

  

    

      

    

  




		

			Synopsis


			The story of three teens, members of the first generation to come of age after the United States splits into two countries, continues.


			 


			When tragedy strikes Judith Braverman in the God Fearing States, Dani Fine is determined to leave the safety of home in the United Progressive Regions and once again sneak across the border to join Judith and the new Minyan of Resistance. She’s also eager to find out if the attraction she and Judith shared during their first meeting is still between them. 


			 


			Impatient for some visible act of defiance, Jeffrey Schwartz is worried that the Minyan is more focused on prayer than on actual resistance. But when the GFS president, running in a close re-election campaign against a self-proclaimed “Christian white supremacist,” vows to step up the government’s actions against the country’s Jews, the Minyan makes its move.


			 


			Nothing that’s come before can prepare Judith, Dani and Jeffrey for the challenges they now face as their futures appear more and more uncertain.


			The Border Crosser is the second book in the highly praised Split Series.
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			“In America, time was supposed to be a straight line 
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The Split


			After decades of increasing polarization, the United States of America became ungovernable and split itself into two nations. Each state joined one of the new countries—the God Fearing States of America (GFS), a majority white Christian conservative nation; and the United Progressive Regions of America (UPR), a majority non-white, liberal nation. 


			 


			All except Ohio, which was divided in two.


			









Chapter One


			 Judith


			South Ohio, God Fearing States


			“I thought weddings were supposed to be joyous,” my friend Isaac Leventhal mumbles quietly as he walks by me at the reception. 


			“Not this one,” I respond as I look around at the synagogue’s social hall crowded with round tables of ten, each filled with most of the important people of our Orthodox Jewish community smiling and enjoying their time at the wedding of two of the most evil people in existence—Yetta Freundlich, my classmate at Kushner Academy for Girls, and Simeon Rausch, the son of our turncoat city councilman, who supports every horrible new action of our government designed to isolate and confine the Jews of Cincinnati.


			Isaac doubles back and whispers in my ear. “Lots of bad souls?” He’s referring to my gift of being able to see souls, or neshamot1, of some but not all people. 


			What was once a secret known only to a few is now common knowledge among the network of Minyans2 of Resistance, independent communities of prayer and action that have sprung up throughout the God Fearing States.


			“More than I can usually see in one place,” I tell him. “I’ve spent most of the time looking down or to the side.” 


			The oozing green stuff inside those blackened souls of Yetta and Simeon standing under the chuppah3 is making me feel like my stomach is leaping up into my throat and is about to be expelled through my mouth. At one point when I looked at some members of their families and saw the same thing, I stopped making eye contact with anyone. 


			Well, except for thirteen-year-old Naomi Blau, one of the only members of our First Minyan of Resistance to attend this wedding of the hateful couple, Yetta and Simeon. But every time I try to get a fix on Naomi’s neshamah, I see something unusual. The first time I looked, which was during a meeting of our minyan, her soul shimmered like fading fireworks, similar to other good souls. But lately I see instead a dark gray wall, the color of a slate roof, with a faint light behind it. Today, the light seems only slightly brighter but still hidden behind the gray. 


			Focusing on the mystery of Naomi’s soul, normally an inscrutable puzzle that would frustrate me, has instead been a welcome diversion. It would have been much easier to get through this horrible wedding if Hannah Goldwyn and Jeffrey Schwartz, my two best friends, were here to distract me with their snarky remarks. But Hannah’s family declined the invitation, using their weekly commitment to volunteer at a soup kitchen as a convenient excuse, since none of them wanted to attend; and Jeffrey’s family, who campaigned for Simeon’s father’s opponent in the city council election, wasn’t invited. Had he been here, I could easily imagine Jeffrey shaking his head every time the look on my face registered disgust from seeing another evil soul.


			“SJ,” he’d say, using his nickname for me, Super Jew, a sarcastic reference to the fact that I use my art as a means to express my devotion to Judaism, “you need to stop looking at these people. Why not stare at Hannah or Isaac or me—though I know I’m not much to look at.” I’ve decided the reason Jeffrey belittles himself is because he likely thinks it hurts less than when someone else does it. As his close friend, this habit of his is as frustrating to me as his teasing about the fact that I am so devoted to my faith that I use the craft of papercutting to create art that celebrates Jewish holidays, symbols, and scenes from the Torah4. 


			I can see him sitting at a table, his plate piled high with food, complaining that the meat is too overcooked as he shovels another forkful into his mouth.


			Hannah would grab me by the arm and lead me to the ladies’ room where she would check to make sure we are alone and then spend the next few minutes on an angry tear about Yetta, Simeon, and their families, calling them Jewish traitors who’ve aligned themselves with an evil government, an attitude shared by only a few in our community.


			“They’re kapos5, Judith, plain and simple,” she’d say. “Can’t you just see them leading us all into cattle cars and beating those of us who refuse?” Then, without missing a beat, she’d soften and get this dreamy look on her face, her eyes half-lidded, hands on her chest, fingers interlaced. “Isn’t Isaac amazing? So intelligent and sensitive. I had to stop myself from running into his arms when we arrived. I’m so glad we can be physically close in our real minyan.” 


			Both Hannah and I have broken through the no-touch boundary our community imposes on people of the opposite sex outside their immediate families. But Hannah’s shows of affection with Isaac have a romantic purpose that is lacking between Jeffrey and me. Ours is more like brother and sister, though on more of an equal footing than when I hug my little brother, Morty.


			Feeling alone at this wedding without my friends, I am relegated to sitting next to my mother for the ceremony, enduring her endless sighs of happiness at seeing two members of our Orthodox Jewish community joined together, and grimacing at her whispered comments that it won’t be long before I’ll be the one standing under a chuppah. It’s not difficult to guess who she imagines me with since most of the adults here already assume I’ll be marrying Jeffrey. Out of necessity, he and I have agreed to neither confirm nor deny these assumptions. But in reality, nothing could be further from the truth.


			It’s just too dangerous to let anyone outside our minyan know that Jeffrey is gay and that I am…I don’t really know. Still figuring it out, is the best I can lay claim to. Though it’s been months since my first and only kiss, which was with another girl, I still have no idea about anything more. I mean, how much does that kiss even count when it only happened because a mysterious force greater than both of us pushed us together? I admit that once we did kiss, I just wanted to stay close to her with our arms wrapped around each other and her soft lips pressing on mine. Plus, there was that warmth that radiated throughout every cell of my body when her soul with its many shades of blue appeared to me, a feeling that returns whenever I think about her, and once again I yearn for that closeness.


			According to Dvorah Kuriel, a member of our minyan who has the gift of prophesy like her famous father, this girl, Dani Fine, is my bashert, my chosen one. And while I know it isn’t wise to disbelieve Dvorah, I wonder how meaningful this pronouncement can be. After all, Dani lives over the border in North Ohio, a state in the United Progressive Regions, which while only one hundred miles away, may as well be one hundred thousand. We’ve only met that one time when we kissed and since then we’ve exchanged short, secret messages through codes embedded in my papercuts and in the holograms she emails that are hidden behind a set of secret keystrokes.


			I wonder if all over the world there are people who live separated from their basherts by oceans and borders, who will never know the kind of intense connection I felt with Dani for those precious few moments when we met.


			Now, once again seated next to my mother at the wedding reception, my jumpy stomach hasn’t quieted since I took that first and only look at the bride and groom. I stare down at the plate a waiter has placed in front of me. It’s a fleishig wedding with meat entree choices of chicken, brisket, or prime rib. The Freundlichs have pulled out all the stops, determined to show that their precious daughter, the dreaded Yetta, who has always used her posse of followers to exclude people like me and Hannah who are deemed inferior, is worthy enough to join the Rausch family. 


			I excuse myself from the table, still unable to eat and wanting to avoid my mother’s inevitable questions. I’m sure if Jeffrey had been here, he would have gladly eaten my dinner in addition to his own. That boy can certainly put away whatever food is placed in front of him, though he prefers what we call milchig or dairy meals over courses of beef and chicken that are served at fleishig dinners like this one.


			It’s when I begin to wander around the social hall trying not to look too conspicuous and avoiding coming face-to-face with the evil souls that I run into Isaac, and he quickly shares his opinion about this dismal wedding. Like me, he doesn’t want to be here, but we are still young enough at seventeen to have to go with our parents to these types of events.


			After our short exchange, Isaac rushes past me and I turn to follow, figuring that tagging along after him is preferable to having to listen to my mother heap praise on the Rausch family.


			I follow Isaac out of the social hall where the reception is in full swing, with a klezmer band playing some kind of mournful tune very fitting to the occasion. I’m hoping he’s not on his way to the men’s room, which would just be embarrassing with me on his heels. But instead, he turns a corner and heads up the stairway to the first floor of the synagogue. When I hesitate at the bottom of the stairs and look up at his receding figure, I’m surprised that he motions for me to follow, an arm waving me forward. Up until that moment, I had no idea he knew I was there.


			At the top of the first landing, he turns and whispers, “I need a witness,” then heads to the right to continue his ascent. I follow quickly, wondering just what it is he wants me to see.


			When I get to the first floor, I spot him entering the corridor that leads to the rabbi’s study. He must be going to see his father. But why in the middle of this wedding?


			Sure enough, he enters the study, closing the dark wooden door with its frosted glass window, the words Rabbi Yehuda Leventhal etched in gold.


			Immediately I hear raised voices and can recognize the rabbi’s deep baritone and the high-pitched wail of his wife. Isaac’s voice occupies the middle ground, more measured with an emotional emphasis that helps me decipher some of his words.


			“My decision is final,” I hear him say. “I am not attending that seminary.”


			The Rebbetzin6 is practically screeching, “It’s that girl, that Hannah Goldwyn! All this started when you took up with her.”


			Isaac’s calm voice doesn’t allow me to hear his exact words, but I know he is defending Hannah.


			“So just what do you intend to do when you graduate this year? Become a bum like that Solly Herschel you admire so much?” That’s the raised voice of the rabbi talking about Solly, a member of our minyan, who ran for city council against Simeon’s father.


			I know Isaac has been pushed beyond his limit. First they attack Hannah and now Solly, the man who’s taught Isaac to defend himself so he doesn’t wind up beaten to a pulp again by the red-hatted God Fearing Boys, a gang responsible for dozens of attacks against Jews and who always escape punishment by the police.


			“I’d be only too proud to wind up like Solly who fights for justice,” he shouts, his tone defiant. “And, if she’ll have me, Hannah and I will have a wedding that will be a true celebration, not like this travesty downstairs.”


			The Rebbetzin is sobbing. I hear a loud bam and wonder if the Rabbi is going to start throwing books at Isaac. Instead, he bellows so that I can hear every word.


			“Get out! Get out. You are no son of mine. From today, you get nothing more from me. Leave my house, leave my shul7. I have other sons who listen.”


			My body tightens and there’s a lump in my throat at the finality of those words. My hands are shaking.


			There’s another bam, and again I don’t know which of them is expressing their anger. I just hope no one is getting hurt, especially since Isaac now has the ability to knock his father to the floor.


			“Gladly,” shouts Isaac over his mother’s keening. “You are no holy man to me. I’ll be gone by sundown.”


			With that, the door swings wide open with a force that slams it against the wall. I do my best not to be seen by the two people who remain in the study. Isaac rushes into the hallway, his body bent forward, his hands tightly fisted. When the door closes, I run down to catch up and find him in an empty Hebrew School classroom, seated at the teacher’s desk, elbows on the wooden surface, head in his hands. I hear him sniffling and see his head bobbing up and down. He is crying softly.


			I go to him and whisper his name, my hand lightly on his shoulder. In the next moment he is standing and folds himself into me, his head buried between my shoulder and neck. He’s clutching me, sobbing. 


			It is the first time we’ve touched, but this is no occasion to worry about tradition or ancient rabbinic proscriptions. I hold him just like I’ve held Jeffrey when he told me he was gay and then later confessed the abuse he’d suffered at the hands of Simeon Rausch.


			After a few minutes, Isaac gently pulls away.


			“Thanks Judith,” he says. “For…” and he gestures toward the hallway, “for all of this.”


			“I’m glad I could be here for you, especially since Hannah and Jeffrey couldn’t.”


			He nods and is silent while I hand him some tissues I’ve pulled from a box on the teacher’s desk. I wait while he puts himself together, unsure if he wants to talk about what just happened in his father’s study or if he isn’t ready to deal with it. I remember that right after kissing Dani, I was unable to speak about it for weeks despite Jeffrey’s constant prodding.


			Isaac adjusts his posture so he’s standing straight and resolute, his chin tilted up, tears gone from his cheeks, which are still a light shade of pink.


			“I need to go get my things and figure out where I can live.”


			“I can come with you and help.”


			“No, Judith, I’ve asked enough of you already. I’ll be okay.” He breathes in audibly and sighs. “This showdown with my parents has been a long time coming. Figures it would finally happen during this day when so much evil is present in the synagogue.”


			I nod. “You’re sure?”


			His hand is on my forearm, “Yes, you’re a good friend, Judith, a valuable comrade in our resistance. Just, when you get a chance, let Hannah and Jeffrey know and tell them I’ll be in touch soon when I have a plan.”


			A few minutes later I find myself once again seated next to my mother. Her eyes closed and her head shaking, she tells me, “They took your plate away, Judith. But they’re setting up the dessert buffet, so at least you can eat a little something.”


			I nod silently, just to satisfy her. There’s no hunger that could make me eat a crumb from this wedding of evil.


			









Chapter Two


			

			Jeffrey


			South Ohio, God Fearing States


			“SJ we really need to find a new clubhouse,” I tell her. “This place gives me the creeps.”


			Judith insists on holding our secret get-togethers in this dilapidated shed behind the mikvah8. It’s a place she and Hannah discovered a while ago when they would steal away to look at all the photos Hannah was collecting of antisemitic graffiti spray-painted around our neighborhood. Over these past few months as violence against Jews increased and groups like the God Fearing Boys felt they could attack us and leave their messages of hate without worrying that the police would come after them, Hannah’s collection of photos grew quite a bit. But still, I’ve never understood why she even bothers. How are all these pictures of hate going to be useful to any of us? Not that my opinion matters to someone as stubborn and determined as Hannah Goldwyn. She’s resolved that we must have a record, or an archive as she calls it.


			“For posterity,” she said in that slightly condescending tone she regularly uses with me. My response is always to roll my eyes and make some snarky retort like “You mean, if none of us survive, right?”


			Three of the four of us sit, crowded among dusty boxes and discolored PVC pipes, long forgotten mikvah supplies. Although Judith assures me that no one ever comes here, it is still too close to the women’s ritual bath for my comfort.


			But there are more important things to worry about this evening, now that Judith has told us about poor Isaac being thrown out of his parents’ house.


			In this tiny place, Hannah has found a few square feet of floor that barely accommodate her nervous, angry pacing. Her arms are folded over her chest and her head is bent forward. Her light brown wavy hair hangs down covering the sides of her face. Her normally penetrating hazel eyes are almost closed. Her mouth, usually a bit open as if she’s about to lecture you about something, is shut tight into a straight line. She stomps and then whips around when she reaches the limits of forward motion.


			“They’ve never appreciated him the way we do,” she exclaims. “He is a million times the rabbi his father is!”


			Stomp, stomp, stomp, whip around, stomp.


			“Hannah please sit down, you’re making me dizzy,” says Judith.


			To my amazement Hannah obliges and sits on the box next to Judith, still with arms folded and her body leaning forward, ready for another round of pacing at the least provocation.


			“They could never love him like we do,” she whispers, and I can see her blinking away tears.


			“Love, huh?” I ask, wondering if she and Isaac have already made those declarations.


			Hannah glares back at me. “Don’t you also?”


			I worry that this is more of an accusation than a question. Luckily, as always, Judith comes to my rescue, which is a good thing since Hannah’s question has left me mute.


			“We all love him, Han,” she says and inches over so their shoulders touch.


			My body sags with relief. No one except Judith can know that I also love Isaac, though unlike Hannah, my brand of love is most definitely unrequited. That isn’t to say he doesn’t regard me as a close friend, perhaps his closest. But that still leaves a chasm of feeling between us, and I work hard every day to become more accepting of that chasm.


			Later that night I sit in my little attic room with the small black iBrain affixed to the side of my head, right above my ear. Another marvel of its engineering is that it never pulls on my hair. We can’t get these tiny computers in the GFS. The only reason I have one is because when I met my UPR pen pal Dani Fine after she ran across the border for a brief visit a few months ago, she gave me her iBrain, hoping I could get it to work so we could communicate more easily than through Judith’s papercuts and emails with hidden holograms. Now that we’ve been able to reverse engineer the device and use a 3D printer to make more of them, our minyan is able to communicate with other groups across the country who oppose the government.


			I turn on my iBrain by speaking to it by name. “Fredy, please let me know when connectivity opens.” 


			My device is named for Fredy Hirsch, one of the gay Jewish heroes that the all-knowing Dvorah Kuriel has introduced me to. The real Fredy lived during the Shoah9 and did his best to care for children imprisoned under inhumane conditions in Theresienstadt and Auschwitz. And during those horrible times, much worse than now, he lived openly as a gay man, even taking a male lover in the camps and never caring who knew. If I could ever be even one percent as brave as him, I’d be forever grateful to Hashem10. 


			My primary iBrain group is our so-called Minyan of Resistance, the first of many minyans that came together across the GFS to figure out how to stop the government’s growing restrictions against the country’s Jews. Not that we’ve done much resisting these last few months. Lots of praying for sure and lots of commiserating and a little bit of plotting. I don’t know. I’m not on the governing council or whatever it’s called. I leave the big decisions, the life-and-death stuff, to Hannah, Solly, Binyamin Fine (the brother of Dani, my pen pal in North Ohio), and the clairvoyant Dvorah. 


			To be fair, the minyan has made a few strides. Judith, for example, is now not only an artist for the resistance—her posters are all over town, even beyond our enclosed area—but she has also been enlisted as a document forger. That’s how we are all able to travel outside the two-mile perimeter around our neighborhood imposed on us by the government. Signed permits magically appear that have enabled Solly, Hannah, and even Dvorah to leave what we now all refer to as our God Fearing Ghetto and, under cover of darkness, affix Judith’s art in places where we think our messages will be appreciated. 


			Binyamin’s knowledge of the University campus, where he used to teach until the Jewish Studies Department was eliminated, has enabled our team to make sure that when students wake up for their morning classes, they are greeted by one of Judith’s finest works of art. It’s the image of a bull’s-eye with our little village in the interior circle in the shape of the Star of David. The next circle out marks the two-mile boundary and then beyond that is a collection of guns, cannons, and tanks in the outer circle pointed right at us. The words Don’t Be Fooled By the Lies are above the bull’s-eye, with We Know What’s In Store at the bottom.


			My iBrain vibrates against my head notifying me that it’s eight p.m., the start of the second daily hour of connectivity.


			“Fredy, connect me to my group.”


			“I’m okay, Arc, I promise,” is the first thing I hear. It’s Isaac. He’s using the fake names we’ve created for iBrain communication. Solly calls them our noms de guerre. A little dramatic for my taste. In addition to our real names and the names we’ve given our iBrains, I now have to keep track of the fact that Judith is Chagall, Hannah is Arc (for Joan of Arc, more drama), Solly is Dayan, our chief engineer Meyer Lipsky is Einstein (I gave him that one), and Binyamin is Heschel. I can’t remember Dvorah’s so I hope someone refers to her during our conversation. 


			I am Chef, named for my love of cuisine. It was Isaac’s idea and I accepted it, especially after Judith thought I should be called Dish, because I always have a dish in my hand piled high with food. Or so she claims. When I rejected that, she offered up Kugel, which made Hannah break into hysterics.


			“No and no,” I told them, which is when Isaac gave me his magnetic smile and said, “What about Chef?”


			The most curious name is thirteen-year-old Naomi’s, Binyamin’s niece and the daughter of the beloved departed Rivka Blau, our first casualty, victim of a planted bomb. May her memory be a blessing. Naomi insists on calling herself Nixy and refuses to tell any of us why. Whatever.


			“Where are you?” I interject to Isaac, cutting off whatever Hannah was going to say in response to his assurance that he’s okay.


			“Oh, Chef,” he says. I warm to the affection coming through in his voice, hoping I’m not imagining it. “I’m staying with Dayan. It’s a bit cramped, but his couch folds out and is quite comfortable.”


			“That’s not a permanent solution.” Hannah. Not pleased.


			“It’s gotta be for now. He’s even been nice enough to set up some empty drawers and shelves for my stuff.”


			“But all your books,” responds Hannah, sounding like she’s on the verge of tears.


			“I have them.” Dvorah. “I wish I could have taken you in, Reb, I really do.”


			Yes, Isaac is our Reb, a name he adores since it connotes both Rabbi and Rebel. 


			“You can’t compromise your reputation for neutrality,” says Solly, the resolute tone in his voice signaling the end of this part of the conversation.


			Normally Dvorah would have been the natural choice for Isaac’s relocation. Since the death of her father, the Great Rabbi Yakov Kuriel, Dvorah has an entire house to herself, with enough room to accommodate Isaac and all his belongings. She was the first option I thought of when I heard the news of his break from his parents, telling Judith and Hannah how fitting it would be for Isaac to inherit the mantle of one of the most respected spiritual leaders of our community. 


			Isaac leads our minyans and has even begun to compose a liturgy for all the other minyans like ours that are springing up around the GFS. He may not be going to his father’s beloved seminary, but, ordained or not, there’s no way that Isaac Leventhal will be anything other than a rabbi. Our Rebel Rebbe.


			But of course, Solly is right. Dvorah must maintain her façade as the revered and departed rabbi’s daughter, the long-suffering widow who leads a Torah study class for adult women among whom is Judith’s mother.


			“You must remain untouchable,” I’ve heard Solly tell her, “uninvolved in any of this as far as they know.”


			So for the duration of our senior year at Kushner Academy for Boys, due to begin in a few weeks, Isaac will remain on Solly’s couch.


			Binyamin has just let us know that he’s going to leave our meeting to connect with Queen Olivia of the Gullah Geechee nation on the islands off the coast of South Carolina. After the United States split in two, most non-white communities settled in the United Progressive Regions. The Gullah Geechee, though, refused to leave their ancestral islands and remain one of the few Black communities in the GFS. We are allied with Queen Olivia’s people, who have also been confined to live in a small area, forbidden to visit the mainland. But before Binyamin signs off, we are all interrupted by a crackling sound and then a loud pop.


			Fear and dread fill my chest. My heartbeat quickens and my breathing becomes labored. They’ve finally tracked us down and now we will all be arrested and sent who knows where. But as I continue to expound to myself on this worst-case scenario, a female voice breaks through, with a “Hoooot, hoot, buenos noches comrades.”


			“Owl?” asks Binyamin. “Is that you?”


			“Si, hermano.”


			Owl is Dani’s friend Julia, the tech genius, who figured out how to let us use the iBrains in the GFS. Even though we’ve only had two hours of connectivity a day, it’s two more than we ever had before. Now she’s figured out a way to talk to us using iBrains, something we haven’t been able to do before. This will make communication so much easier.


			Binyamin is laughing, likely in relief. “Baruch Hashem11. But how? How did you…?” He trails off. “Oh never mind, I wouldn’t understand anyway.”


			“I would, Owl.” Einstein, of course.


			“Ah, Senor Einstein. One day I will explain, but I only have a little time and this is a trial run just to make sure this is feasible and to check in on you.”


			“This is Reb. All is well with us, Owl.” 


			“Not all.” Of course, Hannah.


			“Just a few bumps in the road,” counters Isaac. “Nothing too serious.”


			I hear Hannah breathe out in exasperation. Clearly she thinks Isaac’s banishment is much more than a mere bump in the road. I’m of a different school of thought; that away from his father’s influence, Isaac is now free to chart his own course, one much more meaningful and important than Rabbi Leventhal’s.


			“Chagall, are you there?”


			“Yes, Owl.”


			“Abby Cadabra says hello. I will make sure she can be here very soon.”


			“Thank you.” Judith’s voice is soft and sweet. It’s that tone she uses when she talks about Dani, who is apparently using the name of the hologram character who carries her messages to us.


			Binyamin’s voice is urgent. “Please, Owl,” he begs, clearly anxious to connect with his sister.


			“Can you tell Abby hello from me.” That’s Judith’s lovestruck voice. I suppress a giggle that I know would annoy her. I’ll wait and tease her about it when we’re together.


			









Chapter Three


			Dani


			North Ohio, United Progressive Regions


			It’s no wonder everyone calls these last two terms the Year of Decision. It’s not like we have to figure out the rest of our lives, just make the choice of where to spend the next two years in UPR National Service, a requirement we all have to fulfill after high school. If that’s not enough, we also have to decide what to choose to focus on for our Capstone Project, a graduation requirement that’s viewed as the culmination of our education. No pressure, right?


			For a long time, Julia, one of my closest friends and a member of my school project group, agreed that we’d both sign up for the UPR Security Service. We’re hoping that my visi designs and her tech skills will qualify us for the Intelligence Bureau. Our former project team member, Ibi, who graduated last year, is working at the International Bureau, which I’m sure thrills his mother since she’s set her sights on Ibi becoming the future UPR ambassador to Nigeria, their family’s home country. Ibi told us that so far it’s been a bit dull. He’s in a French class, a language he already knows, and he’s learning all about the governmental structures of countries in Africa, something you can find out just using an iBrain. So for his sake, and for my own, I’m hoping things pick up for him as the year progresses.


			As for my Capstone, I am totally at a loss. I’ve already mastered holograms, video, and still photography. There’s really nothing left for me there, though I guess something multi-media could work. I don’t know. Lately, because I’m thinking about national service, I wonder if I should learn more about encoding and decoding and use that as a topic for my Capstone. I could become a modern-day Alan Turing, the gay guy in England who helped win World War II by breaking the Nazi’s secret code. Something to ponder.


			Aisha, my ex-girlfriend who’s also in my project group, is writing a web series about the Gullah Geechee, from whom she’s descended. She’s spent the last year on a research project, meeting with, of all people, my mother, who wrote her PhD dissertation on the island nation’s climate change mitigation practices. 


			These meetings with Aisha have transformed my mother’s opinion of her from heartbreaking, polyamorous anarchist to burgeoning literary talent who’s on the brink of doing more for the cause of climate change mitigation than any single scientist or engineer. It’s been a fascinating turnaround that would be easier to appreciate if my mother didn’t spend every family dinnertime regaling us with Aisha’s brilliance. It’s not that I don’t agree to a certain extent, but as my GFS pen pal Jeffrey put it in one of his more amusing emails, “What am I, chopped liver?” Of course, in his case, he’d decided that he undoubtedly was.


			To round out my little project group, my trans pal Trey is also undecided about their Capstone. They could easily compose a collection of songs, since they’re a great musician. But they say that idea just doesn’t do it for them.


			I turn back to my course and activity schedule projected in front of me by Kat, my iBrain. There’s enough advanced work on the list to place me right into my second year of college if I decide it’s worth attending after national service. College is different here in the UPR than it was during my parents’ era in the USA. Then, just about everyone wanted to go, though it was so expensive that not everyone could afford it.


			Now, only people who know exactly what they want to get out of it go to college. Future doctors, lawyers, scientists, academics. The rest of us don’t need it. We learn what we need to from courses on the ’net, which are either free or cost very little. People trade lessons. Like I could trade teaching holograms with someone who would teach me code breaking.


			As my father tells it, “College in the USA just sped out of control. People ended up owing hundreds of thousands of dollars, and for what? The ability to spend their late teenage years away from home partying and playing sports with a little learning thrown in? It became more about the college experience itself than about education.” 


			When he gets going on the subject, he always concludes with the final verdict that college “was a bubble that was bound to burst.” I guess The Split that created the UPR and the GFS was kind of the last straw. The creation of a new country enabled us to rethink, well, everything.


			I’m playing with my schedule—adding, deleting, and then re-adding physics—when Kat’s melodious voice in my head announces a communication from Trey, my buddy and lifelong friend. With this newest version of the iBrain, I can message them by thinking the words and they’ll be transmitted, but I’d rather speak aloud.


			“Hey there pal, how are things?”


			“Yo,” they say. “I think I figured out my Capstone.”


			“Well that makes one of us. I’m trying to get excited about code breaking.”


			“Sounds interesting.”


			“Maybe. So you?”


			“Okay, so, you’re the first person I’m telling?”
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