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  Chapter 1


Energy is affected by attention

Monday mornings are always tough.  The first Monday after a week’s vacation from school is even worse. Jinni’s stomach butterflies flying in battle formation, since she had awakened this Monday morning made this Monday feel by far the worst.  She had thought that saying goodbye and burying the grandmother who had raised her was the hardest thing she would ever face, but as she sat in the car heading to deceive Elisabeth, her State assigned social worker, Jinni realized this day had the potential of going on record as the worst Monday on record for her anxiety.  
She had imagined every possible outcome. The worst case scenario kept creeping back in to torment her: Her grandparents’ home of her childhood memories being sold to someone who just throws everything into a dumpster. Being just another forgotten kid, forced to sleep in a room with thirty strangers. Losing contact with her friends. Ari and Sage going home...  This interview could easily end with her being sent to a group home away from everything and everyone she had ever loved.
 The thoughts brought tears to the brim of her eyes. God, she missed her Grandmother! Jinni closed her eyes and pictured her grandmother in her garden, tending the tomato plants. Jinni had went to her Grandmother worried her parents would come and take her away.  That summer her grandmother had planted two identical plants in her small garden plot.. Both received the same water and care, but one basked in sunlight while the other grew in the shadow of the garden shed.
“Same plants, same dirt,” her grandmother had explained, “but different sunlight. And look at the difference.” The sunlit plant had grown sturdy, its branches heavy with green tomatoes. The other struggled toward the light, its stem thin and its growth sparse. “It's not that one plant is better than the other,” her grandmother had said. “But you have to pay attention to what you're giving it. Give your attention to what you want, sweetheart, not to what you're afraid of.”
Jinni opened her eyes. She had been giving all her attention to the shadows—every unanswered question, every possible mistake, every outcome she dreaded. What if she turned toward the light instead?
She deliberately focused on everything Albert had prepared. Every document. Every anticipated question. Every answer. Every possibility he had considered. She reminded herself of the care he had taken and the work he had done. There were still uncertainties, but there were also reasons to hope. The butterflies hadn't disappeared, but Jinni no longer gave them her undivided attention. She couldn't control every circumstance, any more than her grandmother could control the weather. But she could choose what she nurtured. The butterflies were still there, but they weren't winning anymore.
Waves of guilt and fear suddenly intruded. She could still hear the scream of a frightened six-year-old. Gwenn’s shriek of grief jolted her out of their sleep early that morning.  Her twin brother Quinn had finally succumbed to the illness that had crippled a significant portion of the world's population. 
"Stay centered and focused," Ari had said. "Like your jujitsu matches. You are strong and clever."
Jinni had nodded, grateful for another solid image to hold onto besides her fear. 
The drive ten minute drive to the school felt like it went by way too quickly for Jinni. So much at stake and the outcome was completely a social worker's decision. Albert focused on driving and said very little. The same silence that was comfort for Albert was anxiety time for Jinni.

Driving through the chain link fence enclosing the school parking lot, Sage had the feeling that this would be the last time she would ever see the inside of this building. She glanced up at the sensors mounted on the outside of the school with contempt.  Just a few of weeks ago, she had been frightened and intimidated by their presence.  Sage had worried about not having proper ID and a state official arresting her and her twin brother Ari. Now, they merely irritated her. There were so much bigger things to worry about.  Either a solution for NI would be discovered, or if they survived, she and Ari would be heading back to their home to their remote CommUnity in the mountains.  Her and Ari’s time outside of their precious home CommUnity was almost over.  

Albert’s large extravagant car with the dark tinted windows pulled into an empty space. There appeared to be a lot more empty spaces than the last time the twins were there. This car stuck out like a sore thumb in a lot full of older model cars, vans, small SUVs, and trucks. They could see teachers putting boxes of personal items in their cars and students disembarking the buses hanging back to talk to their friends instead of trying to beat the morning bell. There was heaviness that shadowing the students last day of classes.
 Micah’s blue pickup pulled in a few spaces down. The twin's uncle, and the owner of the family farm that Albert and Jinnie were staying, parked next to an old Buick that had more rust than the original powder blue paint. It had definitely seen better days.  The expansive floor space on the passenger side and backseat floorboards were covered with old food wrappers and containers. Family valuables, with an old porcelain floral tea pot clumsily wrapped in a light blue tunic topping a pile, with other household items hastily packed in opened top boxes.  Micah shook his head sadly. The owner was probably getting ready to head out of town to meet up with what remained of their family.
Stepping out of the car, Albert locked the door. Micah walked over to join the group.  
Albert spoke, “Alright. We all know what to do.” Looking at Micah, “You go in first. I have your number. I am sure Elisabeth will want to confirm that we are staying at the farm for now. Ari, Sage head in with your uncle.”
Albert adjusted the strap of his briefcase without looking up. He had noticed Ari's distraction the moment Jinni stepped out of the car. He had also observed Sage noticing and had noted Micah watching Sage's attention. Albert deliberately ignored all of it. Teenage attraction was statistically predictable, hormonally inevitable, and, at the present moment, entirely irrelevant. They were about to convince the State to allow a fifteen-year-old orphan into a fabricated guardianship during the collapse of modern civilization. Romance could wait. Without breaking stride, Albert said, "Unless the four of you intend to stand in this parking lot conducting a silent observational study of adolescent behavior, we do have a meeting to attend."
Sage coughed to hide a laugh.
Ari blinked. "What?"
"Nothing," Sage said a little too quickly.
Albert sighed looking at Ari. "I envy your ignorance."
Ari looked from Sage to Micah to Albert, thoroughly confused. "What did I miss?"
"Nothing," the other three answered almost simultaneously. For once, it wasn't the twins answering in unison.
“Hey,” Ari nudged his friend, “everything is going to be alright. You’ll see. You’ll be sitting right there after the meeting wondering why you were so worried.”  
Jinni forced a smile for her friend.  The sincerity of his green eyes once again caught her off guard.  He showed no doubt or hesitation in his words. She wanted to believe him.
Sage, Ari’s twin and Jinni’s friend, squeezed her hand, “No worries.  With the pandemic, Elisabeth is going to look over the paperwork and let it go.  She knows you are being loved and cared for,” accentuating her final words with a warm confident smile, “Albert’s forgeries are very convincing.”
Albert looked at Jinni.  “Just stick to the plan.  Do not add anything. The biggest tell for a liar is their need to oversell their story.  Social workers can spot it a mile away. We have enough documentation to substantiate our assertions.” Albert had been up after 2:00 AM making some last-minute edits to the documents. The changes were small but would ensure the best chance of being granted temporary custody. 
Ari looked at Albert and asked, "How are you so calm?"
"Because panic never solved a mathematical equation." Albert answers. Then explain further, “People believe emotions control attention. They're wrong. Attention controls emotion. You decide what receives energy. Energy follows attention. Fear is simply attention invested in catastrophe. Hope is attention invested in possibility.”
Jinni looked up. It couldn’t be a coincidence that the message was delivered again by the man who was to be her stand in guardian! It had to be a message from her grandmother that everything was going to be ok.
Albert glanced at Ari, “You cannot be there.  A teenage boy living in the house is sure to raise concerns. You and Sage pick up your work and we’ll meet you back at the farm. Got it?”
Both answer simultaneously, “”Got it."
Albert sighs, "You two rehearse that?"
Sage and Ari shot each other a scowl. They had the irritating habit of responding simultaneously.  It seemed to be a twin thing.  Their young cousins often did the same thing.  Sage always wondered if twins had some sort of strange superpower or they thought too much alike. 
Micah laughed.
Albert pinches the bridge of his nose then shaking his head. "Quantum entanglement."
“Avoid John,” Sage warned Ari. “The last thing we need is to draw attention by fighting.” Sage was sure that John would be looking for a reason to cause trouble.  He was one of those backbench students who seemed to thrive on the suffering he could stir up.  John and Ari’s last fight ended with her, her brother Ari, and John’s suspension from school.  Ari and Sage were only allowed to return to school today because it was to be the last day until the Neurological Illness (NI) pandemic was resolved. This worldwide pandemic had caused major food and supply shortages.  Every student was to pick up any personal items left at the school. The school would be locked down until further notice.
Sage hugged her friend once to reinforce the positive energy, “See you in a few minutes. We’ll rally-up and celebrate later.”
When his eyes met Jinni’s, Ari’s mind went blank. Why did she have that effect on him?  Ari reached over and gave her a reassuring awkward hug to give himself a moment to recover his thoughts. He noticed how nice she smelled fresh and clean- like grapefruit, only better.  Reprimanding himself for the distraction, he remembered what he had practiced the night before.  Stepping back, he repeated his earlier advice, “Remember… stay centered and focused- like your jujitsu matches. You are strong and clever. You’ve already won.” 
Jinni nodded her head. “Thank you,” she said heart pounding in her chest. The anticipation of what awaited her beyond the front door made her legs felt like rubber and she did not at all feel centered, focused, or strong.  She immediately grabbed hold of the idea of a match and was mentally prepared as she would for a match.  Ari’s confidence in her reminded her of her grandparents.  She took a deep breath and encouraged herself, I am no longer a scared scattered child. My grandparents made sure of that. It’s time to prove it to them and myself. I am strong and capable. She adjusts her breathing, grounded her feet into the hard pavement, and slowed her pulse. Jinni took another deep breath and made the mental declaration: One opponent. One move at a time. Don't think about winning. Think about the next grip. The next breath. The next decision. This meeting is just another match.
Micah squeezed Ari’s shoulder and said, “Best get moving. You’ll have time to talk later.”
As  Jinni turned toward Albert, Ari had watched her for another second longer than he intended. She squared her shoulders, inhaled deeply, and walked toward the school with quiet determination. He couldn't explain why watching her do something so ordinary made his chest feel strangely tight.
Beside him, Sage followed her brother's gaze to Jinni's retreating figure, then slowly looked back at Ari. A knowing smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. "Oh..." she thought. "There it is." She had wondered if her brother would ever give his focus to a girl. Plenty had noticed him, but apparently, all it had taken was one stubborn and brave blonde.
Micah watched the entire exchange with the practiced eyes of a man who had raised children, nieces, nephews, calves, puppies, and just about every living thing that had ever wandered onto his farm. He recognized that expression immediately. Poor kid. He almost laughed. Instead, he simply folded his arms and hid an amused grin beneath his beard. Life had a funny way of choosing inconvenient moments for people to discover what mattered to them.
Albert looked at the nervous but determined fifteen-year-old standing before him. He understood all too well the anxiety a meeting with a social worker could cause.  He had lost count of the number of times the system had failed him, but he survived and so will she. He’d make sure of it.  Stepping forward, “Ready? Let’s just get this unpleasantness over with.”
Jinni forced a smile, took a deep breath meant to calm herself down, and let it out slowly, “Let’s do this.”  After a brief hesitation, “Look, no matter what, I appreciate what you did. I know you didn’t have to.”
Albert nodded and refocused on the task at hand.  “The anticipation is always the worst part,” Albert reassured, “we’ll deal with this together.” He and Jinni walked resolutely toward the school and Elisabeth.  
The school secretary,Jeanne, smiling accepting face met Albert and Jinni at the office, “Jinni! Oh my, I am so sorry about your grandmother. I absolutely loved her! She was such a kind, loving women.” Reaching behind her desk, Jeanne brought out a small Tupperware container of not the best-looking cookies, but supplies were scarce and the gesture was sincere.  Jinni felt the school secretary’s love and concern.  Jinni’s Grandmother had always loved Jeanne. “I heard you were coming today and I wanted to make you a little something.”  She walked over and gave Jinni a hug. “You let me know if you need anything you hear? I mean it. Anything.” She glanced over her shoulder in the guidance office direction. Her posture indicated she was worried and willing to go to bat for her late friend’s granddaughter.
Looking up, “Oh, I’m sorry. You must be Mr. Kumar. I’ll let them know you are here.”  Jeanne picked up the phone and called the guidance office. Hanging up she looked at Jinni, “Anything you need.” With added emphasis, “and I mean anything. You call me.”
Mr. Kettle and Elisabeth walked toward the office a minute later. Mr. Kettle was doing his best to conceal his concern, while Elisabeth looked worn and agitated. Both smiled and invited Albert and Jinni to a conference room. It didn’t take an empath or a psychic to tell something was wrong. Someone or something unexpected was inside, but he knew something had changed. Once the door was opened, Jinni and Albert saw the source of the guidance counselor and social worker’s tension.  Jinni’s parents were sitting at the end of the conference table.
“No,” Jinni sobbed and tried to turn and leave.  
 “It's going to be ok. I promise,” Elisabeth whispered as she blocked Jinni from leaving and shut the door. Albert put his hand on Jinni’s shoulder and gave it a light squeeze meant to reassure the startled youth.  Elisabeth carefully steered Jinni to the chair next to her at the table. The seating provided the greatest distance from her parents.
Albert decisively placed his briefcase on the table and sat next to Jinni. He had learned to listen to the prompting of his instincts a long time ago. The changes he had made to the documents that morning would most definitely be required to seal the deal. Albert had been up past 2:00 AM... The stacks of paperwork, forgery practice to ensure the signatures were just right, pay careful attention to using different color pens, adjusting the signatures so they weren’t clearly copies, a full pot of coffee consumed, cross referencing the state statutes, making probability calculations based on desired outcomes, then after destroying all his failed and less perfect attempts, quietly saying, “there” and going to bed. He opened his briefcase fully prepared for the meeting. 
“All right then,” Elisabeth began. “We are here because Jinni’s guardian has passed away. Jinni is a minor and is now a ward of the state.”
“Umm… no, Jinni is my daughter and is a ward of me,” her father interrupted.  He was agitated and actively picking at one of the many pimples on his face.  His face was sunken and he had extremely bad teeth.  All the hallmarks of a proper Meth head.  
“Because of your extended absence and neglect of the child, your rights were terminated years ago,” Elisabeth stated firmly.
“I never received any notice of any such thing,” her father insisted.
“Nonetheless,” Elisabeth interrupted and held up hand to assert her authority, “it was done. So, it is my position to find the best placement for Jinni.”
Albert spoke up, “Perhaps this will help.” He handed Elisabeth a folder. “Jinni’s grandparents asked me many years ago to act as Jinni’s Godfather and should anything happen to them. It was there wish for me to assume custody of Jinni immediately and take care of her.”
“That’s bullshit! I don’t even know this man,” Jinni’s father interrupted. “He’s just after my inheritance. Well, I can tell you. He ain’t gonna get it.”
“You should recognize me. We met on the trip to Orlando the year after we graduated. We hung out. Don’t you remember? Quite a week. One big party before college began for me and, you married your sweetheart here,” gesturing toward Jinni’s Mother, “from Aberdeen. Jesh, I was at the wedding.” Albert took out his phone and pulled up an Album that contained wedding pictures. The photos he had taken at the grandmother’s house after the funeral.  He now had very clear idea of whom had robbed the family home. Sure enough, there was one of Albert toasting the happy, but stoned couple. If Jinni hadn’t known they were fake, she would have believed in the integrity of the picture.
Jinni’s Father looked at the picture trying to remember. Drawing a blank, he showed the picture to Jinni’s Mother who had been disassembling and assembling a click pen.  She just said, “OK.” Obviously uninterested in the proceedings, she returned to her preoccupation with the pen.
“Well, that doesn’t mean nothing. That was a long time ago,” Jinni’s Father said dismissively.
“OK,” Albert demonstrating patience for a ‘dear’ old friend, “Do you remember Jinni’s baptism?” Again, Albert brought up a perfectly doctored photo. This one showed Jinni’s Father and Mother smiling standing next to Albert, as Albert was holding baby Jinni just after her baptism. 
Jinni’s Father was clearly confused by the photo, but unable to come up with any credible rebuttal.  He honestly couldn’t even remember the baptism, the day, or the year. Again, he tried to show the picture to his wife who was still oddly focused on the pen. When he touched her shoulder, she threw an elbow at him.
“Well, this doesn’t prove anything- except he was there,” Jinni’s Father blustered.
“You took the baby and left a few days later,” Albert said shaking his head. “It broke your mother’s heart.” His sincerity was very convincing.
“Never mind about my mother. Jinni is my kid and she belonged with us. She still does,” Jinni’s Father declared, as he pounded his fist on the table.
“You came back- what was it four years later?” Albert sat back in his chair acting like he was trying to recall. He continued, “Your Mother called excited that you had dropped her precious granddaughter off. She asked my advice about what to do.”  Looking at Elisabeth, “I told her to call social services and begin custody proceedings. That’s when she called you. Jinni would have been what three or four. It was spring. I don’t recall the year. I’m sorry.”
“You did that! We,” Jinni’s Father gestured toward his wife, “were just going on a couple’s vacation without the kid. We was always coming back.”
“And you did- like what five years later. I guess Jinni would have been about ten,” Albert again looked at Elisabeth, “I was at that party. I helped his,” gesturing toward the image of Jinni’s grandfather throw him out. He was high as a kite and threatening to take Jinni away.”
Jinni spoke up for the first time, “I was scared that he could make me go with them.  I wanted to stay with my grandparents. Albert ran out and bought a cake to replace the one my father had smashed in front of my friends.
Albert once again pulled up a picture to substantiate his claim.  A picture of Jinni blowing out the ten candles on her obviously store-bought cake. Jinni and her friends looked a little shaken in the picture and the decorations had been violently torn down by her enraged Father. Albert was telling a fantastic version of Jinni’s history. He was cognizant of Elisabeth watching him searching through the pictures that represented the major milestones of Jinni’s life. Continuing his narrative, “The police were called, but you had already left the area by the time law enforcement arrived.” Sitting back in his seat with his arms crossed in contempt, “and here you are again- six years later. You missed her birthday. Heavy traffic?”
“You can just shut your mouth Albert,” Jinni’s Father’s face was red with anger. “Just because you were there and we weren’t don’t mean we don’t love her. We had business to attend to. I had to visit some old friends. Keep a promise I made to an elderly family friend to help her move. Her couch was one of those heavy leather things. Weighed a ton. After that I needed to pay my respects to a high school friend who had just lost his mother to cancer. I think…” He looked at the ceiling trying to recall something, “oh yeah, she had pancreatic cancer for… what? It was at least five years. Then I went to the store to pick up some dinner and found a hotel for Jinni’s mother and me to stay in. By the time I finished all of that, it was too late to be visiting my mother. She always went to bed early.”
“That’s quite a list of errands,” Elisabeth stated, not believing a word of it.  He couldn’t remember his daughter’s birthday party but could clearly remember the rest of the day. She would place money on the fact that he couldn’t recall what he did yesterday, last week, or last month.
Albert was amazed at how easy it was to manipulate Jinni’s drug-addicted parents.  The father had agreed he was always part of Jinni’s life.  The Mother’s was hyper focused on deconstructing and constructing a pen. She undoubtable needed another fix. Albert leaned back and crossed his arms, “Ahhh… yes, business. I think you forgot to mention the two court ordered rehabs you skipped out of? Or the outstanding warrants you have for shoplifting and distribution and possession of controlled substances?” Albert leaned forward in his chair, “Look, I personally don’t care.  You broke your mother and your daughter’s heart with ‘the things you do’.  I have no interest in any of the possessions or holding of your mother. I am only keeping my word to take care of Jinni and keep her safe.” Taking another folder from his briefcase and handing it to Elisabeth, “Jinni’s Grandmother left everything to Jinni- not her son.”
 The folder contained the will that Albert had found discarded at the grandmother’s house after the funeral. It was the only legitimate piece of evidence he had produced that morning.  After copying and making slight modifications to the signatures of the will, Albert had pasted them on to the custody papers he had previously presented.  He was encouraged that Elisabeth had made quick visual comparisons of the signatures on all the documents presented. She was just as observant and clever as he suspected she would be. He was sure she would notice that the signature was a match- almost- but not quite an exact match.  
Jinni’s Father’s temper flared, and he stood up and pounded the table, “Now you look here. Jinni called us to help her and left messages about her grandmother. Jinni is our daughter. We share blood. Families kept together should be the most important thing. She is my… err.. our daughter,” Ginnis father attempted to hug his wife in a show of solidarity, “You’re just a con artist and a thief…”
“I called,” Jinni interrupted, “just to let you know what was going on. Albert came as soon as I called to help with the situation. I…” Jinni’s eyes began to fill with real tears, “didn’t know what to do. I was scared and I just wanted my grandmother to get better and come home. I don’t’ want any of this,” Jinni waved her arm at one and everything in the room.” She covered her eyes with her hands. Why did her parents have to come back? 
Elisabeth put her arm protectively around Jinni. “I understand. It’s going to be alright.”  She held the frightened and frustrated fifteen-year-old for a moment. Although Albert’s story seemed on the surface to be legitimate, something seemed a bit off. Maybe- because it was just a little too perfect. She had never once heard Jinni’s Grandmother even mention Albert. She had always been worried about what would happen to Jinni if anything ever happened to her. The custody document looked and read as legitimate, but she had questioned the signatures.  They may have been copy and pasted, but there were just enough discrepancies in the signatures to not totally discount them. This story fits. But... It's almost too complete: Every document exists. Every answer is ready. Every photograph appears exactly when needed. Every timeline makes sense. Nobody was this prepared. Then she watches Albert comfort Jinni. He had taken care of all of the burial business. There is a genuine concern. He did, however, use the family euphemism for drug addiction. Nonetheless, this account of Jinni’s life felt like a well-crafted presentation- just a gut feeling, but her gut was rarely wrong.  Now she's conflicted. Is he a conscientious guardian? Or the most meticulous con artist she's ever met?
Due to the NI pandemic, State Social workers were granted the legal dictate to ‘do what needed to be done’ to ensure the safety of their cases.  Her decision would be binding until courts reopened and the judges reviewed her decisions.
“I need to speak to Jinni alone. Mr. Kettle can you please sit with the family? Elisabeth guided Jinni out of the room.  “I will have Officer Jersey come in and join you.”
Albert, Jinni’s parents and Mr. Kettle sat silently. Jinni’s Mother continued to assemble and disassemble the click pen. No one even attempted small talk.  Albert could tell Jinni favored her mother’s beauty.  The drugs had withered and destroyed much of her good looks.  Although Jinni’s parents were approximately the same age as Albert, they looked to be at least twenty years older.






  
  Chapter 2


Energy is affected by conscious and unconscious intentions
Sage and Ari met up with Aaron in the hallway by their lockers. His sense of relief was short lived and dissipated when he didn’t see Jinni with them.
"Hey," Aaron greeted Sage and Ari. "So where’s Jinni?"
"She has her meeting with the social worker this morning. Her and Albert were going straight to the meeting," Sage explained.
"Albert had all the required paperwork in order," Ari reassured. "Everything should be fine."
Aaron looked down the hallway leading toward the main office. Every adult that rounded the corner caused his heart to jump for just a second before reality settled back in. No Albert. No Jinni. "I keep expecting them to walk around that corner," he admitted quietly.
Sage leaned against the locker beside him. "Me too."
Aaron sighed and shoved his hands into his pockets. "This waiting thing sucks."
Ari nodded knowingly. "Albert says waiting is usually harder than fighting."
Aaron looked over. "Really? Why?"
"Because when you're fighting, at least you're doing something. Waiting makes you feel helpless."
Aaron frowned. "I just hate knowing that I can’t help. There is nothing I can do."
For a few moments none of them spoke.
Students laughed farther down the hallway. Lockers slammed shut. Someone yelled goodbye to a friend they planned on seeing over break, as though this were just another ordinary last day of school. Nothing about today felt ordinary. 
Aaron finally broke the silence, "Jinni’s Mom and Dad are here. I saw them walking toward the school. I almost didn’t recognize them. The... things they do... really wrecked them." He shook his head. "I don't know if Albert can stop them from taking her."
Ari answered with far more confidence than he actually felt, "Albert is smart, and he knows the system. He won't let Jinni down." Then after a pause he added, "Besides… I have this feeling that she'll be sitting with us before today is over.
Aaron managed a small smile, "I hope you're right."
"Hey, ready for our last day of school?" Emma asked as she approached her friends. Her T-shirt displayed a square containing the element Um complete with an atomic number and atomic mass. Beneath it, in bold letters, it proudly proclaimed: THE ELEMENT OF CONFUSION
Sage laughed immediately. "Ununennium. Element one hundred twenty-one."
Emma pointed dramatically, "See? This is why we're friends."
"I like your interpretation better," Sage admitted.
Emma grinned. "My chemistry teacher would disagree."
Aaron tilted his head while pretending to study the shirt. "So... if confusion is element 121... does that make my math homework radioactive?"
Emma didn't even hesitate. "No. Just toxic."
Ari chuckled. "I still don't understand half of what you two say."
Emma looked horrified. "You don't know imaginary chemistry?"
"I barely know real chemistry." Ari admitted.
Aaron nodded sympathetically. "I spent half the class hoping Emma wouldn’t ask questions."
Emma gasped dramatically. "I ask excellent questions."
"You ask questions that create more homework." Aaron explained.
"They create understanding." Emma countered good naturedly.
"They create worksheets." Aaron laughed.
Even Sage laughed.
For just a few moments, Jinni's meeting, NI, and Quinn all slipped into the background. Sometimes laughter wasn't pretending things were okay. Sometimes it was simply giving your heart permission to rest for a minute.
Emma finally looked around. "I wonder how long Jinni's meeting will last."
The smiles disappeared almost as quickly as they had arrived.
  “I brought an extra bag just in case anyone needed one. Should we clean her locker out for her or wait?” Emma asked.
“Let’s wait. She’ll find us if she finishes her meeting before school closes,” Aaron answered.  “I guess we should head down to the assembly. It looks like our winter break is about to get a whole lot longer. Upside- no state tests and no finals!”
Emma mocked, “Didn’t anyone ever tell you that tests are only given so that teachers can assess how well we understand the material and assist them in their future lesson planning?”
“Yeah, and that’s why the grade is on my report card and not theirs,” Aaron scoffed.  “How about we grade them as a parting gift to the teachers?! The end of the world ought to at least allow us to ‘give’ back to them.”
“Most of our teachers this year are decent,” Emma shrugged. “OK, Mrs. Perkins?”
“A” Sage and Ari declared simultaneously.
“A- or B+,” Aaron announced. “She knows her stuff, books aren’t bad but lacks a passion for her work.” He was obviously going to be the harshest grader.
“Social Studies… hmm…,” Aaron answered, “A-/B+. His tests are hard… although he does tell stories from history that make it more interesting.”
“Agreed. A solid A-“Emma said. “He definitely tests on the smallest details.”
“A,” Sage decided.
Ari quickly reflected back on the class, “I thought his class was interesting. Haven’t had to take a test yet.” He shrugged his shoulders, “I’ll defer to your expertise on that,” gesturing toward Aaron. “A-.”  
“Mrs. Franks,” Emma asked looking at Sage. Emma was very curious how Sage would rate her. She was, after all, clearly a new and inexperienced teacher.   “B+ with room for improvement. She knows her curriculum but needs more practice with instructions. I would give her extra credit for standing up to Welkburn and caring about her students.”
“B-,” Aaron graded. “She gives too much homework, and I can’t hear her when she speaks.”
“B,” Ari decided.
“Mr. Singer? Sage asked.
“Easy A,” Aaron announced. “Definitely brings up the grade point average.”
“Agreed,” Emma said.
“It’s a nice break in the day,” Sage agreed.
“Not the best sounding chorus, but everyone seems to enjoy it,” Ari added.
Aaron smirked at Ari, as he asked the next question, “Mr. Krammer?”
“Oh no. B- needs improvement,” Ari laughed. “Clearly, he is not willing to open his mind to new ideas and accept a student’s ambitions.”
“OK, special healer,” Aaron laughed. “You have to admit. It sounds funny outside of your CommUnity. We have doctors and nurses, although, obviously, a special healer is more effective.”
“You forgot the gems and stones part,” Ari shook his head. Aaron could be very funny.
“MVP teacher this year?” Aaron asked the group trying to think about something besides NI and Jinni’s DCF meeting.
“MVP?” Ari questioned. Not sure how to respond to the question.
“Most Valuable Player,” Emma laughed. “Which teacher do you think was the best this year?” She didn’t even have to think about it. “Mr. Miller. Science is my thing and he’s a really good teacher.”
“His tests are rough,” Aaron assessed. “But he allows test correction,” Aaron conceded. “So, he’s not out to get you.”
“I did enjoy his class and he was very knowledgeable,” Sage added. “He was very aware of the student’s needs.”
“His impromptu review of NI was very helpful,” Ari agreed.
“Mr. Singer’s last class was pretty cool,” Aaron advanced, after reviewing the last days of classes. “A whole period of our music- I always appreciate a free 100.”
“Sure beats singing songs in Latin or African lyrics,” Emma agreed, “I mean, how do we know what we are singing? I prefer to know what I am endorsing or condemning!”
“Right?” Aaron agreed. “We could be singing an ancient curse on us- for all we know.”
Emma shrugged. "Okay... Mr. Miller?"
"A," Sage answered immediately.
"A," Ari agreed.
Aaron scratched his chin thoughtfully. "Spoken like true science geeks. A minus."
Three heads turned toward him. "What?"
 "An A-minus?" Emma questioned. "Why?"
"He knows his stuff. He explains things well. He just..." Aaron searched for the words. "...looks worn out all the time."
Emma nodded. "He does."
"I don't blame him," Sage added. "Can you imagine teaching thirty students every period?"
Aaron laughed. "I wouldn't teach us."
Emma smiled.   "Remember when Mikey accidentally caught his notebook on fire?"
Aaron immediately corrected her. "The notebook didn't accidentally catch on fire. Mikey accidentally tried to light the Bunsen burner with a paper towel."
Ari blinked. "Someone actually did that?"
"Oh yes." Emma laughed. “The whole class panicked."
"But not Mr. Miller,." Aaron nodded. "He just calmly grabbed the extinguisher, put it out, opened the windows..."
"...and somehow continued teaching like setting school supplies on fire was just another Tuesday," Emma finished.
Sage smiled. "Albert says the best leaders don't make everyone calmer because they never panic."
"They make everyone calmer because they know what to do when they do." Ari added.
Aaron laughed. "I think Albert could survive literally anything."
Ari smiled. "I think that's because he expects almost anything."
Different topic, “Hear anything from the hospital?” Aaron asks Emma.
“No,” she answered miserably. “We honestly didn’t believe we would,” She added bitterly. “Once you are admitted with NI… it’s like you no longer exist”
Ari looked down at the floor. His throat tightened. "Last night..." The words refused to come.
Sage
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