by her comment.

I started considering trying to start going out with Julie again. 
It had worked once before, so why not again?  Of course, I already 
knew the answer to that question: the same reason we had split up 
in the first place.  I had decided that I didn't have enough time to 
keep up the kind of relationship she wanted and keep getting 
enough A's to renew my scholarship.  We had agreed that it was 
perfectly reasonable to make studying your top priority here; after 
all, that's why we were paying the big bucks to come here in the 
first place.  No point throwing that opportunity away for a 
relationship that could wait once we got our degrees.  But there also 
hadn't been any talk either way about actually getting back 
together after that.  She already planned to go to grad school once 
she finished her four years here, and I assumed that she'd need the 
time to focus on her work then too.  Or maybe graduation had 
simply loomed too far off in the distance for us to think about what 
would happen then.

“Julie, if you're not busy this Friday,” I asked, “do you want to 
go see a movie or something?  I was just thinking, it's been a while 
since we've done that.”

Julie twisted her mouth in thought.  “I don't know.  That 
sounds nice, but I'm probably going to have too much work to do for 
my research to have the time.  I'm going to have to find some 
different sources to use for it now.  I'm sorry.”  She reached out her 
right hand to touch my left hand as it lay on the table.

“That's all right,” I reassured her.
“Some other time, maybe?”
“Sure.”  Pushed off again until the indefinite future.
We spent the next few minutes in awkward silence, finishing 

each of our lunches.
“Well, it's been nice running into you here, but I really should 

be going,” she said, standing up and lifting her tray off the table. 
“I've got a class in a few minutes.  I'll see you around.”

“OK,” I replied.  “It was good seeing you again too.  Take 
care.”

She flashed me a quick smile, but in her eyes I caught a 
glimpse of melancholy resignation before she spun on her heels and 
walked away.  Was it because she wished she could have accepted 
my invitation, or because she didn't want to risk starting another 
relationship with me?  I couldn't tell.  To be honest, I couldn't blame 



her for the latter.  We had broken up peaceably enough, but it's 
possible that she hadn't really gotten over me back then.  Maybe 
that was the reason we used to go out once in a while, ostensibly as 
friends.  Maybe instead she hadn't been quite willing to accept that 
our relationship was over, and now that she had finally moved on, 
she wasn't willing to reopen old wounds.

Having finished my lunch, I remained motionless in my seat, 
my elbows resting on the table and my hands folded in front of my 
mouth.  Maybe in reality I was the one who had never really quite 
gotten over her and just hadn't been able to admit that to myself. 
Maybe I was just projecting my own feelings onto her instead of 
dealing with them myself.

Either way, there wasn't really anything I could do about it if 
Julie only wanted to stay friends.  No point in sulking and obsessing 
over it.  Besides, I had work to do.

Once again, I climbed the stairs to the third floor of the 
computer science building.  I had covered my tracks, and all I had to 
do now was to meet with Professor Williams again, this time not 
letting him think I had meant to cheat on the project.  When I 
reached his office door, I lifted one hand to knock on it, until a 
sudden realization hit me.

How was I going to explain how Donald had gotten a hold of 
my files, if I hadn't thought to look at the permissions on them in the 
first place?  Why would I even mention that if I knew I hadn't 
cheated on the project?

I turned around and walked back down the hall, away from the 
office door.  I needed to flesh out my plan before meeting with the 
professor, or else he'd see right through me.  I need to make sure I 
had my story straight.  I ran through the conversation from before in 
my head, planning my responses.

Did I know why I had been called in on suspicion of cheating? 
I could again mention the time my friends and I had met to figure 
out how we'd attack the project.  He didn't show much concern over 
that in the previous meeting, but he had also mentioned I had a 
history of almost-but-not-quite cheating on the projects, and he 
might use that to justify failing me again.  I better answer with a 
simple no.

No doubt after that Williams would bring up Donald and ask 
me what I hold him.  Clearly I couldn't let him know that Donald got 
a look at my source code during lab, or else this whole attempt 
would be for nothing.  I decided that all I did in lab that day was try 
to help out a fellow student, but only on high-level stuff, not going 
anywhere near implementation details for the project.

So if that's the case, then how might have Donald gotten a 
hold of my code to begin with?  Well, I don't know, I certainly didn't 
intend to let him get anywhere near it.  Might there be a way he was 
able to see the files after I uploaded them to goliath?  Williams 
would then check and, surprise, surprise, my files were world-



readable.  How could that have happened?  Something must have 
gotten screwed up somewhere.  Of course I didn't know; I never ran 
into that problem before.  I'd have to be more careful next time.

So why would Donald have known he could access my files 
anyway?  Well, of course I wouldn't know, but maybe he was getting 
desperate as the deadline approached and started trying student's 
directories, one by one, until he hit mine and found that he had 
access.  He then copied the files over to his account, changed some 
lines here and there to try to get around MOSS, and turned them in 
as his own work.

And that's all there is to it.  A completely plausible story for 
how things turned out this way, and I couldn't be held at fault for 
what happened.  Donald would get busted, but he had stolen my 
code anyway.  The way in which he got access to it didn't matter as 
far as the university was concerned.

It's settled then.  I stopped leaning against the wall at the far 
end of the hall and approached Williams's door once again.

“Come in,” called the voice on the other side of the door.
I casually opened the door and strode in.  Williams was sitting 

at his cluttered desk, this time searching through a journal he had 
open between the two keyboards.  He held the index finger of his 
left hand straight up above his desk.  With his right index finger, he 
traced the lines on the journal page in rapid succession.  After a few 
seconds he hit upon the passage he was looking for, since he 
grabbed a pen sitting on the other desk and used it to scribble a 
note in the margin next to the line he had pointed at.

His work complete, he lifted his head to look at me.  “Ah, Mr. 
Roberts, I've been expecting you.  Here, have a seat.”  He gestured 
to the two chairs in front of his desk.  “So, I assume you received my 
e-mail this morning?”

“Yes, Professor,” I replied, sitting down in one of the chairs.  “I 
have to admit, I'm a bit surprised that I got one at all.  Are you sure 
there hasn't been some sort of mistake?”

“There's always that possibility.  Here, let me bring up your 
submission.”  He slid his desk chair back to the far computer on the 
side desk.  The screen was showing an animation of a Rubik's Cube 
repeatedly scrambling and solving itself.  Williams nudged the 
mouse and, fingers flying across the keyboard in proof that he had 
done this thousands of times before, keyed in his password to 
unlock the terminal.  As he brought up the record in question, he 
continued, “I know I was a little forceful in class about this whole 
matter, but I am giving all students the benefit of the doubt. 
Innocent until proven guilty, as it were.  Ah, here we are.”  His eyes 
swept across the screen, checking the data that appeared.  “No, I'm 
afraid there's no mistake here.  MOSS says that another student 
turned in a project similar to your own, and looking at the source 
code you both submitted, I have to agree.”

“Hmm.  That's weird,” I lied, furrowing my brow to fake 



confusion.
“So,” Williams replied, swiveling around to face me, “do you 

have any idea what might have happened?”
“To be honest, I don't.  I didn't work with anyone else on this 

project.  I definitely wrote it all myself, and I didn't let anyone else 
see it.”  I looked back at the professor, showing him a poker face.

“I see.  Tell me, how well do you know Mr. Kensington?”
“Donald?  I know who he his, but I don't know him that well. 

Why do you ask?”
“Did the two of you ever discuss the project together?”
“Let me think.”  I looked upwards, feigning thought.  “Now 

that you mention it, in lab a couple of weeks ago, the TA was busy 
handling everyone else's questions, so he asked me a few questions 
about the project.  I gave him some high-level advice, but nothing 
any more detailed than what you had covered in class already.”

“So you never saw any of his code?”
“No.”
“And he never saw any of yours?”
“No.”
“In that case, we have a problem.  That doesn't explain how 

either one of you might have gotten a hold of the other's source 
code.  Tell me, how careful have you been protecting your project 
while you were working on it?  Were their any instances you can 
think of where someone else might have been able to access your 
solution?”

Bingo.  “Not that I know of.  I did all the development on the 
computer in my dorm room, and I'm the only one who's allowed 
access to it.  When I finished the project, I uploaded the source code 
to goliath and ran the turn-in script.  I'm pretty careful with my 
computer, so I don't think there's any way he could have gotten into 
it remotely, and I know he hasn't every been in my dorm room.”  I 
paused to think, not about what might have happened but rather 
what the appropriate interval would be to make it look like I was 
only now coming up with what I would say next.  When I was 
reasonably sure that interval had passed, I continued, “The only 
thing I can think of would be if something happened to the files after 
I uploaded them that made them world-readable.  Other than that, I 
don't know how it could have happened?”

“And you said you never saw Mr. Kensington's code?”
“No, definitely not.”
“Well then,” Professor Williams said, turning to the computer 

closer to me, “that's easy enough to check.  Where did you store 
your solution on goliath?”

“It should be in my home directory, under 'algo/proj4,'” I 
replied.

“OK.”  He spent a few brief moments typing on the keyboard, 
then nodded.  “It looks like all your files have indeed been set world-
readable.  And you said you don't know how that might have 
happened?”



“No.  I followed the same procedure as I always did, and I 
don't remember ever having that problem before.”

“Well, that's interesting, Mr. Roberts.”  Williams turned to face 
me, folding his hands in front of his face and resting his elbows on 
his desk.  “I spoke with Mr. Kensington this morning, and he told me 
that you had also shown him some psuedocode for implementing 
the project.”

“Now that you mention it,” I explained, “I think I might have.  I 
was having some trouble explaining the concepts without writing 
out some psuedocode, but it wasn't too close to what I had written.”

“Even though, according to him, you had your own source 
code open on the screen the entire time and frequently looked 
through it while helping him?”

“Well, um, yeah, but I wasn't copying my code out for him.  I 
had written the part he was asking about a while before that, and 
couldn't quite remember how I had gone about solving it, so I did 
look back at what I had written a few times.  But I didn't think he 
was able to see it.”  I shifted my weight slightly in my seat.

“Also,” the professor continued, “I spoke with another student 
earlier this afternoon, and he told me something rather interesting. 
He said that he heard you trying to come up with an excuse in case 
you were suspected of cheating.  Is that true?”

“Well,” I started, than stopped to figure out what I was going 
to answer.  Everything that had seemed to simple in the hallway a 
few minutes ago was now falling apart.  “I got the impression that a 
lot of the students in lecture today were worrying that they might be 
suspected of cheating.  I'm sure I'm not the only one who wondered 
how they might have to explain some things they did that might be 
a bit questionable but weren't really cheating either.”

“Specifically, he told me he overheard you saying you were 
concerned that I might find out about you and Mr. Kensington, and 
that you might try to make it look like he was able to access your 
files on goliath without your knowledge.”

“What?  I, um, no, I definitely wouldn't do anything like that.” 
Who could have told Professor Williams that?  I remember coming 
up with the plan during lecture, but I wasn't talking loud enough for 
anyone to overhear the conversation.  The only person I mentioned 
it to was Ralph.  Then the realization hit me.

Ralph had ratted me out.
That's the only way to explain it.  Ralph must have gotten 

caught cheating, and when he came in to talk with the professor, he 
repeated everything I had told him this morning.  Maybe he thought 
Williams would be more lenient on him if he gave the professor 
information about anyone else he thought might be cheating.  But in 
the other meeting, Williams had told me that Tom, Ralph, and I 
weren't suspected of cheating together, so that must mean that 
Ralph was caught cheating with someone else.  That was the only 
possible explanation.  That must be why Ralph had looked a little 
more nervous than everyone else during lecture.



“Fortunately,” Professor Williams continued, “there's a simple 
way to determine who's telling the truth.  We've run into this sort of 
thing – students granting each other access to the files on goliath – 
before, so we already have some measures in place to detect when 
it happens.  Checking the 'chmod' logs should be enough to 
determine whether you deliberately modified the permissions on 
your files or not.”

“The chmod logs?” I asked.
“You see, goliath isn't a stock UNIX system.  The computing 

center has made modifications to a number of the basic utilities. 
For example, the 'rm' command saves a backup copy of the file 
before deleting the original, to allow someone to undelete it.  In this 
case, commands that change file permission like 'chown' and 
'chmod' write a line to a log file every time they're used by an 
ordinary student user.  Since most of the time ordinary users don't 
have any reason to be using those commands, it's fairly 
straightforward to see if you were the one who changed the 
permissions on those files.”

Crap.  “But you can't expect to rely on that to catch anyone, 
can you?  What stops someone from renaming the file something 
non-obvious before changing the permissions?  Or from writing 
some other program to run the system call to change file 
permissions instead of running the 'chmod' utility?  Or from just 
copying the files somewhere other than goliath?  Isn't that sort of 
logging worthless in practice?”

“Obviously it won't catch everything, but we don't expect it to 
either.  Sure, someone who knows what they're doing can easily find 
a way around it, but the vast majority of students aren't that clever. 
It's just one of the tools the computing center makes available to us 
to collect evidence of possible cheating.  The lack of a log entry in 
your case won't exonerate you, but if there is something there, then 
it's pretty clear what actually happened.”

All I could do now is sit and wait while Professor Williams 
searched the log file for my user name.  Naturally, it didn't take long 
before he announced the results.

“According to this, Mr. Roberts, after lecture today you 
changed the permissions on your project files to make them world-
readable, just as the student I talked with earlier suggested you 
might do.  Combined with what Mr. Kensington told me when we 
talked, I can only come to the conclusion that you allowed Mr. 
Kensington to access your source code, and to hide that fact, you 
tried to make it look as though he had gained unauthorized access 
to your project instead.  Is there anything you have to say about 
that?”

I remained silent.
“As I thought.  University policy is very clear on the action I 

must take in this situation.  As consequences for your conduct, you 
will a receive an F in this class this semester.  Furthermore, I am 
required to report this incident to the dean of students, who may 



decide to place you on academic probation.”
“You can't be serious!” I exclaimed.  “I didn't even do anything 

wrong!”
“What, exactly, do you call attempting to frame a fellow 

student to cover up your cheating?”
“I wasn't cheating!  All I did was accidentally let Donald see 

some of my source code during lab.  I wasn't trying to cheat.”
“If that's the case, why didn't you just come forward and tell 

the truth about what happened?”
“Because, if I did, you'd still throw the book at me!  You'd tell 

me you suspected I might be helping other students too much and 
use that as an excuse for failing me!”

“Mr. Roberts, I'm terribly disappointed in you.  Before today, 
you had been performing very well in my class.  You were only a few 
points below the threshold for an A.  But now, especially considering 
that last outburst of yours, I don't see how you could possibly expect 
any leniency out of me.  This meeting is over.”

I spent the rest of the afternoon laying on my bed, staring the 
ceiling.  I focused my attention on the millions of small bumps that 
clung to the plaster.  In a way, they looked vaguely like stars, if 
something compressed the universe to fit onto the ceiling of a room. 
Millions of bumps, millions of stars, millions of possibilities.

And every single one of them sucked.
Maybe I was being too cynical; just because I couldn't solve 

my problems the first time around didn't mean things were 
hopeless, either.  Once again, in my mind I ran through the things I 
had learned.

First, no matter what, Professor Williams believed I was 
involved in cheating on the last algorithms project.  I had tried the 
honest approach , telling him everything I knew and hiding nothing, 
even if it could be seen as incriminating me.  He had decided that 
my actions over the course of the semester just crossed the line, so 
he made an example of me.  Covering my tracks didn't work on 
much better.  Williams had been able to figure out my plan.  I could 
try being sneakier about it, changing the permissions in such a way 
that their logging wouldn't be able to catch it.  Unless, of course, 
their logging was actually working at the kernel level and would 
detect me no matter how I went about it.  Could I try hacking into 
goliath and cover my tracks that way?  If the computer center were 
Orwellian enough to rig 'chmod' to log every use of it, they'd surely 
have a fairly good intrusion detection installed to make penetrating 
the system difficult.

Besides, the logs weren't the main reason I was busted to 
begin with.  I hadn't anticipated that Donald would tell Williams he 
had gotten his hands on parts of my source code.  There's no way 
I'd be able to duck suspicion if Williams found that out.  I also didn't 
expect Ralph to betray my trust.  It seemed awfully hypocritical for 
someone who had apparently been cheating himself to reveal the 



far lesser offense I had committed.
In short, it looked like the odds were stacked against me.  The 

events I really wanted to prevent from happening either took place 
days ago or are entirely outside my power to stop.  I certainly can't 
tell Donald what to discuss with Professor Williams in a private 
meeting.  And, as I learned the hard way today, I couldn't be sure I 
still knew everything that was going on.

I let out a loud, long, deep yawn.  Laying on my bed, I realized 
just how tired I was.  I felt like I had been awake for some thirty 
hours or so, which made sense, since I had jumped back to this 
morning instead of going to sleep.  Maybe what I really needed was 
a good night's sleep.  Then I'd be able to figure out a plan from a 
fresh perspective.

I considered the possibility of going to bed right there, but just 
then I heard my roommate turning his key in the lock.  Although the 
door was unlocked, I hadn't turned the lights on and the drapes 
were still half-closed, so it must have looked to him like there was no 
one home.  I continued staring at the ceiling as he swung the door 
open and entered the room.  The overhead fluorescent lights came 
on for a second, then switched back off again.  A few second later I 
heard the muffled thud as the door closed without latching.

“I'm already awake,” I said.
“Oh,” Joe replied.  The lights came back on.  “I was going to 

say, I didn't think I'd see the day you went to bed before midnight, 
let alone before dinner.”

“No, I'm just tired.  Tired and hungry, now that you mention 
it.”

“The cafeteria opened a few minutes ago.  You want to go 
grab something?” Joe asked.

The thought of forcing down more instant mashed potatoes 
held little appeal for me.  “I don't really feel like eating here tonight. 
How about we go grab something else.”

Joe didn't answer.  I turned onto my side to look down into the 
center of the room and saw Joe starting into the billfold of his wallet. 
“I don't know; I'm kind of light on cash right now.  Eating here is 
free.”

“Not really.  It's part of your housing bill.”
“That's what I meant.  I already paid for it, so it's like it's free. 

I pay for it whether I eat it or not.”
“If you can stomach it.”
“One thing I've found after living in the dorms a few years,” 

Joe replied, “is that you can stomach pretty much anything if you 
try.  Nowadays it only takes a few weeks of dorm food to make my 
taste buds give up.  It costs too much to go out and get real food 
every day.  Well, not that fast food is real food anyway, but you 
know what I mean.  Anyway, I say we just eat here.”

“How about it's my treat?”
“You serious?”
“Yeah.”



“Well, in that case, what are we waiting for?  I'll have to 
remember you get generous when you're tired,” he joked as he 
pulled his windbreaker out of the closet.

Of course, it really isn't generosity when you're paying with 
money that won't even exist after tonight.

Usually, when people would find out where I lived on campus, 
they would ask me why a third-year student such as myself would 
put up with life in the dorms.  You squeezed everything you owned, 
your entire life, into a room the size of a single bedroom of a “real” 
house.  You had to put up with neighbors who could never grasp the 
concept of quiet hours or why you might not want to hear them 
screaming at two in the morning.  You shared a few bathroom stalls 
and showers with two dozen other guys.  You ate the cheapest food 
the university could find, prepared by cooks who couldn't find jobs 
at a real restaurant, prepared in batches for serving a thousand. 
Why not get an apartment off-campus somewhere and escape all 
the annoyances associated with dorm life?

I had a number of reasons for staying in the dorms, but one of 
the main ones was access to campus.  Living in the dorms meant 
campus was just a few minutes' walk away.  If I lived in an 
apartment off-campus, I would have to drive myself between there 
and campus every day.  As Joe and I drove to the nearest Taco Bell, 
we encountered all the reasons I avoided driving on campus 
whenever possible.  First of all, the civil engineers who planned the 
layout of the streets around campus had clearly been either high or 
insane.  A maze of one-way streets criss-crossed campus, twisting 
around buildings and running head-on into each other.  What looked 
like a simple, straight drive across campus looking at a map usually 
turned out to require a choice between a labyrinthine tour of side 
streets and alleyways or circumnavigating campus altogether. 
Furthermore, rows of cars, hurriedly parallel parked, lined both sides 
of every single street, offering pedestrians dozens of hiding places 
before they decided to step out into the street, oblivious to the fact 
that two tons of metal were hurtling towards them.  Driving around 
campus meant always having one foot hovering inches over the 
brake pedal.

Of course, I would usually pull the same stunt when I walked 
around campus, although in that case I had to dodge all the idiot 
drivers who, occupied talking to their passengers or switching CDs, 
couldn't be bothered to watch where they were heading.

Joe finally managed to navigate the car to the Taco Bell a 
block past the edge of campus.  Neither of us having any great 
desire to head back to the dorm immediately, we found a parking 
space and headed inside.  A faux desert landscape stretched along 
the walls of the dining area, outlining green and pink cacti against a 
dark yellow background.  White laminated sets of tables and chairs 
lined the walls, bolted to the floor and each other.  Why the 
designers of the Taco Bell worried that people would steal the 



chairs, I didn't know.
“You said this was you're treat, right?” Joe asked as we walked 

through half of the fake wooden serpentine to stand in line.
“Right,” I replied, reaching into my back jeans pocket to pull 

out my wallet.  It wasn't there.  “Not again,” I sighed as my hands 
systematically searched all the pockets in my jeans and in my 
jacket.  I had been so preoccupied with not failing algorithms today 
that I keeping an eye on my wallet had completely slipped my mind.

“Not again what?”
“Damn!  I lost my wallet again.”
“Again?”
“Well, I – it's a long story, nevermind.  I, um, don't suppose 

you could cover me tonight?  I'll repay you when we get back, I 
swear.”

“Let me check.”  Joe pulled out his own wallet and checked 
how much money he was carrying.  “It looks like I have just barely 
enough, and that's only if we get...”  He trailed off as he stared up 
at the illuminated menu hanging over the counter.  His eyes 
followed the lines of prices next to each item, then focused at some 
point in the distance while he ran some estimations in his head.  “If 
we each get two tacos and a small soda.  That's it.”

“Thanks.  I'm really sorry about this,” I apologized.  “I didn't 
think to check I had money before we left.”

“Don't worry about it.  It's not like you're the only one who's 
ever lost his wallet.”

“How did you lose your wallet?”
“I think it was last year, as I remember.  For some reason I had 

left it on my lunch tray when I was eating in the dorm, and I forgot 
to pocket it before I slid the tray onto the conveyor belt when I was 
done.”

“How'd you get it back then?”
“One of the people working the kitchen saw it and returned it 

after his shift a couple hours later.  He must have tracked me down 
from my student ID.  I hadn't even realized yet that I had lost it.  I 
was pretty lucky.  I wouldn't have been surprised if someone had 
just taken all the cash and left the wallet there for someone else to 
find.”

“That could be what happened to me.  I know I had my wallet 
when I paid for lunch in the Union this afternoon.”

“Well, if you're lucky, someone will find it and you'll get it back 
somehow.”

“And if I'm not?”
“Either they'll just take it themselves, or no one noticed it and 

it's sitting in a trash bag in a Dumpster somewhere.  If I were you, 
I'd keep an eye on your next credit card bill.”

Having reached the counter, we placed our orders, handed the 
cashier most of the money Joe had on him, took our food, and chose 
one of the dozens of empty tables.

“So what's up with you today?” Joe asked, dumping a packet 



of hot sauce onto his taco.
“What do you mean?” I replied before biting into mine.
“You seem kind of out of it today, like you're not being 

yourself.”
“It just feels like it's been a really long day.”
“Are you sure that's all?”  His half-eaten taco hung in midair as 

he looked for a reaction from me.
“Well,” I began.  I didn't want to talk to him again about the 

whole algorithms mess.  I needed to get my mind off of that for a 
while.  “I ran into Julie today at lunch.”

“Who's Julie.”
“I don't think you know her.  We used to go out a while ago.”
“Oh, I see.”  He nodded, then shook his head.  “Just let it go.”
“Huh?”
“Ex-girlfriends are bad news.  Forget about her.  It's over 

between the two of you.  Don't forget that.”
“Hang on, what makes you think I'm getting back together 

with her?”
“I've got a friend who went through this same exact thing, not 

too long ago, in fact.  He had broken up with his girl a couple 
months earlier, and meets her by chance one day.  He starts 
thinking about all the good times they used to have together, 
reminiscing over all the memories, all of that.  So he decides that 
maybe they should get back together, relive the old times, you 
know?  He gets his hopes up, thinking how wonderful it'd be, and he 
asks her out again.”

“And?”
“Rejected.  She had moved on.  She had found someone else. 

She broke his heart a second time around, and she didn't even know 
it.  He was just some guy she used to know, nothing more than a 
casual acquaintance.  But he was devastated.  He spent the rest of 
the week moping around.  Laid in bed all day, skipped class, barely 
ate, everything, until he finally got over her all over again.”

“No, you've got it all wrong.  For one thing, she's not seeing 
anyone.”

“Doesn't matter.  You know why?”
“Why?”
“Because, in all those good times he remembered, he forgot 

that there was a good reason why they had broken up in the first 
place.  It was over between them, and he didn't want to admit it.”

“Look, I don't have any misguided hopes of getting back 
together with her?”

“So you think they're fully guided then?”
“I mean, I don't have any plans to get back together with her. 

I'm not trying to relive the good old days.  I'm not pining away after 
her, you know.”

“My friend didn't think so either, but he was.  He just didn't 
realize it.  Let me guess, you're thinking about asking her out again. 
Nothing serious, of course – at least, that's why you tell yourself. 



Am I right?”
“Well, actually,” I looked down at my empty taco wrappers.  “I 

already did ask her if she wanted to go see a movie.  But –”
“Look,” Joe interrupted.  He leaned forward, staring directly 

into my eyes and lowered his voice.  “I'm telling you this as a friend. 
Let it go.  There's nothing there.”  He lifted his left hand up, palm 
facing me, before I could interject.  “I know you don't believe what 
I'm telling you right now, but trust me, it's the truth.  You just can't 
see it yet.  Let it go.  Or else,”  He grasped his empty soda cup with 
his right hand, tilted it slightly towards me to make sure I saw what 
he was doing, and crushed it.  “That's what's going to happen to 
you.  Remember this: it's all in the past.  It's over now.  You can't 
relive the past.”

Despite how tired I was, I had trouble falling asleep.  My mind 
preoccupied itself, worrying if what Joe had warned me about was 
true.  Was I obsessing over Julie and just didn't realize it.  I 
dismissed the idea as being silly.  I had far more important things to 
worry about than my relationship with her, after all.

Wait a second, I thought.  My relationship with her?  Did I 
actually just call it that?  She runs into me in the Union, the first 
time we've seen each other in months, and suddenly I'm calling it a 
relationship?  Maybe Joe was right, and I was too blind to realize just 
what was happening.  I didn't recognize it consciously, but had I 
begun assuming that there was still something there between us, 
something I was hoping to salvage by asking her out again?

No, of course not.  I have too much going on right now to 
worry about than whether or not some girl and I have a relationship 
or not, or did I forget that I managed to make an even bigger mess 
of my algorithms class than before?  I have to focus on what's 
actually important, I reminded myself.  I still had no idea how I was 
going to rescue myself from that situation.  There was little question 
in my mind that I would be using the device to go back and try yet 
again to set things right, but I still didn't have a plan for what I 
would try doing the third time around.  But what else could I do, 
play things out as they stood right now?  Stumble like a zombie 
through a lame-duck semester, wasting my time and money just to 
go through it all again next semester?  And that's assuming nothing 
worse came about from my failed attempt to cover myself.

I stood alone in the center of the hallway running through the 
basement of the Student Union.  I stepped forward, the sounds of 
my footsteps echoing down the empty hallway.  Out the corner of 
my eye I saw Julie sitting at a table in the empty dining area.  I 
walked up to her, but when I opened my mouth I realized I was 
standing at the center of Richardson Hall.  Static was being 
projected onto the screen at the front of the room, and when I 
turned I saw the rows of tables stretched out to infinity.  I ran for the 
exit, but when I passed through the door I found myself back in the 



same room.
“Bam!”

I opened my eyes and stared into empty darkness.
“That was a cheap shot!”
Half-conscious, I lifted myself up a few inches and looked at 

the alarm clock suspended just past the foot of the bed.  2:18 in the 
morning.

“What are you talking about?  I got you!”
“You suck!”
“No, you suck!”
“You suck!”
Slowly, I became aware of the fact that the voices were 

coming from the other side of the wall.  I let myself drop back onto 
the mattress and closed my eyes.

“What the hell are you talking about?”
“You suck, that's what I'm talking about!”
“I suck?  You're the one who just got schooled!”
I rolled onto my side, trying to get as far away from the wall as 

I could without falling out of the loft.
“Bam!  I just got you again, punk!”
“You are such a loser!”
“You suck.”
“No, you suck!”
As much as I desperately wanted to ignore them, I couldn't 

block out the sounds coming from the room next door.  Peering 
through the darkness that filled the room, I could barely make out 
the outline of my roommate in the other bunk.  He was still perfectly 
asleep.

“You both suck!”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
I may have still been half-asleep, but I could still realize there 

was no way I'd be able to fall back asleep unless I could get the 
idiots next door to shut up.  I angled my body, moving my feet over 
the side of the bed, and slowly slid myself off, letting go once my 
bare feet hit the carpet.

“You suck, that's what I'm talking about!”
“Shut up and play!”
“No, you shut up!”
“You shut up!”
Of course, the voices only became louder and louder as they 

screamed at each other.  I might have laughed at the irony had I not 
been devoting my full attention to shuffling towards the door, hands 
outstretched and sweeping in front of my in an effort to prevent me 
from walking into my desk along the way.  My right hand finally hit 
something cold and metal: the doorknob.  I twisted and jerked it 
towards me, eliciting nothing but a rattle.  I fumbled around the 
front of the knob until my fingers found the lock, twisted it, and tried 
again.  This time the door swung open freely.



“What the hell is your problem?”
“Oh man, you just got schooled!”
“You suck!”
Whiteness bore itself into my eyeballs.  I shut my eyes and 

closed the door behind me.  Even though it was the middle of the 
night, the fluorescent hallway lights were still on all the way.  I 
opened my eyes as little as I could, just enough to make out the 
general outline of the hallway.  Eyes fixed on the floor, I stumbled 
forward a few feet to the neighboring room.

Not surprisingly, the other door was completely open, 
doorstop jammed underneath.  Inside sat four of the guys in the 
hall, staring intently at the television screen that, along with the 
hallway light streaming through the open doorway, illuminated the 
room.  Each clutched one of the game controllers.

“That was such a cheap shot!”
“No way!”
“You suck!”
They were all too focused on Super Smash Bros. Melee to 

notice that I was standing in the doorway, glaring into the center of 
the group.

“Hey!” I yelled at them.  They turned their heads to look at 
who had interrupted their late-night gaming session.  “You mind 
keeping down?  Trying to sleep!  The middle of the night!”  I noticed 
the words that came out of my mouth didn't make as much sense as 
I had meant them too.  I'll have to remember to never give a 
presentation while I'm half-asleep.

“Yeah, OK.”  One of them reached for a remote and pointed it 
at the screen.  A green volume meter appeared at the bottom and 
moved a few token notches to the left.

“Thanks,” I grumbled.  “And close the door!  It's middle of the 
night.  Hell's your problem?”  I slammed the door behind me and 
stumbled back into my room.

Inside, I inched my way back to the bed.  Not wanting to 
fumble with the ladder, especially now that my eyes had adjusted to 
the light in the hallway despite my best efforts to keep my eyes as 
closed as possible, I placed one foot on the edge of my desk and 
pushed myself back into the loft.  The shouts and noises from next 
door sill came through the wall, only slightly lowered as a result of 
my attempt at yelling at them.  Giving up, I laid face-down on the 
pillow, trying to cover both ears as much as possible to block out 
the noise.

I woke up after nine o'clock the next morning, according to the 
alarm clock.  Fully awake this time, I slid out of the loft and onto the 
floor.  I was alone; my roommate had already left for his morning 
classes.  I was late for my algorithms lab, but naturally I wasn't 
concerned about that.  I pulled open my desk drawer and pulled out 
the device.  Even though I hadn't quite gotten a good night's sleep, 
it was about the best I could hope for.



My thumb hovered above the button to activate the device 
and send me back to yesterday morning, but then an idea struck 
me.  Not bothering to get fully dressed, I put on my tennis shoes, 
unlocked the door, and stepped out into the hall, walking to my 
neighbor's door.  No doubt they were still sleeping after last night; I 
remembered the noise continuing on for at least an hour last night 
until either they stopped or I finally fell asleep.  At least, their door 
was closed, and as little as I really knew them, I was reasonably sure 
they either didn't have class this morning or regularly skipped it.

Smirking, I kicked the door as loud and hard as I could.  “Hey!” 
I yelled at the top of my voice.  “Wake up, you morons!”  I kicked 
the door again, rattling it severely as it struggled to remain closed 
and in one piece.  “Hey!”  I pounded on the door with my free fist, 
the other hand busy holding onto the device.

Someone on the other side unlocked the door just before my 
foot swung back for another strike.  The door swung inward a few 
inches and a head sticked out through the opening, its eyes 
struggling to focus on who had been causing the commotion.

“At least I had the decency to wait for quiet hours to be over,” 
I said.  Grinning madly, I pressed the button.

Fwoom.

Iteration 3

Back in front of my own door, fully dressed, holding the 
device.  I pocketed it and started my trek onto campus for another 
attempt to survive the day.  Passing my neighbors' door, I paused to 
look at it.  I kicked it again for good measure, leaving it rattling as I 
continued along the way out.

As expected, the weather outside was cool but sunny.  Walking 
along the sidewalk, I stared up into the sky.  Every direction I looked, 
there was nothing but shades of blue, not a single cloud in the sky. 
Every direction the same.  My gaze returned to street level just 
before I nearly missed running into another pedestrian.  At this time 
of year, people had no idea what to wear.  Some dressed as though 
it were still the summer.  Wearing T-shirts and shorts, they were 
prepared for the scorching heat and suffocating humidity, but today 
they walked briskly along, shivering in a vain attempt to stay warm. 
Others dressed as though winter had already rolled in, dumping half 
a foot of snow on the ground.  Hiding underneath three layers of 
clothing, coats, wool hats, and hoods pulled tight, they seemed 
ready to face the searing cold wind that wouldn't yet appear for 
another couple of weeks.  I wondered, were there really that many 
students who came from other climates to study here that they 
couldn't figure out how to handle the few times nice weather 
presented itself?

Now came Frat Row, the cesspool of campus.  The so-called 
Greek houses loomed on either side of me, would-be monuments to 



their respective societies.  You would think that the symbol of these 
institutions that promoted brotherhood, service, lifelong friendship, 
and exploring the human liver's tolerance for alcohol would receive 
better upkeep from those living in them.  If only empty beer cans 
and discarded pizza boxes worked as fertilizer, the lawns would be 
the most vibrant for hundreds of miles.  At one time ivy climbed the 
side of a number of the buildings; now only a few dessicated stems 
clinging to the brickwork provided the only evidence that they had 
existed at all.  If this is how they maintained the outside, I didn't 
want to see what horrors lurked behind their doors, away from 
public view.  I couldn't imagine how anyone admit to live like that, 
let alone boast about it, but I supposed the boozehounds who 
resided there were rarely sober enough to notice.

I escaped from Frat Row only to set foot on the academic part 
of campus.  I could tell by the tattered remains of flyers still taped to 
the sidewalk.  It wouldn't surprise me if someone told me that the 
sidewalks weren't made of concrete but rather the compressed 
remnants of decades worth of callout posters and announcements. 
Boxes of masking tape scarred the walkways, outlining empty eight-
and-a-half-by-eleven rectangles.  No doubt there had once been an 
advertisement for some club that only managed to scrounge up half 
a dozen members from the entire student body, or a 21st birthday 
greeting for someone who by now had maybe finally recovered from 
measuring his or her self-worth in shots at the local bars before 
vomiting in an alley somewhere.

All in all, another beautiful day on campus.  Same as always.

I let my body drop into the seat in the giant lecture hall, 
flinging my backpack onto the floor next to me.

“Good morning,” Tom greeted me.
“Yeah,” I agreed sarcastically.
“Morning,” Ralph said.
I didn't reply.
“Dare I ask how the project's going?” Tom asked.
“Lousy,” I replied.
“Yeah, I've been having some trouble with it too.”
“Same here,” Ralph added.  “I was working on it all last night. 

It's impossible.”
“Oh, I wouldn't go quite that far,” Tom retorted.
I stared off to my self, looking at nobody in particular.  The 

other students were carrying on as usual, conversing amongst 
themselves.  All of them were completely oblivious to what would 
happen in a few minutes.  No doubt someone, somewhere in the 
room, was congratulating himself on how he breezed through the 
last project and how he'd pull the same trick on this one while 
everyone else is banging their heads in frustration.

Somewhere out there, no doubt, sat Donald Kensington, the 
individual who had single-handedly killed my hopes for passing this 
course and graduating with a degree.  He had already set this chain 



of events in motion weeks ago, and there was nothing I could do to 
stop him.  I decided, I couldn't let him get away with this.

A jab in the side brought me back out of my thoughts.  “What 
is it?” I grumbled without bothering to look behind me.

“I asked, have you figured out how to get the algorithm to run 
in n log n time?”

“I haven't given it much thought,” I replied.
“I see how you can do it in n-cubed time at least, but I don't 

know how to get it to run any faster than that.”
“I haven't even gotten that far,” Ralph moaned.
“Hmm,” I mumbled, turning to face the front of the room.  I 

folded my arms across my chest and slouched in the chair.
“Well, how far have you gotten on it?” Tom asked me.
“Not far.  I've been busy with other stuff lately,” I answered.
“You've got a lot of homework in your other classes?”
“Sort of.”
“Do you want to maybe get together some time tonight or 

tomorrow to go over the project?” Ralph asked.
I ignored him.
“Well?” Ralph persisted, poking me in the side with his elbow 

again.
I turned my head slightly in his direction, starting at him out of 

the corner of my eye.  “I don't think so,” I replied flatly.
“How come?”
“I just don't,” I repeated, turning my attention back to the 

front of the room in time to see Professor Williams dim the lecture 
hall lights and turn on the projector.

“Well, all right, then,” Ralph replied hesitantly, not sure what 
to make of my reaction.  “That's all right.”

I focused on watching Professor Williams as he delivered his 
lecture to the class.  Being well versed in the content of his speech, I 
observed all the little details I had missed the first two times 
around.  Williams rarely took his eyes off the center of the class, 
only occasionally looking to the left or right sides of the room before 
returning to the center.  Was he looking at someone in particular? 
Maybe he knew who the biggest offenders had been, and maybe he 
was directing the lecture at them.  But considering how dark the 
lights over the students were, he probably couldn't see anything 
past the stage where he stood.  From his perspective, he must be 
addressing little more than a shadowy void in front of him.

Williams also grasped the sides of the lectern as he spoke, 
almost as though he were trying to steady himself or hold himself 
back.  He only let go when he needed a free hand to operate the 
computer terminal in front of him.  He swayed from side to side as 
he spoke, slowly shifting his weight from one foot to the other.  He 
would lean in a bit for emphasis whenever his voice rose.  If I tried, I 
could probably recite the lecture from memory and synchronize it 
perfectly to match his movements as he spoke, like watching a 
movie for the twentieth time.



After class, I leaned against the wall opposite the rear doors of 
the lecture hall, watching the students filing out.  Most of them were 
talking to each other about Williams's revelation about the cheating 
that had taken place.  They worried about how it would affect how 
their projects would be graded, if he would start monitoring the 
class newsgroup for signs of cheating, and so on.  A few walked in 
silence, looking a bit shaken, dreading what would happen after 
they got the e-mail they were now expecting.  I wondered if I had 
looked like that the first time through, walking around with the look 
of someone who hadn't been sure if he had been caught red-handed 
or not, trying to look completely normal and in doing so blowing his 
cover completely.

As the steady stream of students slowed to a trickle, I 
wondered if I had maybe chosen the wrong door to lurk by.  I really 
didn't want to sit through the lecture yet again just to be able to 
wait outside the front doors.  About to give up hope, the object of 
my wait emerged from the door.

“Donald,” I said.
Donald's head shot to the left, then the right, then looked over 

his shoulder behind him.  He then looked forward and saw me 
standing in front of him, having taken a step or two away from the 
wall.  Donald wore a white T-shirt that read “My shirt says 
'Abercrombie'” across the front in black permanent marker, faded 
blue jeans, and white sneakers.  His black hair was matted down in 
every direction, forming small curls and spikes randomly.  No doubt 
it had been a day or two since he last showered.  He wore a blank 
expression as he walked out of the lecture room, until his eyes 
opened wider in recognition when he caught sight of me.

“Oh, hey,” he answered, surprised to find me there.
“We need to talk,” I replied, staring directly into him.
“Oh, we do?”  Recognition gave way to mild confusion.
“Walk with me.”  I turned and started walking down the 

hallway that wrapped around the lecture room.  After taking a few 
steps I heard another set of footsteps as Donald ran up to walk 
beside me.

“OK.  What about?” he asked.
“About the project.”
“Oh,” he replied, his voice showing puzzlement.  I kept me 

eyes fixed directly forward as I walked.  “I think I've got a handle on 
this one.”

“Not this project.  The last one.”  We reached the double glass 
doors that marked the exit of Richardson Hall.  I pushed them open 
as I walked through the doorway.  The shape of Donald disappeared 
from the periphery of my vision until we had stepped outside. 
Apparently he had followed me through instead of going through the 
set of doors next to the ones I used.

“What about it?  Hey, is this about what Williams was talking 
about in lecture today?”



“Listen.  Williams thinks we cheated on the last project.  He 
knows you copied my source code in your project.  If we don't 
convince him otherwise, he's going to fail both of us.”

“What makes you say that?”
“I just know.  It doesn't matter.  Now listen.  You got me into 

this mess, and I'm going to need your help to get out.  When you 
meet with Williams today, you need to admit you copied my code 
without my permission.  You'll tell him you read my source code 
when I had it open on my screen during lab last week.”

“Now hang on,” Donald interrupted, standing still.  I continued 
walking forward until I realized he was no longer following along.  I 
stopped and turned around to face him.

“What?”
“And how exactly is this going to keep me from flunking the 

class?”
“It isn't.”
“So, why should I go along with this?”
“Because, if you don't, I'm going down along with you.  I didn't 

have anything to do with this.  I didn't tell you you could copy my 
solution for the project.  Hell, I wouldn't have helped you at all if I 
had known you were going to pull this stunt.  Either way, you're 
going to get busted for cheating on the project.  But if you don't 
help me out here, Williams is going to think I let you copy off me, 
and I'll get failed too.”

“So, what you're telling me is, you want me to admit to go in 
to Williams's office and admit to cheating on the project, when as I 
see it I'm not going to get caught if I don't, just to keep you from 
getting into trouble?  I don't think so.  He's not going to catch us –“

“Catch you,” I corrected.
“Whatever,” Donald continued.  “Anyway, he's not going to 

catch us.  I made sure to change the code around a lot before 
submitting it.”

“Look, you just admitted to me that you cheated, so just admit 
it to him so we can just be done with this.  And he is going to know 
you cheated.  Trust me.”

“All right, I've had just about enough of this.  If you get in 
trouble, that's your problem, not mine.  I don't see why you still 
expect me to bail you out of this anyway.  Deal with it yourself.” 
Donald turned around and took a step away, then stopped and 
turned back to face me.  “Besides, what makes you think he's going 
to think that I took your code?  For all he knows, you're the one who 
copied the code from me.”

“Don't be ridiculous!” I shouted.  “You're an idiot!  Why the 
hell would I turn in your code and say it's mine?”

“Well, we'll just have to see about that now, won't we?”  With 
that he walked away.

I took a step towards him and clenched my fist, but stopped 
myself and thought better of it.  As much as Donald desperately 
needed a reality adjustment, getting into fistfight with him in the 



middle of campus in front of everyone wasn't going to help matters 
any.  I thought to myself that Donald's idle threat wasn't going to 
amount to anything.  Like I had said, I was doing well in the class so 
far, and Donald wasn't.  Williams surely wasn't going to believe that 
I had actually copied off of him.

I wandered into the basement of the Student Union as usual, 
looking for something to eat.  I didn't feel very hungry, however, 
because of the knot in my stomach over the looming meeting with 
Professor Williams that would follow.  I hadn't bothered checking my 
e-mail – I knew what it was going to say, anyway – and didn't know 
how I would try to talk my way out of failing the class this time.

Not surprisingly, nothing I saw walking along the basement 
hallway appealed to me.  Rounding the corner, I caught side of Julie 
standing at the end of the line in front of the deli.  That was as good 
a decider as any.  I walked over and stepped into line behind her.

“Hey,” I said, tapping her on the shoulder.
She turned around to look and her face lit up when she saw 

me.  “Oh, hi!  Fancy meeting you here.”
“Yeah,” I agreed.
“Wow, I haven't seen you around in a while.”
“I guess you could say that.”
“So, where have you been keeping yourself lately?”
“Here and there.  I've been kind of busy lately.  Homework and 

stuff, the usual.”
As we talked, she slowly rocked from side to side, shifting her 

weight from one foot to the other.  However, she did so in a wildly 
different manner than Williams had during the lecture that day.  He 
had done so as though he were trying to restrain himself, moving 
from side to side in an effort to work off the annoyance he felt at the 
class.  Julie, on the other hand, moved fluidly from side to side in 
one slow, smooth motion.  She swayed comfortably, as though such 
movement were her natural state.

When we reached the front of the line, I asked, “Do you mind 
if I pay?”

Julie looked up at me, surprised at the sudden offer.  Smiling, 
she replied, “Well, if you insist, but only if you let me pay for yours.”

This time it was my turn to be surprised.  “Why's that?”
“No reason, really.  I just feel like I should return the favor.  I 

don't want to impose on you or anything.”
“No, don't worry about it.  I wouldn't have offered if I didn't 

want to, after all.”
“I know.”  Looking up at me, her mouth turned to a gentle 

frown as she touched my arm with her hand.  “Oh, I'm sorry, I didn't 
mean to sound like I was being ungrateful,” she apologized.  “I'd 
love it if you bought me lunch.”

“That's all right,” I replied.  “I didn't mean to throw you off like 
that or anything.”

Julie ordered the same turkey sandwich as before.  Feeling 



more relaxed, I ordered half a ham sandwich and a Coke.  We 
walked back to the dining area and found a table to sit down at.

“So,” I asked, “how have things been going with you lately?”
Julie sighed, her sandwich halting in midair as she stopped 

lifting it from her tray.  “Not too bad overall, I guess.  Lately I've 
been working on some research for one of the classes I'm in this 
semester.  It hasn't been going that well though.”

“Oh?  How come?”
“Well, I don't want to bore you with the details,” she 

protested.
“Don't worry about it.”
“You see, like I said, I have to do some research for one of the 

classes I'm in.  I went to the biology library this morning to pick up a 
journal that had an article I wanted to read.  I had checked online 
before heading over there to make sure no one had checked it out, 
and found out it was available.  But when I went over there to get it, 
someone had already beaten me to it.”

“What journal was it?”
“It was the New England Journal of Medicine.  Anyway, until I 

can read that article, I'm sort of stuck.”
“Can't you find a copy of it on the Internet somewhere?”
“I don't know.  I haven't done any research like this by myself 

before.  I don't even know if they post journal articles on their web 
site.  That's the first thing I tried, actually, but their site was down 
for some reason.  I tried doing a few searches elsewhere but I 
couldn't turn up a copy.”  Julie sighed again.  “Well, it's no big deal, I 
guess.  I'll probably just fall a few days behind and have to catch up 
on it later.  So,” she asked, leaning forward, “enough about me. 
What's new with you lately?”

I shrugged.  “It's not all that interesting, really.”
“Nonsense,” she insisted.  “You bought me lunch and listened 

to me complain about my project; the least I could do is listen to 
you.  Besides, it's been months since I last saw you.  I want to know 
what you've been up to.”

“Well,” I gave in, “we had this project in algorithms a week or 
so ago, and the professor announced today that he's found out that 
a lot of people have been cheating on it.  He's going to fail anyone 
who he learns cheated.  The problem is, there's this guy in my class 
who got is hands on my code for the project and turned it in as his 
own.  I only found out about this recently.”

“Oh,” she nodded sympathetically.  “So now you're afraid 
you're going to get in trouble when you didn't actually know 
anything about it?”

“That's pretty much it,” I agreed.  “I doubt I'll be able to 
convince the professor of that, though.  He's coming down hard on 
everybody over it.”

“Don't be so pessimistic.  I'm sure everything will work out 
fine.”  She reached out and held my hand in hers.  “Don't worry 
about it.  Just tell your professor what happened.  I'm sure he'll 



understand.”
“I pretty much already tried that, and it didn't work.  Like I 

said, he's coming down hard on everyone.  Right now I doubt I'll be 
able to convince him I didn't do it.”

“I'm sorry.  I wish there was something I could do to help you 
out.”  She looked down at her empty tray and frowned.  “Well, I'm 
sure you'll think of something.”

“Thanks.”  She looked back up and our eyes met.  I brought 
my other hand over and placed it on top of hers.  “I hope you're 
right.”

Julie smiled warmly for a few seconds, then glanced down at 
her watch.  “Oh, I'm sorry I have to go so soon, but I have to get to 
class.  It was nice seeing you again after all those months.  Let me 
know how it all turns out, OK?”

“I will.”
She stood up and picked her tray up off the table.  “Good 

luck.”  With that, she spun around and walked off.

Another march up the stairs to the third floor of the computer 
science building.  For once, I had no idea what I was going to tell 
him.  This time, I was just going to have to play the meeting by ear 
and hope an opportunity arose to assert my innocence in the 
matter.  I was neither calm nor nervous as I walked up to Professor 
Williams's office door.  I felt as though I were watching the events 
play themselves out once again.  This time I didn't even bother 
knocking; I swung open the door and walked in.

Professor Williams, as expected, was sitting at his desk.  His 
head jerked up as soon as he heard the door unlatch.  “Oh, Mr. 
Roberts,” he said, “come in.  I'll be with you in just a moment.”  He 
rummaged through a drawer until he found an index card, which he 
placed in the book he had open before him, using it as a makeshift 
bookmark.  “Have a seat.”

“Thanks,” I said, sitting down in one of the chairs facing his 
desk.

“So, I assume you're hear to talk about the e-mail I sent you 
this morning?”

“Yes.”
“Just give me a minute to bring up your file on the system.” 

He swiveled ninety degrees and started typing on the computer. 
“Like I've been telling all my students, –”

“You're giving everyone the benefit of the doubt,” I finished.
“Yes, exactly.  Have you talked with any of the other students 

who've met with me already?”
“You could say that.”
“Anyway, here's your file.  Before we start, why don't you tell 

me what you know about what happened?”
“All right,” I agreed.  We might as well cut to the chase and 

get this over with, I figured.  “Basically, here's what happened. 
Donald Kensington stole a copy of my code in lab a couple of weeks 



ago.  He had asked me to help him with some of the concepts the 
project was going over, and while I was explaining some thing to 
him he got a good look at my source code.  I didn't intend it to 
happen, and I only found out about it just recently.  He certainly 
didn't have my permission to access it, and if I had known he was 
going to do something like that, I wouldn't have agreed to help him 
in the first place.”

“That's interesting,” Williams nodded, leaning his desk chair 
back a few inches.  “I met with Donald earlier this afternoon, and he 
told me the same thing.”

“Oh, really?” I asked, straightening myself in the chair.  Had 
Donald actually given my request a second thought?

“Of course, he told me that you were the one who asked him 
for help and that you stole parts of his source code.”  Apparently 
not.  “He also warned me that you would try to tell me the 
explanation you just did.”

“Well, I can't really say that I'm too surprised.”
“The way I see it, at least one of you is lying about what 

happened.  That much is obvious, I think.”
“So it comes down to my word against his, is what you're 

saying.”
“Yes,” he agreed.
“Well, in that case it's pretty simple.  He's the one who's 

lying.”
“He said the same thing about you.”
“I'm sure he did, but I'm telling you the truth.”
“That's just the problem,” Williams said, folding his hands in 

front of him on the desk.  “I have no way to determine who stole 
whose code.  Assuming that's even what happened and you're both 
not just trying to get yourselves out of trouble.”

Williams had a point.  I sat there for a few seconds trying to 
think about how to argue my case, when an idea came to me.  “OK. 
Not to brag or anything, but I've been doing pretty well in the class 
so far.  I'm certainly not the best student, but I've been keeping up a 
pretty good grade.  I don't know Donald very well, but I do know 
that at best he's getting a C.  It doesn't make sense for someone 
with a low A like me to take code from someone two letter grades 
below me.  I'd just be hurting my grade.  Obviously, he has a lot 
more to gain from stealing my code that I do stealing his.  So, I think 
it's pretty clear that he's the one who's cheated here.”

“Look, Mr. Roberts, I'll be honest with you.  You're doing a lot 
better in the class than you think.  I'd like to believe you, but I can't. 
I can't take your word over his just because you're getting a better 
grade in my class.  I need more evidence than just hearsay to 
punish one of you and not the other.  And since there isn't any 
evidence to be had, unless one of you confesses to stealing the 
other's code, I really have no choice but to fail both of you.  That's 
university policy, and I can't do anything about it.”

Once again, Williams refused to realize I was the victim here. 



I had tried being completely honest with him, and I got punished 
because I had been too close to the line for too long for him to give 
me the benefit of the doubt.  I had tried covering my tracks to have 
him come to the right conclusion about Donald's guilt, and he had 
caught me.  Now I had told him exactly what Donald was doing, and 
he couldn't believe me because Donald was trying to pull the same 
trick on me.  There really wasn't any way I could win.  No matter 
how I looked at it, no matter how I tried to argue my case or assert 
my innocence, I couldn't win.  Frustration gave way to anger, and 
anger led to desperation.

“All right, I didn't want to bring this up,” I said, lowing my 
voice to conspirational tones, as though there might be someone at 
the door who would overhear us, “but you're leaving me no choice. 
I know that on past projects MOSS has suggested that I might be 
cheating with a couple of the other students.  The scores weren't 
high enough to lead you to take action, but they were right around 
the threshold.  I read the university's policy on academic dishonesty, 
and it says that professors are required to report all instances where 
there is a reasonable suspicion of cheating to the dean of students 
and to meet with the students involved to discuss the issue.  I know 
that this is the first time I've ever been called in to talk to you about 
this sort of thing.”

“I'm afraid I don't quite see where you're going with this,” 
Williams interjected.

“Here's the deal.  You don't fail me out of your class, and I 
won't report your failure to follow the university's policy to the 
administration.”

Williams stared at me, dumbfounded.  He looked as though he 
couldn't determine whether I was being serious with him or not. 
Finally, he replied, “Mr. Roberts, did I just hear you right?  Are you 
threatening to blackmail me?”

“Look, like I said, you aren't leaving me any choice here.  If 
you want to follow the university's rules to the letter and fail me out 
of your class, then I can do the same to you.  I'm sure there will be 
some reprimand for not dealing with cheating in your class seriously 
enough.  That's why you're coming down so hard on everyone, 
right?  Like threatening to fail me even though there's no possible 
reason why I'd be the one cheating here?”

“Mr. Roberts, that has got to be one of the most ridiculous 
things I have heard,” Williams replied, lifting himself out of his chair 
and holding onto the edge of the desk.  He stared down into my 
eyes.  “If you knew a thing about university policy, you would know 
that blackmailing a professor to get a good grade in a class is 
grounds from expulsion.  If you thought I wasn't being lenient with 
you before, just wait until you see me now.  I wasn't trying to do you 
any favors by not bringing up your MOSS scores on earlier projects; I 
honestly thought they were a fluke since you were doing so well and 
the students it said you might be cheating with weren't.”

“I don't see what other choice I have!  I tried being honest 



with you, and you still threw the book at me.  What exactly am I 
supposed to do?  Anything I do, I still get failed for no good reason! 
Because someone else, someone I barely know, decided to get a 
few easy points by ripping off my code!”

“Mr. Roberts, I am seriously disappointed in you.  Expect to be 
hearing from the dean of students about this.  Now, I suggest you 
get out of my office.”

I laid on the futon, face up, staring at the bottom of my bed 
suspended a few feet above me.  Springlike lengths of metal 
stretched horizontally across the frame, sagging slightly under the 
weight of the mattress.  In a few places the black paint had flaked 
off the frame, revealing the slightly reddish-brown metal 
underneath.  Sandwiched between the bed frame and the mattress 
lay the aging white mattress pad, splotched with a couple dark 
stains, leaving the mark of previous residents of the room.

I reached up with one hand and scratched one of the 
discolored spots on the frame.  Tiny flakes of black paint scraped off 
and fell to the floor, revealing more of the slowly rusting metal 
underneath.  It was just like the university to paint over the bed 
frames instead of buying new ones like the dorms really needed. 
But then again, how else was the university going to afford to build 
a new building to name after the current president?

I turned onto my side and let my gaze fall onto the other side 
of the room.  Along the far wall sat the combined entertainment 
systems of my roommate and me.  Television, stereo, DVD player, 
VCR, Playstation 2, X-Box, each with its own shelf space in the 
wooden framework custom-built to support all of it.  Behind the 
equipment, out of view, hung dozens of nearly identical black 
cables, connecting everything to everything else, somehow holding 
everything together.  On more than one occasion, Joe and I had 
spent hours at a time playing video games, watching movies or 
South Park reruns, or whatever the preferred escape from 
schoolwork happened to be that day.  But now, everything sat dark 
and silent, except for the pale yellow clock display on the VCR, 
reading ten minutes slow.

My gaze turned upwards to the wall scroll of Rei Ayanami my 
roommate had hung up on the wall.  Early in the semester Joe had 
made me watch a couple of the episodes of the anime she was 
from.  She stood there, standing straight, holding her left wrist in 
her right hand immediately in front of her waist.  Her small mouth 
was nothing more than a short, thin black line, running perfectly 
horizontally across her face.  Her wide eyes stared off into the 
distance past the wall behind me, focused on nothing.  It wasn't 
quite a look of hopelessness as much as it was of resignation, of 
having accepted her fate yet having nothing else to look forward to, 
because she had nothing else to live for.

I remained motionless as I heard a key turn freely in the lock. 
The door opened and Joe walked into the room, dropping his 



backpack to the floor.  Out the corner of my eye, I saw him sit down 
in his desk chair and look at me for a few seconds.

“You know, you have to turn the TV on if you want to watch 
it,” he said.

“Very funny,” I replied in a lifeless, sarcastic tone.
His head turned, following my gaze across the room, and then 

looked back at me.  “It's also not very healthy to ogle fourteen-year-
olds either,” he added.

I rolled onto my back again, letting my eyes fall onto the 
underside of my bed again.  “I'm not the one who bought it.”

“You feeling OK?  You don't look so good.”
“Today sucked,” I replied.  “As usual,” I added.
“Dare I asked why?”
“Looks like I'm going to fail algorithms this semester.  Some 

guy decided to steal code from my project, and the prof decided to 
blame me for it.  So I get to go through this all over again.”

“So you have to take the class again next semester.  Big deal. 
They're easier the second time around.”

“It's not that simple.  Fail a class and your GPA drops.  Your 
GPA drops and you lose your scholarship.  Lose your scholarship and 
you can't afford tuition.  You drop out, in debt and with nothing to 
show for your years here, and you go flip burgers as McDonalds for 
the rest of your life.  Yeah.  No big deal.”

“You're exaggerating a bit, aren't you?”
“If anything I'm being optimistic.  The way things look right 

now, I wouldn't be too surprised if I get expelled before I get kicked 
out for not being able to pay tuition.”

“It's not like you're the only one that's ever happened to.  So 
what if you don't get a degree?  What's the big deal about a degree? 
It's a piece of paper that says you know some stuff.  You already 
know some stuff.  If anything, you're saving a bunch of money by 
getting out now.”

“You don't understand.  It's not that simple.  I've wasted the 
last two and a half years of my life and there's nothing I can do 
about it.”

“Aren't you a little too old to be all teenage-angsty?”
“What's that supposed to mean?”
“Have you listened to yourself?  You're going on and on about 

how one little thing is going to ruin the rest of your life.”
“How do you know it isn't?”
I looked back towards Joe.  He was now leaning on his desk, 

arms folded to support him.  “All right, look.  This isn't the only 
university you tried to get into, right?”

“Well, no?”
“What would have happened if you went somewhere else? 

How would your life be any different than it is now?”
“It'd be completely different.  I'd be living hundreds of miles 

from here.”
“In another college town.  They're all the same.”



“I wouldn't know anyone here.  I'd have an entirely different 
group of friends.”

“People are all the same.  They'd have different names and 
faces, but you'd fall in with the same group of people over there.”

“I'd be taking different classes, taught by different professors, 
doing different homework.”

“All for the same basic degree, just with some other school's 
name on the diploma.  None of that really matters.  You're the same 
person either way, doing the same sorts of things.  And that's if that 
big decision you thought was so life-changing went a different way.”

“So, what's your point?”
“The point is, things would still pretty much be the same 

either way.  Same if you didn't go to college at all and just got a job 
right away.  You'd still meet the same sorts of people, you'd be doing 
pretty much the same things you'd be doing after getting a degree, 
just maybe a little later.  The point is, it really doesn't matter.”

“Next you're going to tell me that 'I am not my computer 
science degree,' right?” I joked.

“I'm serious.  You want to know what really makes any 
difference?  It's all the stuff you barely think about.  It's the time you 
decide on a whim to go to a party for a few hours and hold off on 
homework few a while, and you meet a girl who ends up being your 
wife.  It's the time you make idle chat with the guy behind you in 
class, and you end up becoming friends.  It's the time you decide to 
take some random elective to fill out your schedule, and you end up 
liking the class so much you change your major.

“It's like this,” he continued.  “Anything you spend all sorts of 
time planning for won't make any difference in your life in the long 
run.  All those things you plan out, all those different possible ways 
your life could unfold, all meet back up pretty soon.  You know that, 
even if you don't realize it.  Did you honestly think the future you'd 
have after going to University X would be any different than the one 
you'd have after University Y?  It's the thousands of little random 
things you don't even think about that end up changing your life.” 
He paused for emphasis, then concluded, “Five years from now, it's 
not going to make a bit of difference whether or not you dropped 
out of here or not.  Hell, either way you'll probably look back on it as 
one of the best things that ever happened to you.”

Darkness surrounded me.  In every direction I turned, I saw 
nothing but an endless void.  I picked a direction and ran, footsteps 
echoing loudly against the hard invisible floor.  I ran for an eternity, 
but nothing changed.  Even though I couldn't see anything, I felt like 
I hadn't actually moved at all.  I turned around and saw Julie 
standing in the distance, her image enveloped in shadow and dimly 
lit by some unseen light.  I ran towards her, but she receeded in the 
distance nonetheless.

I turned again, and I found myself standing in the center of 
campus.  People walked in every direction, passing within inches of 



me without seeming to notice.  I took a few soundless steps forward, 
moving in whatever direction I happened to be facing.  No 
difference; the people all around, faces I felt I knew but couldn't 
recognize, passed by without a word, neither actively stepping out 
of my way nor running into me.  It felt as though I weren't really 
there, that somehow I was outside the reality taking place around 
me.

I screamed.
Silence.
Then, another scream, foreign, intruding.

I opened my eyes and saw another darkness, extending into 
infinity.  Slowly, an image emerged from the blackness as my eyes 
adjusted to see it.  It was the ceiling above my bed.

“You suck!”
“No, you suck!”
“You suck!”
The sounds of my neighbors playing video games in the 

middle of the night came through the wall next to me.  I looked at 
the alarm clock at the foot of the bed: about half past two in the 
morning, again.

“Shut up and play, you loser!”
“You shut up!”
“You shut up!”
“No, you shut up!”
I twisted around and pushed myself over the side of the loft.  I 

landed on my bare feet, lost my balance momentarily, then 
recovered and righted myself in the darkened room.  Feeling my 
way through the room, I passed my desk and found the door.  I 
unlocked it, closed my eyes, and stepped out into the blinding 
fluorescent light of the hallway.

“The both of you shut up!”
“Ha ha ha ha!”
“Bam!”
Shading my eyes with my left hand to block out the overhead 

lights, I slowly stepped forward, approaching my neighbors' door.  I 
stood underneath the doorway and stared at them, unseen.  Their 
door was already open, letting their shouts and noise from the video 
game spill out into the hall.  The glowing television screen cast 
looming shadows behind their bodies as they crouched in a 
semicircle on the floor, hunched over their controllers, attention 
fixed on the flashing images in front of them.  

“I nailed you on that one!”
“Quit pulling those cheap shots!”
“How was that a cheap shot?”
“You suck!”
Without a word, I took deliberate steps into the cave before 

me.  I stepped between two of the vaguely human shapes outlined 
by the television screen.  They stopped playing and looked at the 



person who had suddenly intruded into their session.  Silently, I 
moved in front of the television and reached behind it.  I felt around 
the gap between the television set and the corner of the room until 
my hand touched a cluster of cables.  I followed them down to the 
floor until my hand hit a hard plastic box which the cords came out 
of: the power strip.  I grabbed the closest cable and yanked it free.

Suddenly, the television lost power, leaving the room in even 
more darkness.  Satisfied, I turned around and made my way back 
towards the bright rectangle in the wall of the far side of the room 
marking the open doorway.  I noticed the shocked and confused 
faces of the people who until recently had been playing, though I did 
not look down to face them.  Reaching the door, I turned silently and 
returned to my room.

I had little trouble falling asleep in the silence that persisted 
after returning to my bed.

The next time I opened my eyes, I saw the ceiling illuminated 
by the crack of sunlight streaming through the curtains in front of 
the window.  I looked at the alarm clock, showing it to be almost ten 
o'clock in the morning.  I slid out of bed, rubbing my eyes.  As far as 
I could remember, I had slept dreamlessly since taking care of the 
neighbors' noisemaking.  Of course, dreams had a way of fading 
from memory the instant you awoke, receeding back into the 
nothingness from which they came.

My eyes quickly noticed the flashing red light on the front of 
the telephone perched atop the television.  I walked over and picked 
up the handset.  I punched in the number for my campus voice mail 
account.  Holding the handset away from my ear, I waited a few 
seconds and hit the “1” key to choose my voice mail instead of my 
roommate's.  Another pause of a few seconds, and I entered my 
password.  I had gone through the routine so many times I didn't 
need to listen to the grating computer-generated voice at the other 
end hand-hold my way through the process.

Finally, I lifted the handset to my ear.  One new message from 
an hour ago.  I didn't remember hearing the telephone ring this 
morning or having woken up to it.  I played the message: “This is 
Angela from the office of the dean of students.  Please call back as 
soon as possible to schedule an appointment with the dean. 
Thanks!”  The voice on the other end was cheerful and perky, even 
though she was effectively delivering my death sentence as far as 
the university was concerned.  Maybe she didn't know why she had 
to call me, but I couldn't think of any example where needing to 
meet with the dean in person could be anything but bad news.

I returned the handset to the cradle without bothering to 
erase the message from my voice mail.  I let out a lifeless “heh.”  Of 
course I was going to erase it, just not in the way the voice mail 
system expected me to.

There certainly wasn't anything left for me here anymore.  I 
walked over to my desk and pulled open the drawer, revealing the 



time control device laying next to my wallet and key ring.  I had no 
idea what I was going to do this time, but whatever I did it certainly 
couldn't end up being much worse than what would happen if I let 
events unfold as they were going to now.  I lifed the device out of 
the drawer, cradling it in my hand, looking down upon it.  I remained 
like this, slowly turning it around on its long axis, before grasping it 
in my other hand and positioning my thumb over the second button.

Fwoom.

Iteration 4

Back in the hallway in front of my room, again.  Time for 
another fun day of “how am I going to keep from screwing up my 
life.”  Staring down at my feet, I plodded forward, mechanically 
placing one foot forward, then the other, left foot, right foot, left 
foot, right foot, over and over, slowly making my way towards the 
doors at the end of the hall.

My mind refused to come up with a plan for the situation 
looming in my future.  Instead, it insisted on focusing its attention to 
whatever minor detail presented itself.  I observed a pattern to the 
tiles that lined the hallway floor.  At first glance, there appeared to 
be no pattern at all.  Each tile had a few elongated white and black 
streaks against a blue-gray background.  Every two tiles had 
different colored splotches on them.  However, I noticed that despite 
this the floor tiles did have a regular pattern.  They were laid out like 
a checkerboard, half the tiles having the streaks running 
horizontally and the other half having them run vertically.  Once I 
realized what to look for, the pattern stood out plainly, now seeming 
so obvious that I couldn't quite believe that I hadn't noticed it 
before.

I snapped out of this train of thought when I passed through 
the doors leading outside the residence hall.  Here I was, engaged in 
a hopeless struggle to save my academic career, and all I could 
think about was how the designers of the dorm had laid the floor 
tile.  Here was one of the many problems with people: they spent 
too much time thinking about stuff that didn't matter at all when 
they should be paying attention to what's important.

I stopped when I reached the dorm's parking lot.  What was I 
going to do, anyway?  Did anything I could possibly do have any 
effect on how things would turn out in the end?  Past experience 
suggested that it wouldn't.  What was the point, then?  Why bother 
sitting through the same lecture by the professor, why put up with 
double-crossing Ralph and pretend nothing was wrong, why sit 
through another futile meeting with Professor Williams?  Why bother 
doing anything?  The same events were going to play themselves 
out whether I tried to do anything about them or not.  I had no 
escape, nothing I could do to break free of the cycle.

My hands dropped to my sides, and I stood there, letting the 



other students pass me by as they hurried to their next class, 
blissfully unaware that they had already been late for it three times 
already and things weren't going to be any different now.  Looking 
out at the sea of cars, an idea struck.  I did have an escape.

I turned away from the path I had been following and walked 
onto the loosely packed gravel that covered the student lot. 
Crunching with each step, I walked along the rows of poorly parked 
cars.  As poorly as the other students drove on campus, they 
certainly couldn't be expected to line up a car properly on an 
unpainted lot.

Student parking lots were also great for seeing the wide 
variety of cheap, nearly broken-down cars that still existed.  I 
passed one beige monstrosity, forged from quantities of metal not 
seen since the mid '80s.  The coupe a few spots down from it had 
large patches of rust on its rear, and its left taillight had been 
broken in, leaving nothing but a jagged frame of red transparent 
plastic, a scar from being rear-ended some time ago.  I wouldn't 
have been surprised if somewhere else on campus sat a car with a 
bashed-in right headlight, sporting the counterpart of this car's 
collision scar.

Standing out in stark contrast to these cars were the ones 
owned by students who still held delusions of racing even though 
they were out of high school.  Believing that stickers somehow made 
cars go faster, these cars sported decals with giant flaming R's stuck 
to the sides and flame detailing on the hood.  Some had even gone 
to such lengths as replacing the gear shifting mechanism to one 
apparently believed to be better for racing; you usually couldn't tell 
from looking at the car from the outside, but I had ridden in such 
cars one or twice years ago to know.  Of course, people who sank all 
their money into converting their cars into “racing machines” 
usually picked the worst possible cars to work with.  They were the 
only ones who couldn't see the ridiculousness of tricking out a old, 
used family sedan for racing.

Finally I came upon my own car near the end of the lot.  It was 
a blue Toyota Corolla I had bought from my parents when they 
replaced it with a newer car.  Although the car had seen better days 
– the radio tuner would inexplicably fade in and out, the odometer 
was stuck, and the seat cushions sported a few tears – it was overall 
still in reasonably good condition, especially in comparison to the 
two near-junkers parked next to it.  I fished out my key chain from 
my pocket, fumbled with it until finding the proper key, and stabbed 
it into the lock.  I twisted it sharply and the lock on the other side of 
the window popped up.

I slowly pulled open the driver side door.  The car to the left of 
mine had parked way too close, leaving me with little room to 
maneuver.  Not wanting to add another scape to the other car with 
my door, I opened it until only a half-inch gap remained between the 
two cars.  I threw my backpack through the opening and onto the 
floor in front of the passenger seat.  I then twisted my body to slide 



myself through, trying to hold the door steady with one hand while I 
wedged my body through the gap between it and the side of my car. 
Once I had finally brought my entire body into the car, I slammed 
the door shut.

That done, I inserted the key into the ignition and turned it. 
The key wouldn't budge.  I had run into this problem before; if the 
steering wheel was placed into just the right position, it somehow 
prevented the ignition switch from being able to turn properly.  With 
my left hand I grabbed the steering wheel and turned it to the right, 
immediately hitting its “locked” position.  I tried the other direction 
and was able to rotate it a few degrees.  Holding it steady, I gave 
the ignition another try.  The key turned freely all the way to the 
starter position.

Silence.
Out of force of habit, it took me a few seconds to realize that 

the engine hadn't turned over.  I released the key, looking down at 
the dead dashboard.  I tried starting the engine again: still no 
response.  Another attempt produced the same results.  From the 
looks of it, my battery was dead.  Looking around the cabin, I 
noticed that the headlight knob at the end of the turn signal control 
was in the “on” position.

I had left my lights on and drained my battery.  How had that 
happened?  I was always paranoid about something like this 
happening; I had even been of the habit of making sure the 
headlights were off before getting out of the car, even if I had been 
driving in the middle of the day and had no reason to turn them on 
in the first place.  I thought back, trying to remember when I had 
last driven the car.  I counted the days since I could last remember 
driving.  The previous weekend I had driven my roommate to go eat 
dinner.  That was about seven days ago.  No, that couldn't be right, 
since it was still the middle of the week.  I realized I was counting 
today three times in that total, so it was only about half a week.

Even so, that was definitely more than enough time for my 
battery to drain itself powering the headlights.  I was surprised I 
hadn't found out about having left my lights on earlier.  Surely 
dozens of people must have walked by my car before the battery 
gave out; why hadn't one of them reported it to the dorm's main 
office?  It wasn't as though they wouldn't be able to trace the car 
back to me; that's one of the reasons I had to have the parking 
sticker affixed to the rear windshield, after all.  Apparently nobody 
had seen it necessary to take a minute or two of their time to help 
me out, assuming anybody had actually noticed it at all.  On second 
thought, however, I probably would have done exactly the same had 
I seen a parked car with its lights on.

In the end, of course, it didn't really matter.  I was still 
stranded in the parking lot until I could jump the battery enough to 
get the engine running again.  I swung open the door, banging it 
against the side of the car next to me.  I lifted myself out through 
the opening and swung the door partically closed, inspecting the 



damage.  Luckily, any scrape I might have made to the other car 
was hidden by the marks left by other car doors doing the same. 
There also wasn't any paint from the other car that had come off on 
my door, so there wasn't any problem there.

Slamming the car door shut, I walked around to the back and 
unlocked the trunk.  I searched the interior of the trunk for the 
jumper cables.  I finally caught sight of them; the hunter orange bag 
there were stored in had slid all the way to the far side of the trunk. 
I reached for it with one outstretched hand, almost starting to climb 
into the trunk to get close enough.  Finally I managed to hook one 
finger around the black canvas strap that looped around the side of 
the jumper cable bag and used it to pull it out.

Now that I had the jumper cables in hand, all that was left was 
finding someone who would be willing to lend me his car's battery 
so I could jump-start mine.  I looked around; unfortunately the 
parking lot was almost completely devoid of people, except for a 
few stragglers still following the path between the dorm and the 
academic part of campus.  I realized I could be waiting a while.  I 
closed the lid of the trunk and sat down on it, the rear of the car 
sinking downwards as it tried to support the extra weight.  All I could 
do now was wait until someone came along.

Fortunately I didn't have to wait very long; after a few minutes 
of waiting I caught sight of someone walking in my general 
direction.  A flash of light from his right hand dangling at his side 
revealed that he was holding a set of keys; no doubt he was headed 
towards his car.  He walked slowly along the gravel lot, so it didn't 
look like he was in a hurry to get anywhere anytime soon.  I jumped 
off the back of my car and walked hurriedly towards him, leaving 
the rear of my car rocking up and down.

“Hey!” I called out to him.
He turned his head to look at me while continuing his walk. 

“Yeah?” he asked.
I pointed over my shoulder with my thumb to my Corolla.  “My 

battery died.  Would you mind giving me a jump?”
He stopped mid-stride and lifted his left arm up to look at his 

watch.  He thought for a second or two and then replied, “Yeah, no 
problem.  Where are you parked at?”

“It's the blue one over there, the Corolla.  You see it?”  I turned 
my body to the side and stretched my arm out to point to it.

“Oh, that one.  No problem.  My car's parked right next to it, 
actually.”  He gestured to the car I had hit with my door a few 
minutes earlier.  “You have cables?”

“Yeah,” I replied, lifting up the orange bag I was holding with 
my other hand.  “It shouldn't take more than a few minutes.”

I walked ahead of him back to our cars.  I opened my door, 
carefully this time, and reached down to pull on the hood release 
lever.  I heard the mechanism disengage, but the hood remained 
flush with the rest of the car.  This was another quirk of my car.  I 
closed the door and walked to the front.  There was a groove that 



ran in a square U shape on the front of the car, separating the hood 
from the surrounding frame.  I stuck my car key into the front of the 
groove and, using it as a lever, pushed down on my end.  This lifted 
the hood slightly, giving me just enough room to reach in under it 
with the fingers of my other hand.  That let me lift it another inch or 
two until it was stopped by the hood's lock.  I reached underneath 
with my first hand, groping around blind until hitting upon the lever 
that unlocked it.  Finally, having freed it, I lifted the hood all the way 
open and propped it up with the pole made specifically for that 
purpose.

I looked back to the other person to check on his progress.  He 
was just opening up the hood of his own car.  He wore a pair of dark 
blue jeans, a featureless black sweatshirt, and matching wool cap 
turned up along the rim.  The stubble on his face revealed that he 
hadn't shaved that morning and maybe not the morning before 
either.  In clothing and appearance, he bore a strong resemblance to 
the sort of person you might expect to see wanted on the evening 
news for robbing a convenience store.

“All right, you know how to do this?” he asked, looking up at 
me from his engine.

“Yeah, it's a piece of cake.  This isn't the first time I've had to 
jump-start a car.”  I unzipped the bag, spilling out the cables onto 
the gravel.  “Positive...” I began, reciting the rule from memory.  I 
grabbed the giant red clip at one end of the cables and attached it 
to the positive terminal of my battery.  I walked over to the other 
car, my hand sliding over the jumper cables until it reached the 
other end.  I peered into his engine until I spotted his battery.  “... to 
positive.”  I clamped the other red clip onto this positive terminal. 
“And negative...”  I connected the black clip to the other terminal of 
the battery and returned to my car.  “... to block.”  I clipped the 
other end to a piece of metal not too far from the batter.

“Now what?” he asked.
“Get in and start up your car,” I directed.  He did so.  A cloud 

of black smoke belched out from his tailpipe as the engine started 
up.  “OK,” he shouted through his rolled-down window, as though I 
wouldn't have been able to tell his car was now running.

I maneuvered myself back into the driver's seat of my Corolla 
and waited a few seconds, then turned the ignition key.  A few of the 
dashboard lights illuminated themselves briefly before going dark 
again.  I released the key and counted to ten seconds, then tried 
again.  This time the engine turned over and started running.  I hit 
the power button of the radio and rotated the headlight knob back 
to the “off” position.  I glanced at my watch to note the time. 
Leaving the transmission in park, I lightly pressed down on the 
accelerator petal, revving the engine for a few seconds before lifting 
my foot off.  I continued this process repeatedly, giving it gas and 
letting it rest, over and over until a couple of minutes had passed. 
Satisfied, and double-checking my watch to make sure enough time 
had passed doing this, I turned the car off and motioned my partner 



to do likewise.
“Hopefully, that should do it,” I called over once I got back out 

of the car.  I unhooked the jumper cables in the reverse order that 
they had gone on.  Engine block, negative of his car, positive of his 
car, positive of mine.  I don't know why the order the cables were 
connected and disconnected mattered so much, but I definitely 
didn't feel like risking finding out first-hand today.  “Let's see if this 
works now.”  I climbed back in and turned the ignition key.  The car 
hesitated for a split second, but then turned over and started up 
without much difficulty.  I rolled down the window.  “Looks like it 
worked,” I called out.  “Thanks.”

“No problem,” he replied.  “Anything else you need me to do?”
“No, that should take care of it.  I just need to run the engine a 

while to get the battery charged back up a bit, but that won't be a 
problem.  Thanks again.”

“You're welcome,” he called back.  I got out of the car to close 
the hoods of the two cars.  I waved at him that he was free to leave. 
He nodded, started his car back up, and pulled out.  After he left, I 
swung my driver's side door open wide and got in comfortably.

While sitting in the seat letting the engine run for a little bit, I 
realized that there hadn't been a car parked next to me when I had 
pulled into the lot a few days ago.  There was a decent chance that 
the anonymous person who had helped me out had parked his own 
car while my lights were still on but didn't do anything about it. 
Either he was oblivious to the fact that they had been on, or he 
hadn't seen fit to bother about it until I was there in person to ask 
for his help.

Typical.

Now that the engine had been running for a few minutes 
without dying, I decided that it should be safe to drive the car out of 
the parking lot.  “Safe” was a relative term, of course, since first I 
had to wind my way through campus during the middle of the day, 
which meant hundreds and hundreds of mindless pedestrians 
milling about.  I shifted the car into reverse and slowly backed out of 
the parking space, turning the car to head back the way I had 
walked earlier.

I shifted past neutral into drive and gingerly pressed down on 
the gas petal.  The car lurched forward in response.  I drove forward 
carefully on the gravel parking lot, both to watch out for stragglers 
coming back from their last class and to make sure I didn't lose 
control on the loosely packed gravel.  It was surprising that the 
parking lots themselves didn't wash away during a hard rain, since 
there was nothing holding the gravel to the grayish-white dirt 
immediately below.  The wheels produced a dull roar as they rolled 
over the gravel, pushing it back in the opposite direction.

Having passed the dorm and more rows of cars, I had reached 
the entrace to the lot.  I turned onto the street, the front end of the 
car jerking upwards as the front wheels rolled over the uneven 



surface separating the gravel lot from the paved street.  I continued 
making my way through campus, having to turn at every other 
intersection to follow the path allowed by the seemingly random 
layout of the one-way streets.

As I was driving down one of the streets, a few dozen feet in 
front of me, a girl stepped out from between two parked cars into 
the street.  Her head was turned in the opposide direction, looking 
over her far shoulder as she talked to someone standing on the 
sidewalk.  I slammed on my brakes, producing a loud screech as my 
tires slid down the pavement, no doubt leaving two black rubber 
trails behind me.  The car came to a stop only a foot or two before 
reaching the pedestrian.  Apparently the loud screech had been 
sufficient to bring the two tons of metal that a few seconds ago had 
been barreling down upon her to her attention; she snapped her 
head around to see who had thoughtlessly interrupted her 
conversation.  She glared at me, then turned to the person who she 
had been talking to, raising her arms up in a “can you believe the 
idiots they let drive around here” gesture, and resumed crossing the 
street.

Now that the road ahead of me was once again clear, I 
released the brake and continued my journey.  The sooner I got off 
campus the better, I thought to myself.  I finally reached the outer 
perimeter of the knot of side streets that choked campus and turned 
onto Tenth Street, one of the three major roadways that 
circumnavigated it.

Of course, that wasn't to say that I had yet escaped the 
danger of hitting pedestrians.  Although Tenth Street was almost at 
the edge of campus, there were still enough buildings on the other 
side of it to force hundreds of students to cross the road to reach 
them.  Since Tenth Street was a major commuter route for the 
students who lived off-campus, opportunities rarely presented 
themselves to allow pedestrians to cross safely.  As a result, crowds 
tended to gather on both sides of the street, waiting impatiently for 
a gap in the traffic to open before their next class started.  Once 
these groups reached critical mass, opening or not, they would step 
out and start crossing.  The prevailing group logic must have been 
that cars wouldn't be able to run over fifteen people in a row, so 
they'd have to stop long enough to let them all cross.

As luck would have it, traffic on Tenth Street came to a 
standstill as, three cars in front of me, a throng of students made its 
way across the street, giving a group on the other side the 
opportunity to start crossing themselves.  I noticed that whatever 
pressing need there was that made students step out into a busy 
street in the middle of the day wasn't important enough to require 
them to cross quickly.  I was powerless to do anything but drum my 
fingers on the bottom of the steering wheel until everyone had 
crossed, reopening the road to traffic again.

Another few minutes' worth of inching along the road brought 
me past the edge of campus proper and into the college town that 



encircled it.  The sole reason a town existed around the university at 
all was to take advantage of all the disposable income that people 
seemed to assume that college students such as myself had.  The 
next two blocks were lined with bookstores, clothing stores, fast 
food joints, various random niche stores, and of course, half a dozen 
separate bars.  Even though it was during the day in the middle of 
the week, I still noticed a fair number of students entering and 
exiting the bars as I drove past.  Whether they felt the need to get 
drunk before or after their classes – or maybe both – was a question 
I didn't particularly feel like investigating.

Past the ring of shops and bars sat residential areas.  These 
areas were a strange mix of off-campus housing and small 
neighborhoods of homes owned by the ordinary residents of the 
town.  If I were going to actually live in this town, which would be 
pretty unlikely as it was, I certainly wouldn't decide to buy a home 
or rent an apartment surrounded by college students.  At least it 
provided a few minutes' humor during breakfast, reading the letters 
written to the local newspaper by these residents complaining about 
the condition of their neighborhoods as a result of all the students 
that lived around them nine months out of the year.  Apparently it 
never occurred to them to move somewhere where students 
wouldn't be a problem; the house would probably be worth more 
renting out to students than it was for living in anyway.

Now that I was making better time since the amount of traffic 
had dropped off after I had passed the bars, I only had to drive a few 
minutes more before the residential area thinned out and I reached 
the interstate.  I drove onto the on-ramp and headed west, for no 
better reason than the fact that the westbound on-ramp was the 
first one.  I didn't have any particular destination in mind; I just 
wanted to get away from campus for a while.  It was only after I had 
driven a mile or so that I realized that this also happened to be the 
direction I'd take if I were driving back home.

I hadn't been home for any meaningful length of time since 
the previous Christmas.  I had spent Spring Break on a road trip with 
Tom and a few other friends I had met at the university to Florida. 
When the spring semester had ended I had gone straight to 
Cleveland to work at an internship over the summer, the only one I 
had been able to line up during the semester beforehand.  And I had 
stayed on campus during fall break to catch up on homework and 
projects.

Visiting home was a strange experience.  During my freshman 
year at college, going home had seemed natural, escaping from the 
strange and still somewhat unfamiliar world at the university to 
return, however briefly, to what I had been accustomed to for ever 
since I could remember.  But now, home didn't hold quite the appeal 
that it used to.  With each visit I had felt more and more like a 
stranger, as though I no longer quite belonged there.  My parents 
and little brother had become used to being a three-person family. 
When I was there, they didn't seem normal or comfortable.  It was 



more like how you acted when you were having guests over for a 
while; all the routines you were used to, everything you'd commonly 
do, would be thrown out of whack while the other people were over. 
I hadn't been able to put my finger on it before, but that's exactly 
what it was; my family had been in “guest mode” almost the entire 
time I had last been there, glad I was visiting but uncomfortable for 
the intrusion into their routine, not feeling free to act themselves 
until I had safely left and returned to campus.

Meeting with friends from high school had similarly lost its 
appeal.  Most of us had been in town over Christmas vacation, and 
everyone who was going to school at a local college had thrown 
parties for the rest of us at their apartments.  Maybe they felt the 
same was I did about being home; not a single one of them still 
lived with their families.  Anyway, the first couple of parties had 
seemed normal.  We alternated between talking about what exciting 
things were going on with those of us attending schools hundreds of 
miles away, what was happening back in town with those who 
remained, and reminiscing about the days when we were still in high 
school.  But as the weeks passed, we started to grow a little more 
distant from each other.  We talked less about things we had in 
common and more about what we were doing with our friends back 
at school.  The parties gave way to more passive outings like going 
to see a movie and grabbing something to eat afterwards.  At the 
farewell party one of my friends had thrown the last night we were 
all still in town, the consensus was pretty much that it was nice to 
be back home, but it felt like it was about time to go back.

I didn't travel the interstate very frequently, so I wasn't sure 
how far I had driven since leaving campus.  The next mile marker I 
saw said 185, but that number didn't hold any meaning to me. 
According to the clock I had been on the road for about half an hour 
so far.  Traffic was light, so driving involved little more than giving 
the steering wheel the occasional nudge to the left or right to stay in 
the lane and keeping a steady pressure on the accelerator.

I yawned.  The constant, low-pitched hum of the tires rolling 
down the pavement at seventy miles an hour weren't helping me to 
stay awake.  Every mile looked pretty much like the one before. 
Now that the battery should have a decent charge on it, I switched 
on the radio to see if I could find anything to listen to.  The speakers 
greeted me with static; I was already out of range of the only decent 
station I could pick up on campus.

Keeping my left hand on the steering wheel, I reached down 
with my right hand and felt for the seek button on the radio console. 
I took my eyes of the road in front of me to glance at the station 
currently tuned in: 103.9 FM.  Returning my focus to the highway, I 
started seeking forward to see what stations I had to choose from 
out here.  The first one was playing some generic hip-hop song.  I 
kept going.  The second one had country and western.  Hitting the 
seek button more quickly this time, I landed on some station playing 



a commercial for a used auto dealership in some town I hadn't 
heard of.  After the commercial the station returned to its broadcast 
of a syndicated political talk show.  No thank you.  The next station 
up the dial was also playing country.  After that a classical station 
came in, but I must have been at the edge of its broadcast radius 
because every ten seconds or so it would fade into static for a little 
while.  The next station played some awful rap song, with about half 
the words edited out.  I checked the dial again: 104.5 FM.

It looked like I had scanned the entire dial.  I switched the 
radio back off; it looked like road noise would be the best thing to 
listen to for a while.  I regretted not having thought to grab my CD 
case before leaving.  I hadn't done a very good job planning for this 
spur-of-the-moment trip, which of course pretty much went without 
saying by definition, I immediately reminded myself.  I didn't keep 
my CDs in the car with me out of fear of them being stolen if my car 
was broken into.  It wasn't a particularly rational fear, since most of 
the CDs in the case were burned from MP3s anyway and the few 
store-bought ones I kept in it had already been ripped to my 
computer anyway.

I continued driving down the interstate, accompanied by 
nothing but the steady monotone of the tires rolling down the 
pavement at seventy miles an hour.  After a few minutes I passed a 
road sign alerting me to an interchange with another highway two 
miles ahead.  On my previous trips down the interstate, I never paid 
much attention to what lay along this stretch of road; the exit to get 
back home was still two hours or so away.

Since I didn't have any better destination in mind, I decided to 
take the next exit and drive down the other highway for a while.  I 
angled my car into the right lane and drove onto the ramp.  I slowed 
down a little bit to avoid driving off the side of the ramp into the 
small weed-choked triangular field bordered by the pavement.  It 
had to be a boring job cutting the grass that grew along the sides of 
interstate highways.  I couldn't imagine doing it; I hated mowing the 
yard back home.  Driving a brushhog along the shoulder of the road 
for miles and miles would be intolerable.  And however long the 
stretch of highway you'd have to mow, by the time you reached the 
end, the grass and weeds back where you started would have grown 
enough to erase all evidence you had mown it at all.

After another ten or so minutes of driving, the only clue I was 
travelling down a different highway was that the sunlight was 
coming through a different window.  Out in the middle of nowhere, 
all interstate highways look pretty much the same.  There's two 
parallel strips of gray pavement running straight, two lanes each, 
with a grassy median sloping down to a ditch in the center.  Some 
interstates ran past fields and farmland, passing large rectangular 
swaths of brown land.  Other interstates crossed wooded areas, with 
the forests creeping up to within a few feet of the curb.  But either 
way, the interstate itself remained constant, regardless of what land 



it passed through.  That was the idea anyway; the interstates gave 
drivers a way to travel hundreds of miles without the hassle of 
passing through small towns and other civilized areas.  You could 
spend hours driving, with only the other drivers and the occasional 
billboard to signal the fact that the human race still existed.

Interstate highways in urban areas were completely different. 
The surrounding city transformed them into major commuter routes 
for the local residents.  The pavement swelled to four lanes in each 
direction, and the local scenery on either side gave way to endless 
billboards, half of which advertised area businesses and the other 
half advertised themselves.  Highways out in the middle on nowhere 
always took the path of least resistance, slowly curving around any 
geographical abnormalities that might appear in the landscape.  In 
the suburbs surrounding the city, the highways charged through the 
terrain, cutting through the shortest path possible.  Driving around 
back home, it wasn't common to see jagged wall of rocks on both 
sides of the highway where the engineers had decided to dig 
through a hill.  Cities had a way of perverting the notion of an 
interstate highway entirely.  Back home, one “interstate” ran for an 
entire ten miles from end to end, connecting the suburbs east of 
downtown to those west of downtown.

But nothing like that applied to this highway.  It was the same 
as any other interstate out in the country.  The pavement seemed to 
stretch endlessly from the horizon in front of the car to the horizon 
behind.  Beyond them lay nothing but more interstate, stretching on 
endlessly to nothing in particular.

After another half hour of driving, the character of the 
highway changed as I entered a construction zone.  Or, more 
precisely, I entered the pre-construction-zone zone.  The crew 
apparently saw the need to alert drivers no less than ten miles 
beforehand that road construction would be taking place ahead. 
The theory was apparently to give drivers the chance to exit the 
highway in case they wouldn't be able to drive through the 
construction, perhaps if they were behind the wheel of a double 
tractor trailer.  In practice, however, that only worked if there were 
any offramps between the “road construction ahead” warnings and 
the beginning of the construction zone itself.

After another few minutes' worth of driving, I arrived at the 
entrance to the aforementioned construction zone.  The 
construction crew was working to entirely replace the highway, 
tearing down the old roadways and reconstructing them.  The 
interstate highway system had never been intended to carry the 
traffic it did today, so work was being done to rebuild them before 
they crumbled under the collected stress of interstate truckers.  At 
least, that's what they would be doing if there were actually 
anybody working on the highway when I got there.  I never could 
quite figure out when it was when road construction crews did their 
work, since whenever I would drive through a road construction 



zone there would never be anyone there, weekday or weekend, 
night or day, summer or winter.

Of course, this didn't mean that the construction crew hadn't 
left ample evidence of their having been there.  The roadway 
coming up in front of me had been completely removed, revealing 
mud crossed with the heavy treads of the dirty yellow construction 
vehicles that now sat, unused, in the median next to it.  To 
compensate for the sudden disappearance of half the highway, they 
had poured a temporary concrete ramp connecting the two halves 
of the roadway at an angle.  Traffic in each direction narrowed to 
one lane as it squeezed together on the remaining roadway.

Having little choice, I followed the temporary ramp onto the 
reversed lane on the other side of the highway.  On the right side of 
the lane sat an irregularly spaced row of orange barrels with white 
horizontal stripes topped with an intermittently flashing yellow 
warning light.  On the left side, inches away from the side view 
mirror, was a makeshift concrete barrier to prevent cars travelling 
down the highway from colliding into each other at speeds 
guaranteed to cause instant death to everyone involved.

I gripped the steering wheel tightly, focusing on piloting the 
car between the narrow passage created by the concrete on one 
side and the traffic barrels on the other.  A slip of the wheel in one 
direction would send the car into a series of barrel collisions, 
scattering dented barrels across the lane and doing who knows what 
damage to the front of the car.  Having no first-hand experience 
moving the orange barrels, I didn't know how much sand was in 
each to weigh it down, but I was sure it was enough that I didn't 
want to ram them at seventy miles an hour.  A slip of the wheel in 
the other direction and I would find myself wedged between solid 
concrete and the wreckage of my car.

I tried to focus my mind on the task at hand.  As dull as the 
drive before had been, I preferred it to worrying about the looming 
concrete barrier at my side.  I realized that this was a lot of trouble 
to go through to arrive at somewhere I didn't even know.  It was a 
little like being in college, actually.  Life at the university was a 
balancing act of its own.  On one hand, I had to keep my grades up. 
I needed to study for exams, figure out how much time and effort I 
needed to expend on the projects for all my classes, write papers, 
do homework, and find time in between to attend the actual classes 
themselves.  Yet if I spent too much time working on those, I would 
end up burning myself out before even reaching senior year.  I knew 
of people who had gone that route, showering twice a week and 
spending every waking moment in the computer labs working on 
projects, rarely spending time outside of schoolwork.  No employer I 
ever heard of wanted to hire someone who did nothing outside of 
the field they placed themselves in.

On the other hand, I needed to make sure I actually had a 
social life.  I needed to spend time with friends, going to parties, 
watching the football team play in the stadium that received all the 



tuition money I paid the university, and participating in student 
organizations and extracurriculars.  These, after all, were the things 
I'd end up remembering ten or twenty years down the road, not the 
time I spent on a presentation to give my communications class. 
But spending too much time that way would just as quickly ruin my 
future.  There were plenty of guys who lived in my dorm that spent 
all their time either partying at frats or recovering from the resulting 
hangovers.  If I let my social life get out of control, I wouldn't be 
able to spend enough time on coursework, causing me to lose my 
GPA, jeopardizing my scholarship and maybe even forcing me to 
drop out because I fell between the threshold for being eligible for 
financial assistance and the threshold for being able to actually 
afford tuition.

I spent my life trying to keep the straight path between these 
two extremes, making sure neither took inordinate control of my life. 
And for what?  I spent all my time worrying about living from day to 
day to ever think too much about the future.  Sure, like everyone 
else, I held the vaguely defined dream of landing a high-paying job 
doing something that interested me after getting my degree, 
moving out entirely on my own somewhere, getting married, having 
kids, and retiring with enough money left to live comfortably and 
put my kids through college themselves.  But what did that mean?  I 
liked working with computers, but I could never quite imagine 
myself programming or developing software for a living, for the rest 
of my life.  I couldn't identify any particular companies I'd want to 
work for after graduation.  I wasn't even sure what particular 
subfield of computing I wanted to focus on beyond knowing I didn't 
want to be a web monkey or do basic programming.  That 
uncertainty certainly didn't help me decide whether or not I wanted 
to go to graduate school or go right into the work force after 
graduation.  How could I honestly worry about my long-term future 
when I had little idea what I wanted to be doing two years from 
now?

I jerked the wheel several degrees to the right, bringing my 
car back away from the concrete barrier.  Trying to focus on my 
immediate situation, on staying alive until I got past the 
construction zone, had only made my mind wander even more.  I 
stared directly into the road immediately before me, trying to keep 
the car in the exact center of the space between the concrete and 
the barrels.  Here I was, out on my own with a car and nothing 
preventing me from going anywhere I wanted and doing anything I 
wanted, and I found a way to confine myself to a narrow passage 
with half a foot's room of error on either side.  Sure, I could turn the 
wheel in whatever direction I wanted to right now, but all but a 
select few offered anything more than some form of disaster. 
Chance and circumstance decided where I was headed.

Finally, after a few more miles of this uneasy drive, the 
construction zone came to an end.  I eagerly drove across a second 
temporary ramp between the two strips of pavement, back to the 



normal, familiar routine of rural interstate driving.  Nothing but 
pavement in front of me and wild grass on either side.  Of course, I 
realized, this didn't really help my freedom on the road any.  Sure, 
now I could drive off the sides of the road without risking immediate 
death, but doing so would still bring my trip to a quick end.  All that 
had really changed was I had a little more time to realize I was 
veering out of my lane before having to do something about it.  I 
was still at the mercy of whatever engineer had designed the 
highway to let me decide when or where I could get off the path I 
was currently headed down.

I only passed one exit during the next half hour of driving. 
Farther down the highway I arrived at a rest stop.  Legs aching from 
sitting on one position for who knows how long, I decided to stop 
there and walk around for a while before continuing.  I drove onto 
the offramp, slowing down to follow the ramp for ordinary cars.

Although every rest stop I've ever been through had its own 
particular design, almost all of then followed the same basic design. 
There were two separate lots, one leading to an ordinary parking lot 
and the other to a lot designed for semis.  There would be a so-
called “visitors' center,” a small building with restrooms, vending 
machines, and a few maps of the state mounted on the wall behind 
a transparent plastic barrier.  A few dilapidated picnic benches were 
scattered through the grassy clearing that surrounded the visitors' 
center.  Beyond that was a woody area marked off with “do not 
enter” signs.  This rest stop proved to be no exception.

I pulled the Corolla into the first empty parking space in the 
lot, turned off the ignition, and climbed outside.  The air outside had 
the distinct odors of diesel and gasoline.  Stretching my hands far 
above my head, I slowly started walking along the sidewalk 
bordering the parking lot.  I passed by the row of cars in the lot, 
paying them little attention.

I walked into the building, wondering where exactly I had 
driven myself to.  Stepping up in front of the wall map, I scanned it 
from top to bottom until my eyes hit upon the red push pin marking 
the location of this rest stop along the interstate.  There weren't any 
towns or other centers of civilization within half a handspan of the 
marker.  If I was going to make up my mind to go anywhere in 
particular, it was going to require at least as much driving as I had 
already done today.

I passed the next few minues milling about the visitors' center. 
I peered inside all the vending machines to see what was offered, 
although I wasn't particular hungry or thirsty.  I ran my finger along 
the rack of tourist maps and brochures stored in a rack along one of 
the walls.  There wasn't anything of interest to me here.

Now that my legs were feeling better, I decided I might as well 
resume my journey in whatever direction I had been driving before I 
got off the interstate.  I wandered back to my car, unlocked it, and 
got in.  Before inserting the key into the ignition, I noticed that the 



fuel gage was squarely in the orange swath marking an empty tank. 
If memory served, from the position of the needle I had about half a 
gallon or so of gasoline left in the tank.  Running a few estimates in 
my head, that gave me probably no more than twenty miles of 
highway driving, tops.

Since I didn't want to spend the next half hour trying to find 
the next gas station along the highway, and not remembering 
passing any for a while back in the direction from where I had come, 
I decided I might as well just stay here for now.  Besides, I had spent 
all that time driving out here, so it'd be a shame to waste it by 
leaving right away.  I didn't have anywhere better to go anyway.  I 
got back out of the car and strolled, hands in my pockets and 
staring at the ground in front of me, into the semi-abandoned picnic 
area.

I wondered what had been going on back at campus since I 
had left.  I imagined it wouldn't be too different from what I had 
experienced before.  Professor Williams surely gave the same 
lecture about cheating to the class and was probably meeting with 
students right now about their MOSS scores.  My absense from the 
lecture hall wouldn't have changed any of that.  At most, a few of 
my friends might have wondered where I had suddenly disappeared 
to today.  They probably gave that a few passing thoughts before 
being occupied by whatever work was at hand for them to be doing. 
In the grand scheme of things, what I was doing or not doing didn't 
matter very much.

I wandered around the picnic area, looking for a table that had 
been left relatively clean by birds.  Finally finding one near the edge 
of the woods that didn't have too many white clumps on it, I laid 
down on it on my back, staring up at the sky overhead.  Here the 
sky was partially covered by puffy white clouds.  If I kept my head 
perfectly still and locked my eyes into one point in the sky, I could 
see the clouds slowly drifting to the east

Where do I go from here, I wondered.  I could spend as much 
time I wanted here in this limbo, away from everything else in my 
life, but I certainly couldn't stay here forever.  Eventually I'd have to 
go back and face the problems I had left behind.  A press of the 
button and I'd be back there as though none of this had ever 
happened.  But what then?

Maybe Joe was right and it didn't matter at all what I did. 
Surely I was still suspected of cheating even though I hadn't talked 
with Williams today.  Meeting or not meeting him wasn't going to 
change a thing.  I could figure out a way to live without my 
scholarship.  After all, before today I had rarely skipped a class, but 
now I thought little of leaving campus entirely.

In my intro to psychology class they had taught us about a 
phenomenon called learned helplessness.  Put a rat or some other 
lab animal into the experimental cage.  Line the bottom with a 
metal grid hooked up to a pair of electrodes.  At random intervals, 
deliver a shock along the grid to the animal.  If there's some way 



the rat can escape the shock, he'll quickly learn to do so.  You can 
train him to press a lever to turn off the shock, or to jump onto a 
platform not covered by a metal grid.  But if you don't give him any 
way to escape, after a while, he'll stop trying to find ways to escape 
the shock.  He'll eventually just lie on the grid and do nothing when 
the shock comes.  Now if you change the cage so there's a way to 
escape from or turn off the shock, he still won't do anything.  He'll 
just lie there even though given other circumstances he would have 
easily learned how to escape the shock.  That's learned 
helplessness.

Even if I had no away to keep myself from failing algorithms, 
that didn't mean I was entirely helpless.  I wasn't a rat trapped in a 
cage in some scientist's laboratory.  Just because I was helpless in 
one situation didn't mean my life was over.  There were hundreds of 
other things going on in my life I could focus on instead.  So what if I 
fail algorithms?  Like Joe might say, life sucks, deal with it.

Take that same rat, but change the experiment this time. 
Don't give him such a sterile, minimalist environment.  Give him a 
lever he can press for food.  Give him a water bottle.  Give him an 
exercise wheel.  Give him access to other rats.  Give him other 
things to do.  Now periodically deliver a shock along the metal grid. 
I bet if you tried it, you'd see that the rat's behavior doesn't change 
much in the long run.  He'd learn he can't escape from the shock, 
but that probably wouldn't stop him from going about his day 
otherwise, eating, drinking, running, and interacting with the other 
rats.  That's the sort of thing that happens in real life.

Whenever a disaster strikes somewhere in the country, pretty 
soon there's a reporter standing there, wearing her “what a 
tragedy” face for the camera, sticking a microphone in the face of 
someone who survived and asking him how having had his house 
crushed, all his possessions consumed by fire, and a family member 
killed is going to affect him.  Invariably, he'll reply that his life is 
ruined and he doesn't know how he'll be able to go on.  Fast forward 
a few weeks to a slow news day, and the same reporter has tracked 
down the same random guy and asks him how he's coped with his 
loss in the aftermath of the disaster.  Invariably, he'll reply that he 
mourned his losses but has since moved on and his life is pretty 
much back to normal.  Sure there's a change here and there, and 
events have played themselves out a little differently than they 
would have otherwise, but on average things are back to being the 
same as they were before.

If people could go through things like that and come through 
despite that, surely I could handle failing a class in college.  It's not 
like people haven't had to retake algorithms before, and I wasn't 
going to be the last one either.  I could find more to live for than a 
grade in a class or a GPA.  Five or ten years from now, who was 
going to care, let alone remember?

Feeling reenergized, I stood up on the picnic table and lept off 
of it onto the grass, leaving the table shaking back and forth from 



the sudden shift in weight on the loosely connected bolts holding it 
together.  I had spent enough time moping around, too focused on 
my problems to notice anything else around me.  It was time to go 
back and overcome my situation.

I reached into my left pocket and retrieved the device. 
Smiling for what seemed like the first time in days, I spun it around 
in my hand to position its buttons to where my thumb could reach 
them.  Taking one last breath of the slightly fresher air next to the 
woods, I pressed the button.

Fwoom.

Iteration 5

Once more, I found myself standing in the hallway just outside 
my room in the dorm, back on campus.  For once, I looked upon the 
coming day without feeling dread over the predestined series of 
events.  Why bother going to the algorithms lecture again?  I had 
more important things to do now.

Pocketing the device, I made a beeline for the doors leading 
outside.  I stepped out into the sunlight, standing beneath a 
cloudless sky.  I jogged along the sidewalk leading down to the 
parking lot.

I racked my brain, trying to recall my last conversation with 
Julie down in the Union.  What was it she was having trouble with? 
That's right, she had gone to the library to check out a copy of a 
journal, but someone had beaten her to it.  I checked my watch. 
She hadn't mentioned what time she had tried the library, but is was 
possible she hadn't yet gone there.  If I hurried, I might be able to 
get there before the person who had stopped her from working on 
her research.

I broke into a run, the gravel in the parking lot crunching 
beneath my feet as I weaved through the students tracing their 
usual plodding route to campus.  It was quite likely I didn't have any 
time to spare.  Stopping only to make sure I didn't get hit by a car as 
I crossed the street, I charged ahead.  I lept in stride over broken 
beer bottles and other trash as I passed through Frat Row.  Reaching 
the edge of the academic part of campus, I turned away from my 
usual route and instead made my way through the faculty lot.  To 
avoid the crowds of students milling around, choking the walkways 
crossing campus, I ran through the grass alongside the concrete 
paths, dodging the occasional line of bushes as I headed for the far 
corner of campus.

Being a student in computer science, I rarely saw the section 
of campus dominated by the medical school.  In fact, I could 
probably count all the times I had been here since orientation back 
in freshmen year on the fingers of one hand.  I slowed from a run to 
a walk, looking around to try to catch by bearings.  The buildings 



here looked only vaguely familiar.  All buildings on campus had been 
designed by the same two or three architects, so there were a few 
dominant themes that recurred through most of their designs.  For 
example, at least two-thirds of the university's buildings had a 
three-foot concrete overhang sticking out from the second floor on 
the front face of the building.  Being here gave me the feeling of 
having stumbled into a parallel universe in some generic science-
fiction movie, everything around me looking almost-but-not-quite 
what I considered “normal.”

As I walked around, I craned my next to read the names on 
the sides of the buildings.  None of them sounded familiar, beyond 
having heard their names a few times in passing.  Of course, I 
wasn't even entirely sure what building the medical school's library 
was in.  I turned left into a sort of alleyway between two of the 
buildings and followed it until I found myself spit back out onto the 
street marking the boundary between campus proper and Frat 
Row.

I turned around and walked in the direction I had come, 
stopping when I reached the fountain that served as the 
centerpiece of the medical school's part of campus.  A long, slender 
gold-plated pipe rose up from the center up six or seven feet in the 
air.  At the top there were three nozzles aimed at an upward angle 
which the fountain water arced out from.  Perched atop the three 
nozzles stood a miniature golden statue shaped like a caduceus: 
two snakes circling in a double helix around a vertical staff from 
which a pair of wings spread out.  Below, circling the central pipe, 
were three small bowls to catch the wather as it fell.  These bowls 
were designed to look as though they were hewn from gray stone 
and were about half a foot in diameter  and a few inches deep. 
Three identical columns, one for each bowl, supported them, 
shallow grooves running vertically along the sides.  Since the bowls 
had no drains in the bottom, the water spilled over the rim after it 
had collected, falling into the large circular pool that formed the 
base of the fountain.  The gold-plated pipe and stone columns rose 
up out of this pool.  Pennies gleamed from their resting place on 
the smooth gray bottom a few inches below the surface of the 
water.  A set of small drains lay at the periphery of the bottom pool, 
collecting the water to shoot it back up through the pipe and 
continue the cycle.

I walked around the fountain, looking at the buildings 
surrounding it past the grassy mall.  Since all the buildings looked 
pretty much the same to me, and I didn't have a good idea which 
one it was that I needed to go to anyway, I had little alternative but 
to pick one at random and search it to see if the library was there. 
Before I made a decision, I heard the bell in the clock tower over 
on the other side of campus ring out, marking the beginning of the 
current period.  While I stood here in indecision, time was passing.

I ran towards whatever building I happened to be facing 
towards at the time.  As I approached, I read its name off the glass 



doors: Johnstone Laboratory Building.  It made sense that the 
library might be in the same building as a bunch of labs.  After all, 
they both went along with research.  I yanked open the door and 
walked inside.

The first room I encountered upon stepping through the 
doors looked like a lobby.  The logo of the medical school was 
pained on the wall facing the entrance: a caduceus set in front of 
the outline of the state.  I looked around and noticed a directory of 
the building on the right wall.  I walked up to it, running my finger 
down the glass case in front of the board as I scanned the room 
listings.  I didn't see anything that sounded like it might be a 
library, so I turned around and ran back outside.

One building down, ten or so to go.  Figuring that a 
systematic search would probably prevent me from checking the 
same building again, I headed towards the building on my left. 
This one apparently had its main entrance on the other side.  The 
only door I could see readily was an unmarked dark brown door a 
few feet away from a loading dock.  One entrance was as good as 
any, so I ran over, pulled it open, and stepped inside.

I found myself standing in a hallway, walls painted white and 
the floor covered with the same blue-gray tiles as my dorm.  The 
door slammed shut behind me, the loss of sunlight dimming the 
hallway substantially.  I looked down the hall, first left, then right. 
Both ways looked the same to me, so I started walking left.  I 
swung my head from side to side as I travelled down the hall, 
slowing down briefly as I passed each doorway in an effort to see 
where it might lead.  It looked like a lot of the professors had their 
offices here.  All the doors were light brown, designed almost like 
the one to Professor Williams's office except for having a handle 
shaped as a lever instead of a knob.  Each door had a sliding black 
placard attached a few inches below eye level, identifying whose 
office lay behind the door.  Taped to some of the doors were 
accordian folders holding stapled packets of paper, with words like 
“MED 372 TAKE ONE” scrawled across the front.  On many others 
were clippings from magazines, journals, or newspapers, the name 
of the professor highlighted yellow and any accompanying picture 
circled in red ink.

I followed the hall as it turned right near the end of the 
building.  The hallway continued pretty much the same as I walked 
along.  Here or there there would be a set of double doors 
identified as the entrance to a laboratory.  Apparently one building 
wasn't enough to house all of them, or these had existed before the 
separate laboratory building had been constructed.  Past a second 
turn I saw what looked to be the main entrance to the building, 
although it was little more than two heavy doors with small 
windows set at eye level.  This building appeared to be a lot more 
utilitarian than the first one I had tried.

Farther down that hallway, I came across a pair of glass 
doors.  Inside were the telltale signs of a campus library: an off-



white circulation desk, rows of tables and chairs, and bookshelves. 
This was almost certainly the medical school's library.  I pushed 
both doors to the side as I entered.  Walking through the black 
poles that made up the theft detector, I continued forward, heading 
towards the bookshelves.

The bookshelves were just that: shelves of books.  Laminated 
white pieces of paper were stuck to the ends of the shelves, 
marking the range of Dewey decimal numbers the books on it had. 
I followed the line of bookshelves all the way down and back up.  I 
knew from my experience in the computer science department's 
library that the university didn't shelve journal archives along with 
the books; instead, journals were placed into their own section.

I searched through the library, looking for where this other 
section might be.  The CS library made this easy; an unmistakable 
sign that read “JOURNALS” hung from a pair of chains above that 
section.  But here, I couldn't seem to find any journals at all.  The 
room was in the shape of a capital L.  I followed the wall all the way 
around back to the entrance, then made the circuit again, looking 
for something that I missed the first time around.  Did the medical 
school keep the journals in a separate library, perhaps?

Frustrated with the lack of results of my search, I reluctantly 
stepped up to the circulation desk to ask for help.  As much as I 
hated having to admit I couldn't find the answer myself, I didn't 
want to waste more time wandering around the library.  Stationed 
there was a female who I assumed was a graduate student.  She sat 
in a chair with her elbow on the desk, using that arm to prop her 
head up.  In the other hand she held, judging from the book's cover, 
a generic pop romance novel.

I stood in front of her for a few moments, waiting for her to 
look up and ask me what I needed.  Instead, she remained almost 
perfectly motionless as she read, the only signs of life blinking 
occasionally and using the thumb of the hand holding the book to 
turn the page.

Growing impatient, I tried to catch her attention.  “Excuse 
me,” I said.

“Mmm?” she replied, eyes still looking down into the book.
“Could you tell me where you hide the journals?  I looked 

every–”
“Subbasement,” she interrupted, replying in a monotone.
“OK.  Um, where's that?”
She lifted her head up, freeing her arm to point to where the 

room jogged around the corner.  “Over there.  Inside wall.  Journals 
are in the subbasement.”  She brought her arm back into its 
original position and set her head back down.

“Thanks,” I replied, still unsure of where exactly I was 
supposed to go.

“Mmm.”
I stepped away from the desk and followed the room to where 

the clerk had pointed.  The structure of the library made it clear 



that the room had been build as an addition to the original 
building.  The outside wall was a series of plate glass windows 
showing the rest of campus, a design feature only seen in recent 
campus construction.  The other wall was simply the red brick that 
covered the exterior of the building.  The designers apparently 
hadn't seen a need to replace the brickwork with a more 
conventional wall when the library was tacked onto the side of the 
existing building.  As I rounded the corner, I caught sight of a dark 
brown door set into the brick wall that had somehow escaped my 
notice before.

Hesitatingly, I pushed on the dull metal bar that stuck out a 
few inches from the door.  The door creaked open a bit, opening 
from the side opposite the one where I pushed.  I repositioned my 
hands and gave another push, hinges creaking surprisingly loudly 
as the door opened.  Wincing at the noise I was making in the 
library, I hurried through the opening and grabbed the handle on 
the other side, guiding it back closed so it wouldn't slam shut.

If I were claustrophobic, I would have felt uneasy in the 
stairwell.  A single incandescent bulb screwed into the ceiling 
illuminated the place I stood.  The landing I was standing on was 
barely large enough to let the door swing open ninety degrees.  A 
set of stairs, only wide enough for one person to use at a time, ran 
down from where I stood.  Looking down the stairwell, I saw a glow 
that suggested that there was another bare light bulb in the ceiling 
below me.

I followed the stairs down, sliding my hands along the two 
guide rails as I descended.  Since the stairwell was so small, the 
stairs spiralled twice before reaching the floor below.  I assumed 
this was the subbasement.  Some black marks on the dingy white 
wall beside the door suggested there had once been a sign painted 
there identifying where the door led.

I opened the door and found another room full of shelves.  I 
stepped through the door and ducked my head instinctively.  The 
ceiling was unusually low; there couldn't have been more than an 
inch or two between the top of my head and the ceiling tile.  The 
walkway alongside the row of shelves was similarly narrow, barely 
wider than the average person.  It felt like I had stumbled onto the 
seven-and-a-halfth floor in Being John Malkovich.  Clearly this room 
hadn't originally been designed to serve has the wing of a library.

The shelves in the room were different from the ones 
upstairs.  The most obvious difference, besides being metal painted 
gray instead of imitation wood particleboard, was the large black 
cranks attached to the end of each one.  The spacing between cases 
was also irregular; some of them had regular walkways between 
them, but others were separated by only an inch or two of space, if 
that.  Taking a few careful steps along the row of cases, I saw that 
a series of gray tracks lay in the floor, running perpendicular to the 
cases themselves.  These tracks had a series of black holes in them.

Curious, I took hold of the handle on one of the shelves and 



turned it a few degrees.  The crank resisted at first, but then it 
turned without much effort.  As it turned, the entire shelf began 
moving slowly along the tracks, pulling away from one shelf and 
approaching its other neighbor.  This must be how they cram 
everything down here, I realized.  By collapsing most of the gaps 
between the shelves, the library was able to store more references 
in the limited space available.

Having acclimated to the room, and still stooping forward 
slightly to avoid hitting my head on the ceiling, I resumed my 
search for the journal Julie had mentioned.  I racked my memory 
trying to remember the name; as far as my brain had been 
concerned, it was a minor detail in a conversation from a few days 
ago.  Then I remembered it: The New England Journal of Medicine. 
I stepped quickly along the passageway beside the shelves, 
scanning the signs on the ends of them until I found the one that, if 
the alphabetization was correct, would have what I was looking for. 
I grabbed the crank, paused a moment, and retraced my steps to 
make sure no one was in the opening between shelves down the 
line.  Verifying it was empty, I grasped the handle again and turned 
it clockwise, pushing first one, then two, then five of the shelves 
along the track until I opened enough space to walk between them.

Walking through the newly created opening between the 
bookcases, I ran my fingers along the spines of the volumnes 
spanning the shelves as I searched for the proper title.  About 
halfway down, I found it: the New England Journal of Medicine.  In 
fact, I found a similar volume next to it, labelled with the next 
volume number.  Running my eyes down the shelf, I noticed that 
the collection of back issues of the journal filled several shelves.

This posed a problem.  I had little idea what topic Julie was 
trying to research, let alone what specific volume and issue number 
she had been looking for.  A few of the volumes were not there.  A 
little searching of the shelves revealed that a some of them had just 
been stuck back in the wrong order, but a few of them seemed to 
be genuinely missing.  I had no way of knowing whether or not the 
one Julie was looking for was still here or whether I had been too 
late.

I checked my watch.  It would still be a few hours until the 
time I had met Julie during lunch before.  For all I knew, she had 
already been to the library and left.  Still, now that I was here, I 
figured I might as well wait to see if anyone would come for the 
journal now.

The bookshelves ran all the way to the wall, so each opening 
between shelves was only accessible from the walkway from which 
I had come.  I walked down to the wall and leaned against it, fixing 
my stare back towards the far wall.  I stayed in that position, 
waiting for someone to appear.

I checked my watch again.  Only a few minutes had passed. 
Quickly growing bored, I decided to explore the subbasement of 
the library a little more while I waited.  I walked back to the aisle 



and stalked up and down, looking down each row as I passed.  The 
room was a simple rectangle, completely filled with the series of 
shelves.  There were no tables, no chairs, nothing but the shelves 
and the single walkway.  There also wasn't anybody else down here 
other than me.  To pass the time, I started walking up and down the 
aisle, hands behind my back, keeping my eyes on the door to the 
stairwell every time.  All I could do now was wait.

Since the room was empty, and my tennis shoes made little 
noise as I paced back and forth, the room was almost entirely silent 
as the minutes passed.  So after about half an hour of this routine, I 
could easily hear the echoing footsteps coming through the door 
from the stairwell.  Wanting to make myself fairly inconspicuous – I 
would probably look suspicious if a random passerby saw me 
walking back and forth for no apparent reason – I darted back and 
ducked down between the shelves holding the New England 
Journal of Medicine.  If the person approaching was the either 
person I was looking for, that would probably be the best place to 
wait.

The shelves naturally obscured my view of most of the room, 
so I could only hear the stairwell door creak open.  A few heavy 
footsteps sounded as the person entered the room.  From them, I 
could be pretty sure that it wasn't Julie.  The door slammed itself 
shut, and the footsteps approached me, growing slowly louder.

The intruder finally came into view as he stepped into the 
opening between the two shelves I was standing in.  He was a 
heavyset man, about six feet tall.  He wore a light blue dress shirt 
tucked into a pair of navy blue pants.  I pretended to be looking at 
the volumes on the shelves, staring at him out from the corner of 
my eye.  He walked purposefully, keeping his head forward instead 
of looking at the shelves on either side.

From the way he moved, it was obvious that he was looking 
for something in particular, and that he knew exactly where he 
would find it.  Sure enough, he stopped shortly before he reached 
me and turned to face the shelves holding the copies of the New 
England Journal of Medicine.  Opening his mouth slightly, he 
muttered something that sounded vaguely like a series of numbers 
as his eyes swept the shelf before him from top to bottom.  As I 
feared, he nodded his head and reached out with his left hand to 
pull one of the volumes off the shelf.

I had to think fast.  This must be the guy who took the copy 
Julie was looking for, I thought.  He'd probably turn around and 
leave with the copy if I didn't do something.  In all that time I had 
spent pacing, it hadn't occurred to me to think of what I'd do to 
keep the journal here until Julie came down.  Instead, I had kept 
myself in an almost meditative state, walking back and forth 
thinking of little if anything.  Looking back at him, he was holding 
the journal open with one hand and flipping through it with the 
other, until he hit upon the title page of one of the articles and 



nodded.  Forget thinking fast, I had to act fast.
“Um, excuse me,” I asked.
“Yeah?” he replied, closing the volume with his hand as he 

turned his head to look at me.
“You're not going to be taking that journal, are you?”
“Yeah.  Why?”
“Well, I think you have the one I was looking for.”  I lifted up 

the copy he was holding a little to get a better look at the cover.  I 
read off the volume and issue number printed on the front, voicing 
the words as though I was confirming them instead of reading them 
for the first time.  “Yep, that's the one.  I don't know how I missed it 
when I checked that shelf just a minute ago.”

“Well, I need it too, and I found it first.”  It wasn't a threat, 
but rather an observation.  He shrugged.  “Sorry.  Looks like it's the 
only copy of it, too.”

He wasn't being particularly cooperative, but he sounded like 
he'd be reasonable.  I changed my approach slightly.  “How long do 
you think you're going to need it for?”

“At least a week, probably.  How come?”
“Well,” I started, trying to come up with an excuse that 

sounded plausible.  “Actually, I only need it for a couple of hours, 
tops.  I don't even need to take it out of the library, really.” 
Technically speaking, it wasn't a lie.  “I don't suppose you could let 
me have it for a little bit and come by to pick it up later?”

He thought about this for a few seconds.  “Well, I won't have 
a chance to start reading it until tonight, so if you're sure you'll be 
done with it before then –”

“I should be done with it before lunch,” I interrupted.
He shrugged again.  “Well, in that case, I guess I don't have a 

problem with that.  I'll come back this afternoon to pick it up then. 
The library's web site said this hasn't been checked out for over a 
year.  What are the odds that there'd be three people wanting to 
get it on the same day, right?”

“Right,” I replied, forcing a smile.  “Thanks.  I promise I'll be 
done with it before you come back.”

The man handed me the journal he was holding.  “Don't 
worry about it.”

“Thanks again,” I repeated.  “Um,” I continued, realizing that 
I needed to hold up my end of the ruse until Julie showed up.  I 
pointed towards the aisle behind him.  “I don't suppose you could 
let me out?”

“Oh, sure thing,” he replied.  Instead of walking back out, 
however, he grabbed hold of one of the shelves with both hands 
and started pushing it.  The bookcase moved half an inch along its 
track before stopping cold.  The man let out a soft grunt, pushing 
for a few more seconds before giving up.  “That usually works to 
open these things up, but I guess there's too many of them pushed 
up together to do it like that,” he explained.  This time, he walked 
back to the aisle and took a few steps away from the door, leaving 



me a path to reach the stairwell.  “There isn't much room down 
here, is there?”

“Tell me about it,” I agreed.

I made my way back up the stairs and re-entered the main 
room of the medical library.  I was going to have to pretend to be 
studying the journal, keeping an eye out for Julie to make sure she 
didn't go down to try to find it and leave empty handed again.  I 
slowly walked through the studying area, sitting down at a table 
that offered me a good view of the entrace to the library.  I leaned 
one elbow on the table in front of me, resting my head on my hand 
such that I would be able to see the doors without much problem.

Until then, I opened the journal and started flipping through 
its pages.  At least I could find out what sort of thing they talk 
about in a medical journal, I thought to myself.  All my previous 
experience with journals had been with ones that dealt solely with 
computer science.  In them, writers would go into great detail 
about some new algorithm they had developed or would analyze 
some technique for handling network traffic or parallelizing a 
certain procedure or some other such thing.  Skimming the pages 
of this journal, I noticed quite a few words that I wasn't sure how to 
pronounce, let alone know the definitions of.  For a brief second I 
regretted not having studied Latin back in high school.

I looked up from the journal.  I saw the man I had 
encountered downstairs walking out of the library.  Apparently now 
that I had the journal he had come for, he had little reason to hang 
around here.  No sign of Julie yet.

I picked a random paragraph on the page I happened to have 
open and started trying to read it.  I didn't get far before having to 
skip over a few words, and at the end I had no idea what any if it 
meant.  I didn't even know if the author was referring to a disease 
or an organ of the body.

I glanced up and turned my head to either side.  Nothing yet. 
Deciding to try something simpler, I flipped forward a few pages 
until I found a new article and tried reading its abstract.  This time 
I managed to get through the first two sentences before confusion 
set in.  This article was going to describe a treatment the author 
developed that may be useful for patients with cancer.  Exactly 
what the treatment was or what kind of cancer it applied to was 
still a mystery.

Another sweep of the library revealed nothing.  I tried 
skimming through the journal to find some pictures to look at, 
hoping that I could at least understand those.  Unfortunately, the 
only graphical aids that accompanied the articles were graphs 
plotting data points from a few different studies.  The monkeys 
represented by the solid line showed faster improvement than the 
monkeys represented by either the dashed or dotted lines, I 
learned.

Well, at least I could recognize that the articles were written 



in English.
Turning back to the table of contents, I lifted my head up to 

perform another scan of the library.  This time, I noticed the pastel 
green shirt I knew Julie would be wearing, headed around the 
corner of the library.  I lept up out of the chair, grabbing the journal 
with one hand, and ran after her.  I caught up just as she had 
placed her hand on the metal bar crossing the door horizontally.

“Julie,” I called to her, keeping my shout a little quieter than 
ordinary speech.

Julie spun around to look at me.  She narrowed her eyes 
slightly as he looked at my face, then widened them in surprise. 
“Hey!” she greeted me.  “Wow, you're the last person I'd expect to 
find here!”

I grinned.
“So,” she continued, “what brings you here?  Did you change 

majors or something?”
“No, I'm still in comp sci,” I replied.
“Well, I was just about to head downstairs to pick up a copy 

of a journal I need.”
“Yeah, here it is.”  I held out the volume in front of her.
“Yeah, that's the same sort of thing I was –”  She stopped 

short as she looked at the cover, reading it.  “Hang on, that's 
exactly the one I need.”

“I know.”
She looked back up at me, her mind struggling to figure out 

what was going on.  “So, wait a minute, what are you doing with 
it?”

“I came here to make sure no one else took it before you got 
here,” I explained.

“How'd you know that was the one I was going to need.  And 
how did you even know I was going to come here in the first place? 
It's been, what, how many months since I last saw you?”

“Yeah, that.”  I hadn't thought about how I was going to 
explain all of this to Julie either.  “I can explain, but this probably 
isn't the best place to talk.”  I glanced over my shoulder and caught 
the annoyed stares of a few of the students sitting in the study 
area.

“All right.  Um, let me just go check this out and we can go 
talk outside, OK?”

“Sure.”
I followed Julie back over to the circulation desk.  She walked 

up to the clerk, who was still in the same position she had been in 
last time I had seen her, slid the copy of the journal onto the desk.

“Checking out,” she said to the clerk.
Without a word, the clerk set down her romance novel and 

picked up the journal.  Flipping it open to the inside back cover, she 
lifted it somewhere behind the circulation desk, out of view.  I 
heard a beep, probably from a barcode scanner identifying the 
volume.  With her other hand, the clerk reached over to a stack of 



“Date Due” cards, grabbed one, and slid it into the pocket glued to 
the inside back cover of the journal.

“Due back in three weeks,” the clerk said, handing the copy 
of the journal back to Julie.

“Thanks,” Julie replied, taking it.
The clerk didn't respond, instead picking up her romance 

novel and opening it to where she had placed a bookmark.  She 
started reading again where she had left off, assuming the same 
position at the desk.

“Ready?” I asked.
“Yeah, let's go,” Julie replied.

Julie and I walked out of the building and made our way to 
the fountain in the center of the medical school mall.  We picked 
one of the unoccupied benches and sat down on it, backs to the 
fountain.  We passed a minute in silence, watching all the other 
students as they passed by, walking to and from class and engaged 
in dozens of different conversations.

Finally, Julie broke the silence.  “So tell me,” she began, “how 
did you know I was going to go to the library to check this out?” 
She tilted the journal in my direction for emphasis.

“Well,” I started to reply, then paused.  “I guess I might as 
well tell you the truth, although I'm not sure if this is really the best 
place to talk about it.”

“What, have you been stalking me or something all these 
months?”

“No, of course not.  Nothing like that.  It's just – well, you 
probably wouldn't believe me anyway if I told you.”

“Try me.”
“Promise you won't call me crazy or start looking at me weird 

or anything like that?”
She tilted her head slightly to the left as she tried to guess 

what I might be talking about.  “OK, I promise.  What is it?”
I took a deep breath.  I figured that just getting it out in the 

open would be the best way to start.
“I've got a time machine.  Well, sort of.”
I looked over at Julie to see her response.  She stared back at 

me quizically.  Finally, she said, “You can't be serious.”
“Come on, let me explain, all right?”
“OK.”
“Here.”  I leaned to the right as I fished the device out of the 

left pocket of my jeans.  I held it out towards her so she could see 
it.  “This is it.  I know, it doesn't look like much, but it works.  It lets 
me go back in time.”

Julie stared at the device as I slowly turned it over and over 
in my hand.  “All right, so that's a time machine,” she replied in a 
tone that clearly indicated she was just humoring me.  “What does 
that have to do with anything?”

“Well, it's like this.  A couple of days ago – well technically it's 



today, but it didn't happen yet and probably won't happen now 
anyway – um, let me start over.”  For the first time, I realized that 
the English language was sorely lacking in verbs you could use to 
explain time travel.  “Anyway, we would have met during lunch over 
in the Union –”

“Why was I meeting you for lunch?” Julie interrupted.
“We just happened to run into each other.  So, while we were 

talking, you mentioned that you had gone to the library to get that 
journal, but someone had beaten you to it when you got there, even 
though you had checked before you left to make sure it was still in. 
I decided that I should help you out, so I went back to this morning 
and made sure it stayed in the library until you came.”

Julie turned her head away from me for a few seconds, 
staring across the mall.  Without turning back, she said, “So, you're 
telling me that you travelled back in time with that little machine 
just so I could check this journal out from the library?”

“Well, I didn't go back just to give you the journal.  Although 
that definitely was one of the reasons,” I added hastily.  “It's really 
kind of a long story.”

“You do realize you're asking me to believe that all of a 
sudden you're able to travel through time.”  She turned back to 
face me.  “I mean, I'm not saying that you're lying or anything, but 
still...” she trailed off.

“I know.  You don't have to believe me, really.  That's just 
what's happened.”

“Well, can you prove to me that it works?  All right, take me 
back in time with you.”

“That's not really how it works.  If I press this button,” I said, 
pointing to the top button, “it remembers when and where 
everything is the instant I push it.  And when I press this other 
button, it takes me back exactly to that moment.  No one else 
notices anything.  There's really nothing I can show you about it. 
All I can do is say what happened last time I went through today. 
How else would I have known you were going to come here this 
morning?”

“Well, maybe you heard it from one of my friends or 
something.  Anyway, OK, let's say for the sake of argument that this 
really is a time machine that you have.  How does it work?”

“I don't know.”
“Well, where did you get it from?”
“Off of eBay.”
“OK, so where did they get it from?”
“Beats me.  They didn't say.”
“All right, so you have no idea how it works or anything like 

that.  Tell me, if that really is a time machine, what are you still 
doing around here?”

I remained silent for a few moments, wondering what she 
was getting at.  “I'm not sure what you mean,” I replied.

“Why are you still even bothering to go to class?”



“Technically, I skipped my algorithms lecture two times in a 
row today.”

“That's not what I meant.  Why do you even need to get a 
degree?  You could just find out what the lottery numbers are, go 
back in time, pick those numbers, and win fifty million dollars or 
so.  You'd never have to work a day in your life.  How come you 
aren't doing that?”

“Well,” I started, pausing momentarily again.  “To be honest, 
that never really occurred to me.  I mean, I'm not in CS because I 
want to make a lot of money.  I'm in it because I think it's 
interesting and I think I want to do that sort of thing for a career. 
At least, I'm pretty sure of it.”

“OK, but even then, why not win the lottery and be able to 
spend the rest of your life doing whatever you want, not having to 
worry about keeping a job or spending forty or fifty hours a week 
doing what someone else tells you to do so you have enough money 
for a house and all that?  Or at least win the lottery so you can pay 
off your tuition?”

“Well, come to think about it, that's not a bad idea.”
“Also, you just said that you're not really sure what you want 

to do with your life, right?”
“Well, yeah.  Not entirely, at least.”
“So why not do everything?  Try doing one thing, and if you 

don't like it, jump back and start all over.  You'd never have to 
worry about failure.  You could have everything go your way.  You'd 
never spend half your life worrying about how much better things 
could have been if you did something else back in the past.  You're 
practically immortal, even.  Do you know how many people would 
kill for that kind of opportunity?”

“Now hang on, it isn't quite that simple,” I replied, growing 
slightly defensive in how I had been using the device up until now. 
“I can't just jump back whenever I want in time.  I have to set it up 
beforehand.  Right now I'm pretty much guaranteed to fail 
algorithms because the professor thinks I cheated on the last 
project.  I tried going back to fix it, but nothing I can do now is any 
help.  He's made up his mind long before the time I can go back 
to.”

“So you're free to go off and do almost anything you want, 
and you're hung up on some little thing that happened a few days 
ago?”

I couldn't answer.
Julie lifted herself up off the bench and turned towards me, 

resting her hand on my shoulder.  “Please don't take this the wrong 
way or anything, but have you considered talking to a counsellor?”

“I don't see what –” I started to reply, until I realized what 
Julie was implying.  Indignant, I looked directly into her eyes and 
said, “I told you, I know how all this probably sounds, but I'm not 
crazy!”

“I'm not saying you are, but thinking about how this must 



sound to me.”  She paused for a few seconds.  “You see?  But I do 
think it would probably do you some good.  Look, I'll be honest, I'm 
worried about you.  I know it's been a while since we've seen each 
other, but I still don't want anything to happen to you.  At least 
think about seeing one?  Even if you don't think you need to, could 
you at least do it for me?”

I turned my head away from her and looked down at the 
bench.  “All right, I'll think about it,” I reluctantly agreed.  “For 
you.”

“Thanks.  It's been good seeing you again, but I have to go to 
my next class.  I'll see you around, I guess.”  She patted me lightly 
on the shoulder and started to walk away.

“Julie!” I called after her.  “Um, do you maybe want to go see 
a movie or something Friday night?  You know, sort of like old 
times?”

She paused, then turned around to face me again.  “I'm sorry, 
but I'm going to be pretty busy Friday.  Bye.”  She turned her back 
to me and walked away.

That blew up in my face, I thought to myself.  Now that Julie 
was gone, I remained by the medical fountain, lying on my back 
and staring off into the distance towards the blue sky.  This was the 
second time in recent memory where I had tried to help someone 
out and it backfired.  I hadn't had any luck trying to convince Joe 
that the device worked, but I had hoped that Julie would have been 
more understanding.  Although, to be honest, I wouldn't have 
believed me either.

Where to go from here, I wondered.  My watch told me that it 
was still an hour or so before lunchtime.  While I'm on campus, I 
might as well try meeting with Professor Williams another time.  I 
didn't hold out much hope for the meeting.  There was a tiny 
chance that he might be more understanding now instead of after 
lunch.  It wasn't too likely, but it was enough to get me to pick 
myself off the bench and start walking towards the computer 
science building.  If I had to do something, it might as well be that.

Once I left the corner of campus devoted to the medical 
school, my body went onto autopilot and automatically started 
finding its way to the computer science building.  I had made the 
journey so many times before that I didn't need to think about it, 
leaving my mind free to wander.  This time, however, barely a 
single thought crossed my mind until I reached the front doors of 
the building.  There simply wasn't anything I wanted to think about. 
I felt like I was going through the day by rote, the same way a 
grade schooler might recite multiplication tables.  He could tell you 
that three times four was twelve – that fact had been drilled into 
his head dozens of times – but he'd have no idea what that actually 
meant.  But it was what he was told to say that day, and the day 
before, and the day before that, and he'd say it again tomorrow 
without giving it another thought.



Slowly, plodding, I placed one foot after another, ascending 
the staircase just past the front door.  I reached the top and 
shuffled down the hall, following the path that would lead me to 
Professor Williams's office.  When I turned the final corner, 
however, my brain jumped to attention.  I saw Donald slowly pacing 
back and forth along the wall across from the office door. 
Recovering from the mild suprise, I continued walking.  When I 
reached the office door and lifted my hand to knock on it, I heard 
Donald's voice behind me.

“He's with someone else right now,” he said.
It made sense, of course; the reason Donald was standing 

outside the office hadn't registered with me until then.  Without a 
word, I took a few steps back down the hall.  I slid my back down 
against the wall until I was sitting on the floor, my legs sticking out 
across the hallway.  I set my backpack next to me and leaned back, 
using the wall to support me.

Donald continued to pay little attention to me.  Instead, he 
kept pacing in front of the door, taking a few steps in one direction 
before spinning around and going back.  He held his arms loosely 
folded across his stomach as he walked.  After every few such 
cycles, he would stop right after turning around, eyes darting up to 
look at the clock mounted on the wall down the hall.  He'd frown 
for a second or two, noting how long he'd been waiting, and 
continued pacing.

I remained mostly motionless while I waited, alternating 
between staring at Donald and looking down at the floor in front of 
me.  Once every few minutes someone would walk down the hall, 
slowing a bit as he approached, apparently expecting me to pull my 
legs back to let him through.  When it became apparent that I 
wasn't going to move out of their way, some would turn to walk 
though the gap between my feet and the far wall, whereas others 
would lift their legs up higher than their normal stride and step 
over mine, one at a time.  They usually glared down at me as they 
did so, but I never returned the favor.

Finally, after some length of time – I hadn't been paying any 
attention – Professor Williams's door opened and a graduate 
student walked out.  He slung his backpack over one shoulder and 
walked quickly down the hall in the direction away from me. 
Donald started for the door, and I simultaneously lifted myself off 
the ground.  I followed a few paces behind Donald, entering the 
office after him.

“Mr. Roberts and, um, Mr. Kensington, is it?” Williams 
greeted us.  “Both of you are here to see me about the last project, 
right?”

We both nodded.
“If you don't mind, I'd prefer to keep these meeting private,” 

he continued.  “I'm sure neither of you would want other students 
to know what you are or aren't doing in my class.  So would one of 
you mind waiting outside and coming in when the other's done?”



Donald looked over his shoulder at me, nodding his head 
towards the door.  When he saw I wasn't moving, he added, “I got 
here a few minutes before you, so I should go first.”

“Actually,” I retorted, “since Professor Williams thinks we 
cheated off of each other on the last project, there's no reason we 
can't do this together.  Right?” I added, directing the question 
towards Williams.

Williams frowned slightly, then said, “Actually, that is true.  If 
Mr. Kensington doesn't object, I can talk with you both since you're 
already here.”

Donald shrugged.  “Doesn't matter to me.  Might as well get 
this over with.”

“Right,” Williams said.  “Why don't you two have a seat so we 
can get started?”

Donald pulled one of the chairs in front of Williams's desk 
back a few inches before sitting in it.  I remained standing, walking 
behind the other chair and leaning one shoulder against the corner 
of the bookcase.  “Is it OK if I stand?  This shouldn't take too long.”

“If you want, I suppose that's all right,” Willaims replied. 
“Mr. Kensington, why don't we start with you.  Could you tell me 
what happened with the last project?”

“Well,” Donald began, “first off, I'm not sure why you think 
that I cheated on the project.  I didn't work with anyone else on the 
last project, especially not with him.”  He jerked his head to the 
side as he finished the sentence, indicating me.  “I –”

“That's a lie,” I interrupted.  “You came up to me in lab a 
couple of weeks ago wanting me to help you out on the project.”

“Mr. Roberts,” Williams interjected, “I'd appreciate it if you 
let Mr. Kensington finish before giving your side of the story.  But, 
Mr. Kensington, is it true that you approached Mr. Roberts during 
lab for help?”

“Um,” Donald started, pausing a couple of seconds before 
continuing, “now that you mention it, yes, I do remember asking 
him a question or two.  It wasn't anything major, though, which is 
why I didn't remember at first.”

“Give me a break,” I broke in.  “You practically wanted me to 
do the project for you.  And when I didn't connect all the dots for 
you, you went and copied the code I had on my screen while I was 
trying to point you in the right direction.”

“What the?” Donald replied.  “I definitely didn't do anything 
like that.”

“Mr. Roberts,” Williams asked, “if that's true, and you knew 
about it, why didn't you come to talk to me sooner?”

“I didn't find out about it until just recently,” I replied.  “I 
didn't think he was going to rip my code off until I found out about 
this whole thing.”

Donald leaned forwards in his chair.  “I told you, I never saw 
your code!”

“Right.  Then maybe you could explain how come your code 



looks so similar to mine?”
“Gentlemen, if you don't mind,” Williams interrupted, “I'd like 

to keep this discussion a little more orderly and under control. 
Now, Mr. Kensington, you're telling me that you never had access 
to Mr. Roberts's solution to the project?”

“No,” Donald replied.
“If you mean I didn't knowingly let him see and of my code, 

that's technically true,” I retorted.  “But if you mean if he saw 
enough of my code to copy it in his own project, then the answer is 
yes.”

“Mr. Roberts,” Williams sighed, turning towards me, “if you 
didn't show Mr. Kensington any of your code, then how would he 
have been able to see it?”

“Like I said already,” I replied, “I was working on it during 
lab so I had it open on my screen when Donald came over.  I didn't 
think he'd be scribbling that down instead of listing to what I was 
telling him.”

“So you weren't being careful about not letting other 
students see your solution to the project?”

“No, apparently not.”
“Now hang on,” Donald broke in, “I already told you I didn't 

get a look at his code.  I certainly didn't copy any of it?”
“Donald, it's pretty obvious you're lying.  That's why your 

project looks so much like mine and you know it.  You might as well 
just admit that so we can get out of here.”

“Mr. Kensington, Mr. Roberts, I've had just about enough of 
this,” Professor Williams announced, raising his voice.  “Unless 
either one of you agrees to what the other is saying, I'm just going 
to have to assume that both of you are lying and fail the two of you 
for the semester.”

“That's not fair!” Donald protested.
“Sounds fair to me,” I said.  “It's just your word against mine, 

and he's not going to side with one of us over the other even if it's 
obvious that there's no reason why I'd want to cheat off of you.  If 
you aren't going to come clean, there's nothing else he can do. 
Hell, I'd so the same thing if I were him.”

Donald remained silent for a few seconds, then added, “Well, 
I'm telling you the truth.”

I rolled my eyes.
“Well, if that's how it's going to be,” Williams said, “as per 

university regulations, I have no choice but to fail both of you for 
academic dishonesty, and the two of you will have to retake the 
class next semester in order to graduate.  That is all.”

Donald remained in his chair, staring at the professor. 
Finally, realizing that there wasn't anything he could do to change 
Williams's mind, he got up and headed for the door.  Pushing 
through my shoulder against the bookcase, I righted myself and 
followed Donald out of the office.

Outside, after I closed the door behind me, Donald turned to 



me and asked, “What the hell was all that?”
“What the hell was what?” I replied.
“You know, if you weren't so damn argumentative in there, at 

least one of us could have gotten out of there without failing.”
“I didn't exactly seeing you leap to my defense either, you 

know.  Besides, it was pretty much a given that I was going to fail 
whether or not Williams thought I gave you my code on purpose or 
not.  I figured all I could do was to make sure I brought you along 
with me, since you were the one who did the cheating after all.”

With that, I turned and left.

I stepped out of the computer science building into the 
sunlight.  Even though there wasn't a cloud in the sky and the wind 
wasn't blowing, I shivered a bit.  It felt a few degrees colder than I 
had expected.  I shoved my hands into the pockets of my jacket.  I 
took a few steps forward and stopped short, not knowing where I 
wanted to go now.  Once again, the urge to escape, to somehow get 
away from everything started welling up inside of me again.

I started walking again, wandering aimlessly around campus 
while I tried to figure out what I was going to do.  I looked up at the 
buildings on campus rising stories above me.  The tallest of them 
was the administrative building, housing offices for all the people 
associated with the university whose jobs were so abstracted that, 
despite their lofty-sounding titles, their decisions had little impact 
on what happened to the university.  They spent their times coming 
up with “strategic plans” and “bold new initiatives” that they 
congratulated themselves over while earning more than double 
what the people who did the actual work made.  Symbolizing their 
self-perceived importance, they had constructed their building to 
stand taller than any other on campus, overshadowed only by the 
clock tower.

As I walked past, I had a fleeting thought: I wondered what 
campus would look like from eight or nine stories up.  Seeing little 
else to do, I decided I might as well find out for myself.

From the front, the administration building resembled a 
palace.  Large concrete steps led up from the ground to the entrace 
about half a floor up.  On either side of the steps sat concrete lions, 
each one about six feet tall.  On this face of the building, the first 
two floors were recessed.  To support the weight of the overhang, 
six concrete columns rose up from the porch at the top of the stairs 
to the bottom of the third floor.  It looked ugly and horribly out of 
place when compared to the rest of campus, but there wasn't 
anything I could do about that.  I climbed the steps and passed 
through the double glass doors at the top.

Stepping into the first floor lobby, I saw that the gaudiness of 
the building was not limited to the exterior.  The ceiling was 
suspended two stories above the floor; apparently the second floor 
had to wrap itself around the empty space taken up by this room. 
Leafy potted plants stood at the four corners of the lobby.  The 



walls were covered in mahogany wood panelling and colorful 
abstract art paintings, reflected in the shiny black floor.  In the 
center of the floor, protected by a ring of velvet rope, sat a stone 
sculpture of the university's founder, his arm pointed forwards 
towards the door to symbolize progress and his vision for the 
university.  I was reasonably sure that his great vision didn't 
include the university spending millions of tuition dollars to build 
this monstrosity, but that irony didn't appear to have hindered the 
designers.  Aside from that, the lobby was empty; two hallways 
split off from either side.

Even though I had never before been in the administration 
building, I figured that it wouldn't be too hard to find where the 
elevators were.  Sure enough, there were three of them stationed 
along the outside wall of the right hallway, as I soon discovered.  I 
pushed the button labelled with an upward-pointing triangle, 
illuminating it, and took a few steps back to wait for one of the sets 
of gold-colored doors to open.  After about half a minute, the 
leftmost elevator arrived and opened its doors, revealing no one to 
be inside.

I stepped into the elevator and looked over the panel of 
buttons.  This elevator went as high as the eighth floor, which I 
assumed was the top floor of the building.  I pressed it and waited. 
After a few seconds, the doors silently slid closed and the elevator 
began its rapid ascent.  The red digital display counted out the 
numbers of the floors as the elevator rose.  The elevator didn't stop 
until the car reached the eighth floor.

A speaker somewhere in the elevator played a ding sound, 
and the doors slid open.  I stepped out onto a hallway covered in 
blue carpet.  The walls were painted with an almost pure white 
color, but were otherwise undecorated.  I looked down both paths I 
could take down the hall.  Along the outer edge were a series of 
doors that looked like they led to executive offices.  No doubt this 
was where all the higher-ups of the university had their offices. 
The inside wall only had a single set of mahogany double doors 
leading to the executive conference room.

Figuring that there had to be some way to access the rooftop, 
I arbitrarily choose to turn left and started walking down the 
hallway.  Like nearly every other building on campus, the halls in 
this one completed a circuit around the floor, so if you walked in 
one direction long enough you'd end up back where you started. 
About halfway around the building, part of the outer wall was 
recessed.  On one side of the recess there was a plain wooden door 
labeled “Maintenance,” which I assumed meant it was the janitor's 
closet.

Across from it in the recess was exactly what I had been 
looking for: a skinny ladder mounted to the wall.  The ladder was 
painted the same color as the rest of the walls on the floor, 
presumably to have it blend in.  I looked up to the top; where the 
ladder would have met the ceiling, there was a black rectangular 



hole that the ladder rose into.
I made another check of the hall.  All but one of the office 

doors were closed.  From the one that was open a crack, I could 
make out the sounds of a man talking on the telephone.  Figuring 
that no one would notice or try to stop me, I placed my foot on the 
bottom rung and began climbing up the ladder.  I climbed slowly at 
first to make sure I had a good hold of it, but then sped up my 
ascent to make sure no one would come around the hall and see 
me.  In short order I had passed through the hole in the ceiling. 
From the light coming from below me, I saw that there was another 
floor directly behind me.  Carefully, I placed a foot on it, making 
sure it would support my weight, and then stepped back off the 
ladder onto it.

I turned around to see where I now was.  In the dim light, I 
could see that I was in a very small enclave, closed in on all sides 
except for the ladder behind me.  As my eyes adjusted, I discovered 
that in front of me there was a black door.  I grabbed hold of the 
handle and turned it.  It resisted, but gave way when I put more 
effort behind it.  I slowly pushed the door open, only a crack wide 
at first so I could see what lay behind it.  I found myself 
momentarily blinded as daylight streamed through.  Squinting, I 
opened the door wide enough to stick my head through.  This was 
indeed the roof of the administration building.  Turning my head 
from side to side, I confirmed that there wasn't anyone else up 
here.  I swung the door open wide enough to step through, 
switched my grip to the outside handle, and shut it behind me, 
releasing the handle only when I was certain it wouldn't make a 
sound as it latched.

Never having stood on a rooftop before, I took a few moments 
to look around and get my bearings.  The roof was completely flat, 
the surface covered with some hard, black material I couldn't 
readily identify.  The brickwork that made up the sides of the 
building rose up a few inches around the edge of the roof, capped 
with weathered concrete.  Taking a few steps forward, I slowly 
turned around a few times to see what else might be up here with 
me.  There were only two pertuberances rising up from the surface 
of the roof.  One of them was the one from which I had emerged.  It 
was only as big as the little enclave I had found at the top of the 
ladder.  Across the rooftop there was another such thing, although 
that one was significantly larger.  One side had a set of black 
elevator doors.  I assumed that this was the maintenance elevator 
which was somehow hidden from the ordinary occupants of the 
building.  It made sense; there would be no way workers could 
carry up any sort of hardware the way I had come.  Ther were also 
a few gray metallic air intake ducts scattered around the rooftop.

Aside from those basic features, the roof was mostly empty.  I 
took a few hesitant steps towards one of the edges of the building. 
As I approached, I stopped short.  I didn't have any fear of heights 
that I was aware of, but neither did the chance of falling a hundred 



feet to the ground below particularly appeal to me.  After all, the 
closest thing to a guard rail was the lip of bricks that rose a few 
inches up from the edge.  From my crouching position, the only 
thing I had a good view of was the rooftops of the surrounding 
buildings.  They appeared to be mostly identical to the one I was 
standing on, little more than an access point and some ventilation 
ducts.

Growing a little more confident in my ability not to fall to my 
death, I risked standing all the way up.  I held my arms out to my 
sides and slightly behind me for better balance.  I looked down at 
the ground below, shaking a bit from the sudden sense of height. 
Although I knew the entire time how high I was, this was the first 
time I had actual sensory perception of the ground below.

From my vantage point, I watched the people below as they 
walked along the walkways criss-crossing campus.  They followed 
along the predetermined paths laid out for them, blissfully unaware 
that they had done it all before several times.  None of them 
noticed me despite my standing atop the tallest building on 
campus.  All of them looked either directly in front of themselves as 
they walked or stared down at the ground directly in front of them. 
Barely anyone looked up at all, and the few that did were too 
focused on looking up into the sky to spot me.

I didn't keep track of how long I had been on the rooftop.  It 
didn't feel like very long, although by the position of the sun it was 
probably at least a couple of hours.  I stayed there, watching the 
people below the entire time, lost in thought.  Every once in a while 
I would walk over to one of the other three edges of the building to 
look down upon a different part of campus.  I no longer worried 
about the height.  I stood there, hands in my pockets, only inches 
from the edge without giving it a second thought.

I felt detached, like I was no longer a member of the group of 
people I saw below me.  I just watched them as they lived their 
lives, oblivious to anything else.  Idlely, I fingered the device as it 
rested in my pocket.  I could force them to live through today 
another ten times, another twenty, another hundred, and they'd 
have no idea.  Nothing would have changed if I did; I could have 
come up to this rooftop every day and see the exact same scenes 
play themselves out, as though I were watching a movie set to loop. 
I didn't feel like I belonged down there with everybody else.

“I was afraid I was going to find you up here.”
Startled by the voice, I turned around and saw Julie standing 

in front of the door to the rooftop.  She stood perfectly still, her 
arms hanging slack at her sides.  Her eyes stared at me, showing a 
mixture of nervousness and concern.

“How did you know I was up here?” I asked.
“You're standing on top of the tallest building on campus. 

Did you think no one was going to see you up here?”
“I didn't see anyone look up here.”



“You're a lot easier to see than you think.  I heard a couple of 
people in one of my classes talking about how they someone just 
standing on top of the edge of the administration building.  So I 
ducked out of class and saw you standing up here.”

I remained silent for a few moments.  “How long have you 
been standing up here.”

“Not long.  I found a way up here as soon as could.”  Julie 
hesitated, biting her lower lip as she stared at me.  “Um, could you 
step away from the ledge so we can talk?”

“You can come over here if you want.  You can see almost the 
entire campus from up here.”

“Look, if this is about what happened this morning, ... if this 
is about something I said to you, I'm sorry.”

“Oh, no,” I stammered, realizing why Julie had come up here. 
I turned from the edge and walked over to where she was standing. 
Julie breathed a sign of relief and relaxed a little.  “I didn't come up 
here to jump or anything like that, if that's what you were 
thinking,” I explained.

“I wasn't sure, you know, after what you had told me this 
morning.  I didn't know if, you know....  So, why did you come up 
here?”

I shrugged.  “I just felt like it.”
“Weren't you afraid someone would catch you?”
“No, not really.  It doesn't really matter if they do or not.”
Julie stepped towards me and reached out, holding one of my 

hands in hers.  “Look, I may not know what's going on, but if you 
feel like you need to talk to someone, I'm here.”  I looked down into 
her eyes.  She was staring back into mine, her eyes still full of 
concern.

“There's not really anything I feel like talking about.  There's 
not really anything to talk about.”

“Then can you at least tell me what's been going on with you? 
You've been acting really weird lately.  I know I haven't seen you for 
months, but I know you aren't really like this.”

I withdrew my hand from hers and walked to her side.  I 
stood next to her, staring off into the distance past the side of the 
building.  “All right, if it'll make you feel better, we can talk for a 
while.  But there really isn't anything to say that I haven't told you 
already.”

“Look, about this morning, ... I'm sorry about what I said.  I 
didn't mean it to come out that way.”

“But you still don't believe me, do you?”  I turned my head 
towards her and looked into her eyes for a few seconds.  “No, I 
didn't think so.  It doesn't matter if you do or not.  Either way, it's 
the same.”

Julie didn't reply.
“I'm sorry, Julie.  I didn't mean to get you involved in all this. 

It just sort of happened.”
“What do you mean?” she asked.



“I just wanted to help you out.  You had told me you needed 
that journal, and I decided I ought to help you out.  So I went to the 
library before you got there to make sure it was there.  I didn't 
mean to dump all this on you.”

“That's all?”
I thought for a moment, then sighed.  “No.  I might as well be 

honest with you.  I really did it because I was hoping we could get 
back together.  I thought that if I got you the journal, we might get 
to talking, and one thing would lead to another.  I guess I really 
didn't think it would work, but part of me was hoping it would.”

Julie moved in front of me to face me.  “Look, you're a great 
guy and all, don't get me wrong.  But it just didn't work out 
between us, remember?  If you want to be friends, that's great, but 
that's all we can be.  I've already moved on, you know?”

I nodded.  “I know.”
“You can't spend your life trying to live in the past.  You have 

to move on too, or else you'll never be happy.”
“I know.”
Julie lowered her voice.  “Is this what this whole time 

machine thing is really about?”
“Listen.  I've been thinking about what you told me earlier. 

About what I should be doing if I really was able to go back in time. 
Remember?”  I took her hand and took a few steps back towards 
the edge where I had been standing earlier.  Julie resisted, but then 
complied and followed me.  We stood about half a foot from the rim 
around the edge of the building, looking out over campus.

“And?” Julie prodded.
“You asked me that if I really did have this device, why wasn't 

I using it to win the lottery or do whatever I wanted to do without 
worrying about anything else, remember?  I thought about that for 
a while, and at first it sounded like a good idea.  But then I thought 
about it some more, and I came to the conclusion, what's the 
point?”

“What... what do you mean?”
“Let's say that I find a way to live the perfect life.  Everything 

goes the way I want it to and there's not a single thing wrong.  I've 
got a beautiful, loving wife, a great job, loads of money, and not a 
care in the world.  Sooner or later, I'm going to die.  There's no 
getting around that.  So at some point, I'll have to decide, do I let 
myself die, or do I go back to the past and go through it all again? 
Either way, I lose everything I have.”

“What's wrong with that?  If I had a life like that, I'd love to 
be able to relive it again.”

“Forever?  Wouldn't you get tired of it after a while?  You'd 
know everything that was going to happen.  There wouldn't be any 
surprises left.  After a while you'd just be going through the 
motions, like a robot or a zombie.  I don't want to live like that.”

“Well, there's no such thing as a perfect life anyway.  There's 
always going to be problems, there's always going to be something 



that you don't like and you wish you could change.  Wouldn't things 
just get better and better every time you go through them?  You'd 
know in advance what problems you'd have and you'd be able to 
take care of them.”

“You'd think so.  I thought the same thing at first.  Say I try to 
start my own company.  The first time, it fails completely and I go 
bankrupt because of it.  Next time, I know a few things about 
running a business, so I stay afloat, but never do that well.  Next 
time around, I already know exactly what the market's going to be 
like for years.  I can anticipate all the changes and have my 
products ready exactly when they're needed.  I make millions.  I do 
it all again, and I know even more this time.  I completely dominate 
the market.  I crush all of my competitors.  I'm the greatest 
business success story and a household name.”

“So?  What's wrong with that?”
“The problem is, the only way I was able to do any of that was 

because I cheated my way through life.  I had an unfair advantage 
over everyone else.  I didn't succeed because I was better skills or 
worked harder or anything like that.  I succeeded because I knew 
what was going to happen, something that no one else would have 
been able to do.  A trained monkey would be able to do the same. 
Hell, I can't stand people who haven't worked a day in their lives 
who have more money than I'll ever see just because their parents 
were rich.  I don't want to live my life knowing that the only reason 
I'm not a failure was because if you try something three dozen 
times you're bound to get it right occasionally.”

“So then don't rely on going back in time to become 
successful.  Just work hard like you would otherwise and forget 
about the device.”

“That won't work either.  I don't remember if I told you this 
this time around or not, but my algorithms professor is convinced I 
cheated on the last project, so he's going to fail me.  Getting an F 
will drop my GPA low enough to not qualify for my scholarship. 
Without the scholarship I can't afford the tuition to come here, so 
I'll have to drop out and I'll never get a degree, and without one it'll 
take me forever to get out of whatever low-level job I'd be lucky to 
find.”

“Well, you're not the only one that's ever happened to.  You 
can be happy even if you don't get the job you always wanted right 
away.  There's other things in life to pursue.”

“Which is why I tried getting back together with you, and you 
saw how well that's turned out.  And that takes us back to where 
we started, doesn't it?”

Julie remained silent.
“So now you see my problem?” I asked.
Julie nodded.  “You're not the only person to go through this 

sort of thing, you know.”
“What do you mean?”
“I've never heard of anyone who hasn't been unsure of what 



they were supposed to do at one time or another.”
“So what am I supposed to do?”
“I don't know.  You'll have to figure it out yourself.  But I can 

tell you one thing, and that's to stop looking to the past to solve all 
your problems.”

“What else do you expect me to do with this device, exactly?”
“That's not what I mean, and you know it.  Look, don't take 

this the wrong way, but you can't hide behind that thing forever. 
Everything you've told me here just tells me that you haven't yet 
been able to let go of your past.  You're so worried about passing 
your class that you've never thought about leaving it behind 
entirely and doing something else with your life.  It never occurred 
to you that maybe the career you've always thought you wanted 
isn't really the one you should go into.  And when you tried finding 
something else to live for you immediately came running back to 
me instead of searching for something or someone else.  You keep 
wishing you could go back to when things were simpler for you. 
Well, you know what?”

“What?”
“They aren't.”
Another minute or two of silence passed.
“I'm sorry.  I wish I could tell you something else, but I can't. 

But you can't stay up here hiding on this rooftop forever,” she 
added.

“I know,” I replied.
“Look, if you ever need someone to talk to again, I'm here for 

you, but I can't give you all the answers.”
“No, you won't be.”  I took the device out of my pocket and 

lifted it up for her to see.  “I press this button, and none of this ever 
happened.  You'll go through your day without giving me a single 
thought unless I arrange it so that we meet each other again.”

“You're right,” Julie replied.  She took a couple of steps away 
from me, then turned around to face me.  “If that's how you want to 
live the rest of your life, I won't be there to help you.”  She 
remained there for a few seconds, then left through the door 
leading back inside.

I walked over to the front of the building and looked down 
towards the entrance.  A few minutes later, Julie emerged from it. 
She walked away without looking back up towards me.  Instead, 
she just blended in with all the other anonymous people walking 
about campus until I lost sight of her completely.

I remained on the rooftop, once again alone.  The sense that I 
didn't belong here suddenly hit me.  Maybe I wasn't sure where I 
expected myself to be, but I was pretty sure it wasn't standing on 
the roof of some building with nowhere left to go but down.  Every 
time I tried to change things for the better, somehow they always 
came out worse.  But what else was there to do?  Put on a happy 
face and accept what my lot in life seemed to be?  Or stay here and 
keep wallowing in my self-pity?  None of the alternatives that came 



to mind seemed particularly appealing.
I looked down at my right hand as it clutched the device. 

Nowhere to go but down.

Fwoom.

Iteration 6

The same hallway outside my dorm room, the same as it 
always has been.  My stomach sank at the thought of dragging 
myself through this day yet again.  I looked at the device again as I 
held it in my hand.  It would always be there, ready to give me and 
endless supply of second chances.

The events of the past couple of days flashed through my 
mind.  I had as many second chances as I could possibly need, and I 
kept managing to screw things up worse and worse.  I was just as 
worse off now as I always had been.

I didn't deserve any more second chances.  I'd just waste 
them anyway.

Feeling motivated for the first time in what seemed like 
forever, I reached over with my left hand to unscrew the base of the 
device.  The end twisted off and the battery slid out into my palm. 
Pocketing the battery, I dropped the device onto the hallway floor. 
With a series of light metallic clanks, it bounced a few times and 
rolled a foot or two until it came to rest.  I kicked it with the toe of 
one foot, sending it twisting around its vertical axis as it slid down 
the hall.

I followed it, walking behind it until it stopped.  I picked it 
back up, no worse for the wear.  I wanted to be rid of the thing for 
good.  If I let someone else have it, I'd still be condemned to relive 
this day over and over, only now at the mercy of someone else.  I 
wanted to destroy it, but despite its weight it was too strong to 
break easily.  The only alternative I saw was to put it somewhere 
where no one would ever find it and where I would never be able to 
reach it again.  Finding such a place was easier said than done.

I decided just to toss it into the trash can at the end of the 
hall.

The slam of the trash can lid, echoing down the relatively 
empty hallway as it dropped back into place, jolted me to attention. 
I looked down at my watch; if I didn't start heading to campus now, 
I'd be late for lecture.  I pushed open the glass doors and stepped 
out of the dorm.

The knowledge that it would be the last time I'd have to sit 
through the lecture made the thought of it a little more bearable.


