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Brooklyn is so beautiful in the morning. Though loud. A nocturnal person by nature, 

today I am awoken at noon by sounds from outside: my favorite food vendor on the street 

below, children playing some loud chanting game (also on the street below) and the chilled-out 

calypso music a few of my neighbors sometimes gather outside to play (on the street below as 

well). It’s a good thing I have a fire escape to look at it all. While mornings have never been my 

favorite, I cajole myself awake, stretch for a moment, and clamber outside to smoke my morning 

cigarette.  

Just as I thought, the halal guy with his cart is there, as are the guys who play their 

steelpan drums and guitars. The kids, an assortment of my neighbors’ offspring, see me come 

out, and a few of them wave from where they’re playing in the middle of the street. I wave back. 

I don’t call out to them to watch out for cars. Why would they need to? The only thing in this 

world that can harm a child playing in the street is a skinned knee or verbal abuse from their 

fellow children. The fruit trees that run down the middle of the street where the divider line used 

to be don’t even grow anything that could make them sick.  

I could watch them play in the grass and bushes out there for hours, and some days that 

and a book is all I occupy myself with, but today I have work to do. Post-cigarette, I pop down 

onto Saint Mark’s Avenue (the Brooklyn Saint Mark’s, not the Manhattan one) to grab a 

sandwich from the halal guy. He reminds me that he’s dropping his new jazz album at midnight 

tonight, and as a member of his other band, a punk-funk orchestra, it’s a given that I’ll listen to it. 
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I get a newspaper from the halal stand as well; Mehmet carries zines and other periodicals 

made by lots of different people in the neighborhood.  

As I munch the falafel and talk to Mehmet about that sticky wicket of a pre-chorus we 

were trying to figure out during our last band practice, I see that the childrens’ chanting game is 

actually their learning activity for the day--a young masc person looks on as the kids hopscotch 

across a magnificent chalk rendering of the periodic table, calling out the elements as they go. I 

can only assume that with their hopping patterns they are constructing the molecules and 

chemical reactions they’ve learned about in class. At least, that’s what I would do. 

Since I’m part of what we call “wave three” on the sleep cycle timeline, many people on 

the block are already up and working by now, though many are still asleep, or have just gone to 

bed. Just within my little band of roommates we have all kinds of sleep schedules, though most 

of us are usually awake and present to share a communal meal in the evening. Whether it’s 

breakfast, lunch, or dinner for any one of us, is our own decision. Outside on the street circa 

12:30 PM, people are congregating in public plazas equipped with Wifi and scones to facilitate 

their sketching, coding, or brainstorming. As I stroll across the street to a stand of fruit trees to 

pick a few apples for the house, I smile and wave at people I pass, whether I know them or not. 

My neighbor directly across the street, home with his kids while his partner is on Manhattan for 

the day, waves to me out his window and makes our time-honored gesture for “coffee break at 

my place later?” I give him a thumbs up.  

However, I’m not one of those people who can concentrate in a cafe full of people to talk 

to and pastries to ogle, so eventually I make my way back to my building, provisions in hand, 

and set myself up with my laptop right where I started my day--on my fire escape. Where 

socializing is concerned, I’ll surely spend some time drinking tea on the stoop with a roommate 

later, or I’ll get food from a diner nearby and talk to the waitress there about N.K. Jemisin’s 
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latest book. At the very least, I usually get into a few conversations here and there when people 

I know walk by my apartment and call up to me.  

It’s ironic; people used to be isolated from their neighborhoods and families because 

they worked for companies far away from their homes. With the Internet and a little creative 

social engineering, work may still be far away for many, but they can do it right here. This allows 

neighborhoods to flourish socially even when many of their members do work that isn’t directly 

related to vital community functions such as child-rearing, community theater, street-gardening, 

garbage duty, library science, grocery delivery, political philosophy, etc. 

In my case, I’m doing what I’ve always done: writing. I’m able to put my craft to a use 

that serves society now, rather than just a company that wants more of a social media 

presence. What hoursI no longer put in selling people things they don’t need, I can put in as one 

of the primary housekeepers of my shared six bedroom apartment. As the person who usually 

ended up scheduling repairs or tidying up the kitchen counter, it’s nice to have the little things 

valued as work too. I also moonlight as a fortune teller, for pleasure as much as for everyone’s 

eternal need to ask the universe if their crush likes them back. 

I’m about to get up to make another cup of tea when my laptop flashes red alert. A 

klaxon sounds so loud that the kids in the street start screaming, and even the guys across the 

street stop their music to see what’s going on. This is not the way I usually choose to receive 

messages. This only happens if and only if one very special condition is the case, and whenever 

that special condition is the case I have to act, no matter what time of day it is. There’s no time 

to tell my neighbor why I won’t be stopping by for coffee; I have to run to the train. 

— 

On my way out of my building, I pass the lady who runs the sweet shop down the street 

driving by on her solar powered mobility scooter, and as she waves she tosses me a small bag 
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of chocolate covered almonds; a favorite of mine. I grin and thank her as I speed by. As I turn 

onto the busier avenue around the corner of my street, a streetcar packed with people pulls into 

the stop at the intersection, and since it’s heading the same direction as me I hop on. 

I don’t know the streetcar driver, since I usually stretch my legs with a leisurely walk to 

the train, but I nod cordially as I pop open the bag of almonds. When I see them eyeing the bag, 

I offer them one and they happily take it.  

— 

At the Franklin stop, the train pulls into the station. The red doors open and a wave of 

electronica washes over me. The people inside are dancing to a busker band’s music, and 

some of those with their own instruments are joining the jam. I smile, but take a left into the blue 

car next to this one. Here, everyone is reading books or playing games on devices; some are 

sleeping. I spot one nomadic person who I see on this train line every now and then; those who 

have chosen to make public space their only mode of existence make especial use of quiet 

cars. Through the window, I can see a yellow conversation car in front of us where people are 

chatting. Of course, all the cars have ample space for bikes.  

Now that I have a moment, I can brief myself with the documents that were automatically 

downloaded to my phone at the moment of the red alert message. Right now I have almost no 

idea of what I’ll be walking into, or what I’ll have to do once I get there. You may be wondering: 

what is a writer like me doing in an emergency service capacity like this? Well, a lifetime of 

storytelling has actually prepared me for this job better than most—or at least, that’s what the 

volunteer council think. I have imagination and empathy that make it easier for me to get inside 

other people’s stories and start telling them new ones; ones that can change them, set them 

free. It’s easy to feel trapped when everyone around you is living out one narrative like it’s the 

only option, when you feel like your life won’t make sense outside its logic. I let people know 
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story structure is much more flexible than that, now that all us characters have agency to 

choose our arcs. 

— 

When I step out into the East Village, I’m greeted by terrain that looks nothing like my 

own neighborhood. Astor Place is an open air market, though you won’t find many market 

forces here. Many people come here just to share their art, whether that art comes in the form of 

code, music, therapy, wood carving, tarot readings, lessons, poetry, or some form of love. In 

another era the lack of pay might have been cause for concern, but with everyone getting what 

they need from their community grocery blocs or neighbors, things aren’t so dire. In this place 

where no one has gone hungry involuntarily for decades, exposure and appreciation feels like 

more than enough reward for hard work. I grin at the sight of this market, where I cut my teeth 

writing text messages for people too anxious to reply themselves, and retorts for people to use 

in online arguments. Then I turn south. 

New York’s granular neighborhoods make it the perfect example of a transitpunk society. 

Walking through this city has always meant visiting billions of different neighborhood biomes, 

each with their own delicate ecosystem. No matter what hour of the day you walk the streets of 

New York you find yourself caught up in a river of energy from the constant activity. This was 

true from the earliest days of New York’s existence, and it’s especially true now that the streets 

are held sacred as a space for citizens to socialize, meditate, exercise, protest, party, solicit 

clients for their services, and even engage in spirited conflicts over community issues. In my 

opinion, though, the real excitement comes from where the similarities end. 

On my stretch of a dozen blocks or so back in Brooklyn, there are fruit trees everywhere, 

and vines climbing on and around all the fire escapes; the practice of community gardening has 

been revived in an explosion of both beautiful and useful plants that grow where asphalt once 
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nourished only cars. However, if you were to walk just a ways up, you would find brutalist 

architecture, streets decorated by chrome sculptures welded by the neighborhood’s citizens 

themselves, and screens like Times Square giving real-time updates on everything the citizens 

could care to know. The Village is even more varied than the more spaced out neighborhoods of 

Brooklyn, with a new aesthetic color palette on every block. 

Walking southward through the village, I see a red-light district on St. Mark’s Place, a 

public library by the Cooper Union buildings around 7th street, a classful of kids learning about 

their local wildlife at the nature preserve on 6th street, public bath-houses for both sexual and 

platonic uses on 5th, on 4th a swimming pool where more kids are playing some kind of 

invented game with those noodle things, and so on. All the neighborhoods I pass have plentiful 

seating, water fountains, snack dispensaries, and even some workers who have chosen to 

dedicate their labor and their lives to the safety of everyone who occupies our public space. I’d 

love to swing by the great debate arena in Washington Square Park, where snotty NYU kids 

and more seasoned thinkers alike gather to exchange ideas (as long as those ideas don’t 

include fascism), but there’s no time. I’d also love to visit the magnificent Canal River even 

farther south, but I can tool around Chinatown in a gondola anytime. 

Despite the biodiversity of the Village, as I move down toward Soho, I notice certain 

telltale signs that foreshadow my destination. For one thing, I become one of the only people 

walking south the farther I go. It’s like no one wants to visit this place. There aren’t many locals 

on the streets, either. I notice the trees and bushes in this part of town are mostly picked clean, 

as if everyone decided they had to stake their claim on as much food as possible instead of 

preserving the commons for everyone. I also notice more nomadic people on the street than 

usual, though none of them looks very happy. When I greet one who crosses my path, they just 
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look confused. I notice after a moment that they actually look quite sick, and ask if they need 

help, but they make a beeline away from me. 

I keep walking, past windows plastered over with naked women and tantalizing pictures 

of food. Loud screens appear to be going in every place I pass where people are gathered. The 

people cluster around them like a campfire, but they don’t seem to be telling each other stories. 

I notice, with a pang, that even the children seem to either be sat down with tablets alone, or in 

groups playing video games in near silence. No one in the street is running, or playing, or 

making music. The only music in the neighborhood seems to come from loudspeakers, and as I 

listen I realize the lyrics are telling me to buy some new shampoo. 

As I walk through the neighborhood—or should I say, the roughly adjoining buildings 

gathered around a street—I know what to expect, but I’m still chilled. As I come upon a large 

crowd gathered around in the one public looking square, I have to swallow my dread. 

“Ticket?” A bored looking teenager is standing by the gate leading into the spectacle. 

“Right. Uh, ‘how much?’” 

The teenager frowns at my delivery of this line, which indeed comes from a script that 

I’ve memorized for just this eventuality. “Twenty dollars.” 

“How much is twenty dollars?” 

“You can buy, like, a movie ticket with it.” 

“What?” 

“Listen, do you have the money or not? I’m going to have to call security if you’re not 

going to pay.” 

I had read about what security was, and it was not good. “Okay, okay. Here, I have this 

data file on my phone—yeah, there you go.” It makes the kid’s interface beep, and their eyes 

widen. 
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“Wow, uh…this way, ma’am. Have a lovely night.” 

I don’t know what a ma’am is, but I thank them warmly and move inside. I push my way 

through the crowd, since the people don’t move when I say “excuse me,” and find an 

androgynous looking person being singled out in the center. They appear to be held in stocks 

like in medieval times; they’re being displayed on a raised platform with all the people in the 

crowd jeering and taunting them. There is a sign around their neck that says “defaulter” in 

scrawled letters. 

“Citizen!” I call out a greeting considered acceptable by most people in most places. “Do 

you need help?” 

The crowd stops to look at me. I blanche for a moment at their gaze; they’re evaluating 

every inch of my body and clothing like they’re going to grade me on them. In this part of town, 

people can be denied food or shelter if their bodies aren’t formed and displayed the way other 

people want, and their looks tell me I could expect exactly that treatment if I lived here. 

“You can’t help her, I’m afraid!” A person in a sharp suit emerges from behind the 

prisoner. Something strikes me as off about that pronoun they used, and glancing at the 

androgynous person’s face I can see that she/ her is not their preferred mode of address.  

“Hello, citizen. I was just passing through and wanted to make sure this was all 

happening on a consensual basis. As long as this person is okay with it, I have no problem with 

you or them.” 

“Oh, how very politically correct of you.” He sneers. “Well, if you really feel the need to 

take an interest in our private economic affairs, I’ll have you know she chose her own fate, as 

have we all.” The crowd is nodding. This is typical. “This is a place where everyone is free to 

make their lives what they will! With the power of choice and self-interest, we have made our 

community into a utopia, free of any regulation on human excellence! This woman,” he points 
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dramatically toward the person in the stocks, while the crowd boos and hisses, “took out a loan 

to go to college and is now unable to pay it back. Her monthly payments are so paltry that her 

interest is actually increasing the amount she will have to pay in the end! Now that she has lost 

her job--due to her employer exercising his right not to employ a [slur redacted]--she can’t even 

pay back the puny amounts she had been able to before.” The person in the stocks hangs their 

head. The crowd’s jeering intensifies. 

It’s like if a character died during a Dungeons and Dragons campaign, and the DM 

decided the player had to be murdered in real life. I look around the sad asphalt street, the 

shuttered windows, the cafe where only those who buy something can sit down. I’m reminded of 

the old after school special How The Grinch Stole Christmas, and how Cindy Lou Who’s living 

room looked with only hooks and wire in place of her joyous decorations. I’m also reminded of 

the “before” part of an antidepressant ad where everything is lifeless and gray. 

I try: “Don’t you think education and material support is a debt we all owe to each other, 

rather than something each person has to ‘earn’ on their own?” After a scandalized pause, the 

whole crowd laughs. Their laughter is nothing like anything I hear on my own street; empty and 

cruel, with a jarring kind of echo on the cinderblocks of the surrounding buildings. None of the 

citizens seem to actually be enjoying the act of laughing. The person in the suit laughs loudest, 

and even kicks the person in the stocks until they force out a few ha-has.  

“Actually,” begins the person in the suit, “if people don’t earn things, then where do 

things come from? It’s not like things just grow on trees. You clearly have no idea of what’s 

realistic if you think that could work.”  

“Realistic?!” I’ve been trained for these kinds of situations, but this time the words 

wouldn’t stay inside me. “How is it realistic to dream up a bunch of money just so you can 

pretend to give it to someone in need, and then force them to repay not just the money they 
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didn’t have, but also even more money on top of that? How is it realistic to think that any one 

person can even fill their basic physical needs in a vacuum, without others to help them?” I’m 

breathing hard by the end of this speech, but everyone in the crowd just laughs again. 

An acidic feeling coalesces in my gut. The people I support, and who support me, aren’t 

here, and these people all support each other, or at least they must somehow. The fact is that 

while all of them are allowed to leave at any time, as long as they all believe in what they’re 

doing they are also allowed to stay. While I might not understand how or why, these people are 

happy here. Witnessing their glee at the hardscrabble world of the market, where everyone can 

carve out their own destiny knowing that it’s theirs and theirs alone, I hardly know what I’m 

doing interfering with their way of life. If these people came into my neighborhood to tell my 

grocery collective to stop handing out food to anyone who was hungry, I obviously wouldn’t 

accept it. If I force these people to stop living by their own values, am I not as bad as them?  

“SHAME ON THE DEBTOR!” A spectator throws a rotten tomato at the androgynous 

person; it spatters all over their face, and they have to spit out seedy bits of mold that get into 

their mouth. Here I am waffling about in the center of the crowd, when there’s someone here 

who needs my help. And here’s why I am not the same as them: if they tried to privatize my 

grocery store, they would be hurting people just as surely as they’ve hurt the person in the 

stocks, as they’ve hurt the starving nomadic people in their neighborhood, as they’ve hurt 

themselves to avoid being hurt by everyone else. When I do my weekly volunteer shifts at the 

grocery and spring into action to save this person, I am nothing like them. 

With that little existential crisis solved, I jump onto the platform. Now I’ve really got the 

crowd’s attention; it’s like they had never considered that someone among the crowd could just 

climb up there and be part of the action without getting some kind of permission. Free market, 

Plys 10 



indeed. I kneel down next to the person in the stocks. “Do you want to come back to my 

neighborhood?” 

“How will I pay back my loans then?” They ask me miserably. 

“The loans aren’t real! Once we leave this place, it’ll be like they’ve disappeared.”  

“But that’ll ruin my credit score.” The person tries to shake their head, but winces as the 

stocks limits their range of motion. 

“Credit isn’t real either. It’s literally just imaginary money being pushed around between 

people to prop up a system based on imagined valuation of objects and the threat of starvation 

for those who don’t comply.” Oops, that got way too academic. “What I mean to say is, credit is 

an imaginary way for people to pay imaginary prices for things they only imagine they’re 

choosing. I can take you to a place where life is based on real relationships, real work, and real 

freedom.” This is a talking point I’m kind of proud of; people love it when you repeat words.  

“But how am I going to get rich if I don’t pay off my loans?!” The andro person seems 

frustrated now. I think I need to try a different tack. 

“Listen, there is no power on earth that can keep you here if you don’t want to stay.” I 

notice that the stocks aren’t even locked; the person is literally just kneeling here of their own 

volition. “All you have to do is stand up and come with me to get someplace better. If we do this 

together, they can’t stop us. It’s not about being rich or poor or having more or less, because if 

we work together we can all have what we need.” 

The androgynous person looks at me directly for what I think is the first time, and I can 

see suspicion in their eyes as clearly as their actual eye color (green). I just look steadily back at 

them, aware that this is the most important part of the whole process. It lets them see I’m not 

kidding, that I’m not trying to act like I’m better or smarter than anyone else, that I’m not just 

spinning a bunch of fantasies with no follow-through. The thing about being a writer is that 
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eventually you realize words can only get you so far before you have to start using something 

deeper than that to communicate. Stories are about those deeper things, so if you’re planning 

on telling one you have to show up with those things. I have a heart, and I’m not afraid to use it.  

Slowly, the person lifts one hand, and to their disbelief the stocks opens up. 

Hypervigilant, they slowly stand up to face me and the crowd. They look from the crowd to me 

and back again, then give me a small, terrified smile. I gladly return it and take their hand, 

leading them away from the man in the suit, who is now stamping his foot peevishly. 

“Fine! Have fun being assigned a job, instead of starving as a free woman because you 

can’t find one here! You’re going to have to wait in line for hours to get healthcare there, instead 

of not getting any at all here! And have fun being mugged in a society without police, instead of 

being abused by the police in this one! When you realize you left behind a utopia of choice, 

don’t come crawling back to meeeeeee!” 

The capitalists all boo their outcast, like children chastising one of their own for taking 

the ball and going home after losing fair and square. However, we hold our heads high, and 

walk out of the arena at a leisurely pace. Before we’ve gone far, I notice that the teen from the 

gate is right behind us. They’re trying to shadow us like a spy in a movie, ineptly hiding behind 

lamp posts whenever I look back. I turn around and wave, calling out to them. They jump at first, 

but then break into a jog to catch up.  

— 

You can’t save everyone. This is partially because in a world where institutional power 

and coercive force no longer exist, most people are perfectly capable of saving themselves. But 

it is also because some people don’t want to be saved. Fortunately though, a lot of us do want 

to be saved, even if we don’t know how. All we have to do is offer each other a way out, and we 

can all begin to take it. Case in point: when I return with my two guests, all my housemates but 
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one are home to agree on their staying with us, and when we get in touch with our other friend, 

off touring the transit systems of Europe this summer, she not only agrees but offers them her 

bed. It’s easy to be generous when we all fight for each other’s right to have enough to give.  

Perhaps the androgyne would not have been saved from their community if not for me, 

one person going against the many, but this too is part of what a truly communal society 

requires. Instead of being passive producers or consumers of meaningless currency or 

mass-produced goods, we must be active authors and interpreters of meaning, of politics, of 

relationships. In short, we must all be heroes of our collective story. That’s the only way it works. 

The way to counter stories that dehumanize people is to tell the stories of those people’s 

humanity louder, and to be brave enough to do it even when no one else will, even when you’re 

considered rude, even when you have to risk something.  

As I have my final cigarette of a jam-packed day on my balcony, I watch the calypso 

players packing up across the street, the sounds of my neighborhood just as vibrant as they 

were this morning. My new friend, thrilled that they don’t have to pay $20 for a pack anymore, 

smokes in pensieve silence beside me. The children are sleeping, the halal cart is shut down for 

the night, and the plazas are lit up with string lights for the neighborhood night owls. The 

beehives a few doors down are silent for the night, but there’ll be just as much buzz as always 

tomorrow. All is well. 
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