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Chapter 1


Mondays were good days for Emma. Her alarm went off at precisely 5:30 AM. She opened her eyes and enjoyed the early morning light beginning to flow into her room through her window. She knew that she had only a few minutes to enjoy the peace before her day started.

Her shade spread different colors on her floor and walls. Her window was open a little, and she could hear the sounds of her neighborhood as it awoke for the day. She heard the loud noise of Mr. Lands starting his motorcycle and heading out of his driveway, and the sound of a couple of children from up the street talking as they walked by, heading for the school bus stop.

Finally, she had to make her move. She sat up and slid her feet from underneath the covers onto the floor, stood immediately, and began dressing. Her routine had started. She wasn’t the kind of person to do things slowly; when there was a task to be done, now was the right time to do it. It only took a few minutes to put on her comfortable school clothes, and she glanced at her desk to make sure that her homework was laid out and ready to be packed for school. Of course, it was, and when she finished dressing, she took the notebook and written assignments and put them in her backpack neatly and in order for her day’s classes.

She smiled, thinking about the day in front of her, and turned to head out of her sunny room. It was time to get her brother Willie going; her Mother, Marjorie, was already at work, and it was up to her to get her little brother up and ready for his school bus pickup.

Emma walked down the hallway and pounded on his door a couple of times, “Hey, sleepyhead, get up; it’s time to get going.”

All she heard was a moan, but she knew that her little brother would be up and moving quickly. She turned and took her time walking down the stairs. Something was gnawing at her. Part of her demanded a decision on what she was going to study in college. There was a hole in her that needed to be filled, and it wouldn’t be satisfied until she decided. The emotional part of her could feel that the decision wasn’t far away. 

Now it was time for her to fix breakfast for them. Cracking the eggs for herself and making a bowl of cereal for Willie was a time for her to think about her day. It took only a few moments to check through her text messages. There wasn’t much, just the typical banter between her friends. 

There was nothing exciting in the messages, so her thoughts reverted to her pending school day. She wasn’t excited about school, but she was eager to get to school and take her science test. There was something about science that interested her, although her math class was the one she really enjoyed. She did very well in all the courses and enjoyed imagining and thinking about what the teacher was saying. Today was just another opportunity for her to show enthusiasm and to do well on a test.

She heard the rapid footsteps of Willie coming down the stairs, and as he entered the kitchen, he yelled, “Hey, have you seen my backpack?”

“It’s by the back door where you left it last night,” Emma said, realizing that she sounded like her Mother.

“You better sit down and eat some breakfast, or I’ll whack you beside the head,” she said as she stood in front of her brother, waiting for him to get his backpack.

“I want to hang out with my friends before school,” responded Willie.

“Sit down and eat your breakfast,” Emma said with her hands on her hips.

Grudgingly, Willie turned and sat down at the center island and, in quick succession, shoveled five spoons of cereal into his mouth, “There I ate.”

“Okay, now swallow it,” said Emma.

Willie growled at her a little, then chewed up the cereal in his mouth and swallowed. “There, I’m done. I’m going to school,” he yelled. He was up, grabbed his backpack, and was out the back door before Emma could say anything.

“Whatever,” sighed Emma; she put her hands on her hips again. Some battles are worth fighting, and some battles you just hope to have a draw.

Emma glanced at her watch, and it was time for her to get going. She finished the scrambled eggs that she had made and fired off a quick text message to her boyfriend, Ethan. She was able to text and walk, pausing only for a second to grab her backpack, which she carried down from her bedroom. She headed out the door, making sure that it was locked behind her. She was always on time; in fact, she was probably a few minutes early, but that’s the way she was. Being late drove her crazy, and she swore that it would never become a habit.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Pain can occur in many forms. It can be physical. A broken leg or sprained ankle can hurt a great deal. Pain can also occur in other ways, and it can be almost as debilitating.

“Ethan, if you don’t get up and get ready for school, I’ll come in there and drag you out of bed,” his Mother yelled from the hallway as she walked by.

Mornings were the other kind of pain. Mornings were horrible, particularly Monday Mornings. The light invaded his room and pierced his eyes. Regardless of how many blankets he had over his head, he could feel the sunlight trying to get to him. In a way, it felt like it was taunting him. It was there, waiting for him.

Slowly, he crawled out of the deep hole where he was sleeping. Each time his Mother yelled, he tried to climb up, but he felt like he was climbing three feet up and sliding five feet back.

“Ethan, this is the last warning. If you don’t get moving, I’m coming in there and dragging you out of bed; I really mean it.”

Finally, the threat of his mom entering ‘his room’ provided the additional incentive for him to climb out of the deep sleep that was holding him down. After all, this room was his room. The potential of his Mother violating his space was too much.

Slowly, Ethan pulled the covers down a little, and the intrusion of the morning light attacked his one exposed eye. It hurt, and he closed it immediately. He fought off the agony and pulled the covers down, so his entire face was exposed. Then he knew that he had to take the plunge and open both eyes.

“Ow,” was all he could moan for the brief instant that both eyes were open.

I can avoid the pain; I’ll just get up and get dressed without opening my eyes. No problem, he thought.

Ethan woke up a little, and now he had a challenge. A game that he could win. Could he find some clothes and get dressed without opening his eyes?

He sat up, swung his feet from under the blankets, and touched the floor. The curtain on his room’s window was closed, so the light had only one ray into his room. Still, he fought the brightness, hoping it didn’t have the strength to pull his eyelids open. But he felt the intrusion.

I can do this, he thought. Where are the clothes I had on yesterday? They should be right here next to the bed on the floor. Ethan moved his foot around on the floor a little, and SUCCESS.

Okay, there are my pants and my shirt next to them.

“Ethan, get going. I want you to eat something before you leave, and Emma should be here in a few minutes,” his Mother yelled up to him.

The realization that Emma would be there soon was enough to shift Ethan into high gear.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Emma climbed into her car. Her car wasn’t much, but it was hers. Two summers working for her Dad paid for it. It started quickly, and she took the time to make sure that its Bluetooth was picking up the music on her cell phone. Once the music started, and she sent a short note to Ethan, she could leave and head off to Ethan’s house to pick him up before school.

It was only about 5 minutes from her house to his. The music was good, the weather was good, and the drive was good. Not much went through her mind except enjoying the new day.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

“I’m almost ready,” Ethan yelled towards his closed bedroom door.

Now, if I can find my socks, he moved his foot in circles until he found one under his dresser. He picked it up with his toes and quickly put it on.

Okay, I’m making progress. This isn't so hard, he thought.

Ethan moved his other foot in expanding circles, trying to find his other sock. The sound of his phone vibrating on his dresser broke his concentration.

It might be Emma, he thought. No sense in opening my eyes; I’ll just feel around and find it. 

His hand reached out and felt something cold and sticky, and he realized that it was a piece of pizza that he had snuck out of the kitchen last night after his Mother had gone to bed. The vibration continued, and he moved the cold pizza to the side and continued the search for the phone. Finally, his hand found the phone under a piece of clothing.

If I open one eye a little, it won’t be cheating, he thought.

He cracked one eye open, and the light was there. He blinked a couple of times and tried to focus on the screen. He entered his secret code to unlock the phone and scanned the messages. His friends had been busy; there were fourteen messages. With one eye, he found the message from the only person that mattered, Emma.

Ethan opened the message that came a few minutes ago and saw “BRT 4”.

“Oh shit,” he mumbled, “she’s probably in the driveway.”

Both eyes popped open, and he grabbed another sock that he saw at the end of the bed, buried in the pile of blankets. He slipped his foot into it and slid both feet into his pair of $250 Jordan tennis shoes that he worked weekends to buy.

He barely had time to pull his shirt over his head, grab his backpack by the door, and realize that it was empty. He glanced around the room and saw a couple of random books and some papers. Quickly, he stuffed them all into the backpack and exploded out of his room. As he passed the door, he made sure to slam it so that it was closed and locked. After all, he didn’t want anyone to go into his room while he was at school, particularly his Mother.

He turned, and giant running steps brought him to the head of the stairs. The stairs were no problem; he could cover all twelve of them in 3-4 steps.

At the bottom of the stairs, he turned the corner into the living room. A few more steps and a quick jink around the corner of the dining room table, and he was passing through the kitchen when his Mother yelled, “Don’t forget your breakfast.”

“No time,” he yelled back and threw open the kitchen door.

Emma’s mind cleared as she saw Ethan’s driveway. As she pulled into his driveway, he was coming out of his house. Ethan was great. Emma loved being around him, although he was a little shy.

The second Ethan saw Emma’s car turning into the driveway, he slowed down and tried to act casual. He threw his backpack over his shoulder, acting like he had been standing there all along.

Emma waved, and he avoided waving back. He wanted to, but it was something that wasn’t done.

Ethan’s Mother opened the side door and yelled, “Ethan, your breakfast!” For a second, Emma thought about the eggs that she had, and maybe tomorrow she’d put cheese on them.

Here was Ethan; Emma was coming up the driveway, and his Mother was standing at the kitchen door with his breakfast. Maybe if he ignored her, she’d go back into the house and leave him alone. He paid no attention to his Mother as he walked towards Emma’s car.

Emma remembered trying to get her little brother to eat and pointed to Ethan’s Mother.

“Your lunch,” Emma yelled through her window, pointing at Ethan’s Mother through the front window.

 Ethan felt like screaming, but he knew that wouldn’t solve anything. His Mother was embarrassing him, and his girlfriend wasn’t helping any. Ethan released a frustrated breath, and he turned and walked towards his Mother. Her arm was out, and she was holding a brown paper bag with the top neatly folded down. Ethan didn’t look at her; he just grabbed the bag. He wanted to shove it in his pants pocket, but the bag wouldn’t fit, so he crumpled it and forced it into his backpack.

I’ve got to find a way to get a car; then I can leave when I want to, he thought.

Without a word to thank his Mother, he picked up the pace and jogged to the passenger side of Emma’s car. He pulled it open and swung in. Just as he was closing the door, his Mother yelled, “Don’t forget your seatbelt.”

Emma started to think about her upcoming science test as Ethan was climbing into the car. She heard his Mother remind him to wear his seatbelt.

To his relief, his Mother had already gone into the house, and she wasn’t there to wave goodbye.

“Hi,” Emma said as he pulled the door closed.

“Hi,” Ethan responded, “Good, she isn’t mad at me,” he thought.

Emma could see that Ethan was getting into another one of his quiet moods.

“Seatbelt?” Emma asked.

With some painful reluctance, Ethan pulled the belt from the door jamb and put it on.

“What’s the matter with you?” Emma asked.

“I need a car,” he responded.

Here we go again, Emma thought. “You know you could get a job this summer and save up for one.” Emma knew that working over the summer was not high on his list. She enjoyed her summer job and seemed a little confused about why he wouldn’t find something to do.

“Ya, sure.”

Why was getting a job so hard? Emma thought.

What a crappy choice, have fun all summer, or work for a car? Ethan thought.

Ethan’s house had a big tree in the front yard, and backing out of the driveway took all of Emma’s attention. A couple of times, cars were coming down the street, and she had to make sure there weren’t any. She didn’t like to back up. Some of her friends were able to use their mirrors, but that didn’t seem to work for her. It was uncomfortable to turn around, but she didn't worry about not seeing clearly when she backed into the busy street.

There were a few moments of silence as she backed the car out of the driveway. Ethan took the opportunity to look at her while she backed out. He liked what he saw. Her long brown hair was in a tight ponytail that trailed behind her head and bounced as she moved. 

Emma put the car in gear and pulled away. “Are you ready for the Science Test today?” she asked.

“Nope, didn’t study at all,” Ethan said with a hint of pride in his voice. “How about you?”

“A little,” she responded, although she knew that she didn’t need to. The information in the class and what she read just seemed to stick in her mind. She never really studied, but that wasn’t something she was going to share with anybody. Studying and enjoying it was something that wasn’t shared with her friends.

“Tom’s parents are out of town again Saturday; you want to check it out?” Ethan asked. He tried to act uninterested, but asking Emma out was always a little awkward. Asking her to ‘check it out’ was less of a commitment than asking for a date. They had been going together for two months, and it was different. In the past, the girls were just girls, and they didn’t occupy all his thoughts as Emma did. Still, it was difficult to ask her out; what if she is busy, he thought.

“Sure, sounds like fun,” was Emma’s quick answer. Every time Ethan asked her out, something funny happened. Her heart fluttered a little, and she had to work a little harder to answer; the answer always seemed to stick in her throat. There was something about him. The last one of Tom’s parties was okay, but Emma was a little uncomfortable about them.

“You’re awfully quiet; what’s up?” Emma asked as she turned onto the main street.

“I need a car,” was Ethan’s curt reply.

“You already said that. Don’t you like riding with me?” Emma immediately regretted saying that, as it made her sound a little desperate. She enjoyed picking him up and having him ride with her. Maybe he doesn’t want to ride with me, she thought.

Ethan panicked a little; he didn’t mean to imply that he didn’t like riding with Emma; it was just…it was just that he needed a car.

“I just need a car,” was the only response he could express. Anything more than that wouldn’t come out correctly.

Ouch, Emma thought. I'd better not mention cars anymore.

It seemed that Ethan slouched more in his seat. Emma knew to leave him alone until he came out of his funk later.

Ethan would have to think about getting a job. Most of his friends had jobs lined up, but they were lucky. They had connections. Either they knew someone, or their fathers had arranged it. Ethan wasn’t so fortunate. He hadn’t seen his father in six months, and he knew that he wouldn’t help.

Suddenly, Ethan found himself in a bad mood, and he didn’t feel like talking anymore. The words just didn’t want to come. Being around Emma always seemed to do that to him. They could talk about class and teachers and friends, but when it came to talking about themselves or their relationship, the words weren’t there. She probably thinks I’m a freak, he thought.

I better be quiet, Emma thought. Wow, another party at Tom’s, and his parents aren’t there. Should I tell my parents? Emma bounced around in her thoughts. I’m glad Ethan asked me. I love being with him, at least when he’s in a good mood.

  The drive to school was quiet, perhaps too quiet. Emma enjoyed it when Ethan talked to her, but he always seemed quiet early in the day.

Ethan felt his grumpy mood backing down a little. There was a group of kids walking on the other side of the street, and when he turned his head to check them out, Ethan tried to act nonchalant and look at Emma. He acted like he was looking through the window, when in fact, he was looking at her. Her brown hair was cool. It looked like it had a life of its own sometimes. She was about the same height as Ethan, and he liked that. He liked to look her in the eye when he could. That told him a lot about her. For some reason, he just liked to look at her. He tried not to think about the party last weekend where he saw her in a bikini. She had a nice body, but never showed it. Today she was wearing one of her brother’s shirts and a baggy pair of pants. We should go to more pool parties this summer, he thought.

 It was a short drive from Ethan’s house to the school. He looked through the window, imagining the car that he was going to get. How nice it would be to pick Emma up and watch everyone’s envious looks as he pulled into the school parking lot.

Emma turned the last corner towards the school and saw Janet Simes walking. There wasn’t any doubt that it was her. She was the only one that Emma knew who would wear such brightly colored clothes. Who is she with? Emma thought to herself. As they passed by, Emma got a glimpse of Adrian Opum, the new guy. What happened to Wayne? She thought.

The sidewalks on both sides of the street had many students making their way to the campus. Most of the walkers were the lower class, those who didn’t have cars. But there were some of the older kids also. They were the ones who wanted to meet their friends on neutral turf. They were also the ones who wanted everyone to see them.

The car in front of Emma’s car was Todd Boynton, driving his new car. It wasn’t new, but he acted like it was. All Ethan could do was glare at him.

As Ethan forced himself not to look at Todd’s car, he saw Chari walking to school. He hadn’t seen her in a while. She used to be part of his group of friends, and he always wanted to date her, but he never dared to ask her out. She was walking with one of her new friends. In a way, Ethan missed her, but she seemed happy.

There was a large group of lower classmen on Emma’s left, and she noticed Cary in the middle. That’s one way to feel popular, Emma thought.

The car jerked a little, and Ethan was forced to focus again on Todd’s car in front. Just another reminder that Todd had a car, and Ethan didn’t.

As they approached the school, the traffic got heavier as the others were maneuvering to get into the lot. The challenge, of course, was to find a parking place and not be late for the first bell. Each of the drivers entering the lot knew that hesitation meant they wouldn’t find a place to park.

They pulled into the school parking lot, and it was chaotic. The cars were all maneuvering trying to find parking places. It seemed like they were all late and cutting each other off. Emma saw a slot on the end of one of the rows, and there was a junky car heading towards it.

Emma had a small car that was perfect to fit into the odd places. That one near the end of one of the rows was usually the last to be taken. Her car seemed to fit perfectly. She gunned the gas a little and turned in with a little chirp from her tires.

“Nice move,” Ethan commented as he grabbed his backpack from between his legs and climbed out. That was one of those vulnerable times, and Ethan had to keep his eyes out for trouble. There were always a couple of guys that it was best to avoid.

He saw two of his friends, Ron and Tony, by the building, but he couldn’t get their attention. So, he turned to meet up with Emma.

Emma opened the door behind her and grabbed her bag, and they met beside the car.

Cary was passing by, with her loud boys surrounding her. Then she saw Janet giggle as she jumped onto the grass, and Emma wondered if she and the new boy were going together.

Ethan grabbed Emma’s hand, and he liked the feel. Every time that he touched her, his heart jumped a beat. It seemed that social custom within their group of friends was that they walked together and held hands. It was a point of making it clear that they were a couple.

There wasn’t anything said between them as they walked. They looked around, checking out who was around them, where their friends were, and if there was anyone they needed to avoid.

Ethan was afraid that he would run into TD, who had borrowed some money from Ethan last week and would likely ask to borrow more. Or worse, there was Devon, who always seemed to give him a hard time. Ethan was walking funny, acting weird, or looking dumb. Ethan could always expect Devon to point out something. They were in the same class in the first period, so it was best to avoid him until at least then.

Emma was afraid that one of ‘those girls’ would walk by and give her ‘the look.’ Either they didn’t like her boyfriend, or wanted her boyfriend, or didn’t like the clothes that she was wearing, or they wanted to show off something they were wearing. In any case, it was best to avoid them.

They were lucky, and there wasn’t anyone who would give either of them a hard time.

Emma and Ethan finished the walk across the lawn in front of the school and turned to walk past the office and admin on their way to their first class when Tom yelled, “Guys, hold up.”

He caught them in a few steps, and Tom’s girl-of-the-week Julie was behind him, trying to balance the heavy backpack and stack of books. For a second, Emma wondered if Julie was also carrying Tom’s books.

“You guys coming over Saturday? Should be a great time, no parents, they’re off on another trip somewhere.”

“Who else is coming?” Emma asked.

“Just the main group, you guys, us, and my best friends. Plenty of beer and fun stuff.”

Emma caught the words fun stuff, and panic hit her. That kind of fun was not on her list. She just hoped that she and Ethan could avoid that like they did the last time.

Having beer at the party wasn’t much of an issue. Emma wasn’t a heavy drinker; she had had her share, but no parents, beer, and fun stuff made her a little nervous.

“We’ll be there. What time?” Ethan chimed in before Emma could say anything.

“Anytime, going to be a late night,” Tom threw out as he turned and headed in another direction, with Julie trying to keep up with him.

Emma was a little uneasy. This was the second of Tom’s famous parties that Ethan was taking her to. He had only a couple of years, just when his parents were gone. She and Ethan had drunk some beer, on their own, and even a little at his last party. They tended to go on for a long time and be a little too loud. Too much party, too much beer, too many kids, and no parents weren’t a good combination. This was the first time he admitted to having fun stuff at one of his parties, which only added to her worries.

“Emma, his parties get wild; we’ll have a good time,” Ethan assured her. Not because he was confident in what he said, but by saying it, he felt comfortable with the situation.

“I know, it’s okay,” Emma said, sounding like she was okay with it, but she wasn’t.

Ethan felt caught in a tight spot. He needed to accept the invitation because it was Tom who was asking. He also knew that he was committing Emma to go with him.

The last party they went to was a preview of what to expect. Emma and Ethan went to a movie and got to the party late. They had a curfew, so they could stretch their arrival time home only so far. Which meant they could stay at Tom’s party only a little while.

In that short time, they saw all they needed to. Regardless, when Tom had a party, and he invited you, you had to go. 

Neither of them was eager to attend Tom’s party, but it was one of the laws of social acceptance.

“We'd better get going; we’re late,” she said as she turned and headed to their first class.

Emma was already a couple of steps away before Ethan realized what was happening. 

Is he mad at me because I wasn’t happy about Tom’s party? Beer, parents, maybe other stuff, if I tell my parents, they won’t let me go, but I want to go, Emma thought.

Did I say something wrong, Ethan thought?

The bell rang, and the typical crowd was in front of Mrs. G’s class. Not too much pushing and shoving, but a certain amount of ambivalent jockeying trying to get through the door. The trick was to get through the door, but don’t act like you want to get through the door.

Carl was standing in front of Mrs. G’s class. I hope he doesn’t ask me out again - not in front of Ethan. Emma thought. She pushed her way through the stragglers and headed for her seat.

Ethan had just caught up with Emma, and she seemed not to notice him. What’s up with her? he thought as he followed her into class.

Emma slid into her seat, which was in the center aisle and two rows back. Julie and Tom sat next to each other in the front row. As Julie sat down, a couple of books fell onto the floor. Tom was too busy checking everyone out and didn’t bother to help her pick them up. Julie put one of them on his desk, and Emma realized that she was carrying his books. No girls should be doing that, she thought.

Emma was anxious for the others to quiet down so that class could start. The noise behind her was always such a distraction. She was looking forward to talking about the material she read last night.

Ethan moved to his seat in the back row. It was too bad that Mrs. G. made them sit by their last names, or else he would sit next to Emma. To his dismay, Devon was already in the seat next to his. Judging from his look, he was already checking out Ethan, trying to find some reason to pick on him. Picking on Ethan seemed to be the jerk’s only source of entertainment.

“Hey Ethan, how ya doing?” was Devon’s sarcastic greeting.

“Great,” was all that Ethan could come up with, hoping to end the conversation.

“Okay, everyone in your seats,” yelled Mrs. G. at the head of the class. “When you’re seated, I’ll pass out the quizzes. You’ll have 30 minutes to finish them, and then we’ll discuss the readings you had last night.”

Emma thought about the reading assignment. Fermi’s Paradox was very interesting. It touched on many subjects that excited her. She suspected that there must be aliens out there. After all, there were so many stars and galaxies, and there was no reason they weren’t there. That was why the question that Fermi asked was so intriguing.

As Mrs. G. started to pass the quizzes down each of the rows, Emma watched Mrs. G. move along the front desks in each row. She was anxious to see the quiz. There were so many thoughts bursting through her mind. She wanted to get them down on paper.

I hope the questions are interesting, she thought.

When Mrs. G. got to Emma’s row and the stack was passed back to her, Emma took the top quiz. She was already reading the questions as she passed the remainder to Jerry, who was sitting behind her.

Ethan crossed his legs to get comfortable, and he heard Devon laugh.

“Who dressed you this morning?”

“What are you talking about?” Ethan snapped back at him.

“I like your socks, real cute.”

Ethan glanced down at his socks, and there was a funny feeling in the pit of his stomach. He was wearing one blue checkered sock and a white sock. How the …? He thought. Then he remembered his little test this morning, getting dressed with his eyes closed. This is going to be a miserable day, he thought. Devon and his gang aren’t going to give me a moment’s peace.

“Go pound sand,” Ethan said to Devon just as the quiz was reaching his desk.

“Remember, 30 minutes, then we’ll discuss the reading you had last night,” added Mrs. G.

Emma dove into the first question, “If there are aliens, why haven’t we seen the evidence?” Emma was excited but overwhelmed; her answer was too long, too complicated. How could she shorten it?

“Reading last night,” Ethan heard. What reading? he thought, oh, that story about some guy named Fermi and something about a para socks?”

Ethan looked at the first question, “If there are aliens, why haven’t we seen the evidence?”

Crap, he thought.

The quiz frustrated Emma. Each of the questions opened up too much information for her to condense. She had so much to say and too little space or time to say it. She found herself taking way too much time on the first question, and she had to force herself to move faster and get through the quiz.

Ethan was able to put something down for each of the questions. He knew they weren’t great answers. He was just hoping for okay but would accept marginal. As Ethan went through the quiz, there were little pieces of information that he remembered from the discussions. He smiled, suspecting that he had a talent for taking a tiny bit of information and making it sound great. Although, he had to accept that most of the time, his efforts to ‘fill the space’ didn’t get the good grades.

“Okay, everyone, times up. Pass your quizzes to the front,” announced Mrs. G.

“Hey, Ethan. Did you spell your name right,” Devon whispered?

Ethan knew that the only chance he had was to ignore him. The only time that he took a swing at the jerk, his buddies were there to help, and it didn’t end well.

After the short quiz, Mrs. G’s lecture began, “Henrico Fermi was one of the creators of the atomic bomb. He was having a casual conversation during lunch in 1950 with fellow physicists. The men discussed UFOs and the possibility of faster-than-light travel. Then Fermi allegedly asked, ‘But where is everybody?’”

“The point that he was making was if there is intelligent life in the Universe, why haven’t we seen some indications? Shouldn’t we have seen satellites or radio transmissions?

“That’s what last night's reading was about, the Paradox of Intelligence Life, or commonly called Fermi’s Paradox.

“Who read the assignment?” Mrs. G. asked, pretty much knowing the answer.

A couple of hands went up, and the typical ones just looked around, at their books or each other.

Ethan noticed that Emma’s hand was up. He knew that she had read the assignment, and in a way, he was proud of her.

“Emma, give me an example of one of Fermi’s Paradoxes,” Mrs. G. asked.

Emma lowered her hand, smiled, and said, “I think there are aliens out there; we just haven’t found them yet. There are too many suns and Galaxies. We’ve been studying how dangerous space is. I think we may have had aliens, but maybe they were wiped out by a solar flare or asteroid or something.” Emma knew that she had answered the question, but she had so much more to say. She was a little frustrated that she couldn’t get all her thoughts out fast enough.

“Good suggestion. Are there any other natural phenomena in space that could wipe out a planet?” Mrs. G. asked.

Again, silence. Mrs. G. looked around and realized that the answers weren’t coming, so she answered her own question.

“Remember, GRBs? Does anyone remember what those are?” Mrs. G. looked around the room and diverted her eyes.

Emma raised her hand again as Mrs. G. looked around the room.

“Tom, what’s a GRB?”

Tom squirmed a little but decided that putting something out was better than looking like an idiot. “Is that a new band?”

A muted wave of laughter swept the room, and Tom looked around, enjoying the joke and seeking acknowledgment of his brilliance from a couple of friends before the room quieted. He then responded in a muted tone so he would stay out of trouble but not tarnish his image, “Wasn’t that a Gamma-Ray Burst or something?”

Emma had a lot to say and was frustrated that Tom was so flippant with his answer. Emma then looked at Julie, and the look on her face was something else. She looked like she was hearing from her hero. I have to talk to her, Emma decided.

“Yes, Tom. A GRB occurs when a star collapses and releases huge amounts of energy. What will happen if that discharge of energy hits a planet or solar system?”

Tom responded with some sarcasm, “It will cook them.”

The classroom had another wave of sarcasm and minor comments.

“Yes, Tom. You’re correct; it will cook them. The good news is, they’re rare, and we don’t see any suns in our vicinity that might…cook us, as you say.” Again, there were some uneasy chuckles and comments.

“Okay, anyone else? What other reasons might there be for us to miss intelligent life?”

One of the guys in the back, a couple of seats to Ethan’s right, mumbled in a creepy voice, “Maybe, they’re already here.”

More laughter and names were called out for who might be likely aliens.

“Okay, quiet down. That’s one of the paradoxes. How many of you think that aliens are already here?” Mrs. G. asked.

Emma raised her hand again, and Mrs. G. looked beyond her to the back of the class.

Emma was a little disappointed that Mrs. G.  didn’t call on her.

A couple of the boys raised their hands high to make a point. Others were tentative and partially raised their hands to see who else agreed or disagreed with them.

More laughter and names are called out for those who might be likely aliens.

Emma was losing some of her enthusiasm, but she raised her hand again as more derogatory comments floated around the room.

“Okay, calm down. If there were aliens already here, how could we tell?”

Emma’s frustration was growing. There was so much to talk about and consider. She wished that Mrs. G. would call on her all the time.

The students looked at each other, attempting to respond. Then the odd girl, in the front row, raised her hand.

“Pammy, what do you think?”

“Mrs. G., I don’t think we have green aliens, but if they’re that smart, they might be able to hide pretty well. I’ve been reading some great Sci-Fi stories about how they are here and manipulating us.”

Mrs. G. smiled and decided to move on before the discussion went down that dark hole.

“Anyone else, why haven’t we seen evidence of intelligent life?”

Another one of the sarcastic boys hissed, “Zooo.”

For a second, Emma was shocked. She knew of the concept, but what a horrible thought. Meeting aliens should be exciting and rewarding, not something like that.

The chatter and voices rose in the classroom. Mrs. G. noticed that it seemed to split into two groups: those who were making fun of the prospect that Earth was some kind of zoo, and those who were made a little uncomfortable with the concept.

“Who wants to explain the zoo concept?”

This was Ethan’s chance to chime in. He remembered hearing a story from a friend describing a book. He raised his hand, and Mrs. G. called upon him.

Emma was wrestling with the concept when she heard Ethan’s name called.

“Ethan, tell us about the zoo theory.”

Immediately, Emma wanted to hear Ethan’s answer. So, she turned to listen to all of it.

Ethan was a little hesitant as some of the students turned around and looked at him. He saw that Emma was one of them. That put additional pressure on him. He squirmed a little, then started.

“Aliens are all around us, and they are watching. They protect us, so we don’t know they’re here, and maybe they take some of us and put us in zoos on their planet.”

Yuck, Emma thought.

“Maybe you escaped from an alien zoo,” the jerk whispered to Ethan.

Mrs. G. let the discussion go for a bit, as long as they didn’t get out of control. Then she wanted to close out the subject.

“That’s it. There are many logical reasons why we might not find evidence of intelligent life. There are also logical arguments about why intelligent life should be somewhere out there. But before we go on, there was one interesting part of the reading. Does anyone remember the Youngness Paradox?”

It was clear that most of them didn’t make it that far into the reading, or the complex argument went over their heads.

“Let me simplify the concept. Physicists argue that there might be an infinite number of universes. In each one, there is only one form of intelligent life. In that case, we might be it,” Mrs. G. said with some emphasis.

Immediately, Emma was overwhelmed with the enormity of the concept. That possibility was almost too much to grasp. Still, the potential was enormous yet disappointing. 

The room quieted, as that was a huge concept to swallow. Then the discussion ended with a quick comment from the back row, “That’s assuming that we’re intelligent life.”

Emma daydreamed through the remainder of the class. The subject was interesting, but her mind was so far ahead of the discussion in the class.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Finally, the class ended, and the bell brought Emma back to reality. She glanced at Julie as she scampered to get all the books back into her backpack. Tom didn’t pay much attention to her but found the time to laugh and joke with a couple of guys as they left the room. Julie finally got everything organized and tried to catch up with him.

I’ve got to talk to her. Emma committed.

Ethan was not happy. The quiz didn’t go well.

Emma turned, looking for Ethan. They had the chance to walk together to her next class. The class’s discussion was still weighing on her mind. There was so much to think about and so much to say.

Ethan could tell that she had something on her mind. He knew to let her talk when she was ready. Besides, he was moving fast to make sure Devon and his buddies didn’t catch up and give him more grief.

“Do you think there are aliens out there?” Emma asked, without missing a beat and not paying much attention to Ethan.

“I wonder if we’re the only intelligent life in the Universe. It doesn’t seem to make sense that we’re alone, but where are they?” She asked again with little response from Ethan.

“What Mrs. G is saying about Fermi’s Paradox is interesting. Some of the paradoxes make a lot of sense; some of them make me wonder.

“What do you think about when you look up at the stars?” Emma asked.

“Not too much. There are too many of them,” Ethan responded, wanting to get on to something that didn’t need a lot of thought.

“Too many of them is the understatement; there are Billions and Billions of them. We just see the stars in our Galaxy, but there are also Billions of other Galaxies that we can’t see.”

“Whatever,” Ethan said as he was getting a little bored with the subject.

To Emma, that was the worst answer. She fumed a little, then luckily for Ethan, they reached her next class. Ethan squeezed her hand, and she turned and walked in without saying anything. Ethan was too worried about Devon, who he saw, turning a corner ahead of him, to notice Emma’s quick departure.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

The rest of the day dragged on, one class after another. Ethan dragged his books from one to the other. At least he used the time to think about Emma. She was something. Ethan wanted to be with her all the time. She smelled good, she looked good, and he felt excited every time he saw her. But telling her how he felt wasn’t how he did things. He didn’t know what to say, so saying nothing seemed the right thing to do.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

The other classes for Emma went pretty much the same. Each excited Emma in their own way; she enjoyed learning, and each subject gave her more opportunities. Before she knew it, it was lunchtime. She grabbed her backpack and headed for the open area between buildings. 

As she walked, she hoped to see Julie. Emma knew that what Julie did might not be any of her business, but she felt that she should say something. Julie used to be one of her best friends. She lived just down the street from Emma’s house, and they played together a lot growing up. Since High School, they had grown apart, but Emma was concerned enough to say something.

“Hey Jules, hold up,” Emma yelled as she saw her friend.

Her friend turned and had a brief look of confusion on her face. She smiled, waved, and waited for Emma to catch up to her.

“Jules, how’s it going?” Emma asked.

At first, she was a little hesitant in her answer, then she responded. “Okay, why are you asking?”

“Just curious. I was thinking, we haven’t talked much lately.”

“Nope, we haven’t.”

“We really should get together sometime. Maybe you could drop by, and we could hang out and do some homework together.”

“I guess so,” Julie responded a little hesitantly.

Emma stopped and looked at her friend.

“We used to be close. I know that we haven’t spent much time together since our Freshman year, but I’d like to change that. I miss our times together.”

“So do I, Emma, but we have different friends now. You’re too busy with Ethan.”

“Julie, that’s sort of why I wanted to talk to you. I see that you’ve been spending a lot of time with Tom.”

Julie was quiet but listening.

“I like you, but I think he’s treating you like crap.”

Immediately, Julie was a little defensive.

“I don’t think that he’s good for you. You deserve better.”

“Better? Like Ethan?”

For a second, that statement caught Emma off guard. Then she reacted, “Yes. Ethan is a good guy; he treats me with respect.”

Emma immediately sensed that she had hit a chord with Julie. Then she responded, “He treats me okay. Besides, I like being around him. He’s fun, and everyone likes him.”

“Still, I think you deserve a boyfriend who likes being with you.”

“Who said that he is my boyfriend?” Julie snapped back. “Emma, please leave me alone. I’ll hang around with anyone that I like. See you around.” Then Julie turned and walked away.

Wow, that went well, Emma thought to herself. Emma stood for a moment, then decided it was time to find Ethan. He was usually easy to find.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Lunch was a quiet time. Ethan’s free period was just before lunchtime, and he had the option of taking his free period outside and having his lunch. During his free time, he never did any homework. He usually took a nap on one of the picnic tables while he waited for Emma to break for her lunch.

This time he lay on the bench and let the breezes blow through his hair. He thought about the last party that Tom had. It was a typical party; some groups came with beer, and they passed it around freely, regardless of age. Of course, there were other couples who found dark places to be by themselves. There was a little smoking, but they kept to themselves on the back patio. Ethan wasn’t into either the booze or the drugs. There seemed to be something alien about putting stuff in his body to make him feel good; it didn’t make any sense. He enjoyed his beer as much as the other guy, but getting drunk wasn’t his thing.

Regardless, what was special about the party was that he and Emma were able to get away from the house and be by themselves. Often, finding a place to be together was a challenge. Friends were everywhere, but with a little ingenuity, they usually found a way. At Tom’s last party, they were able to take a blanket off the couch and spread it out in the backyard. Their friends wanted to party, and walking around the yard wasn’t exciting.
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