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The Changeling
October 17th, 2020, begins as a day that is indistinguishable from any other. Our elderly neighbor has already finished tending his front lawn, though the grandfather clock in the hall has only just chimed 7 am. We see him poke his head over the hedge and my dad groans. The neighbor lays in wait until my dad leaves for work, and then seizes the opportunity to make a passive aggressive comment about the state of our yard. My mom watches the scene through the sliding glass doors and chuckles. She tosses a muffin at me playfully and starts a pot of tea. She flips on the T.V. and we are thrown abruptly into the middle of breaking news. The reporter is red-faced and frantically stuttering about alien life forms landing undetected on the White House’s private helipad. So far, they have interacted peacefully with white house officials and are being thoroughly interrogated. My mom flips through the other news stations, only to be faced with similarly frazzled reporters and live interviews with government and military personnel, attempting to assuage the fears of the common man.  
~
My mother’s pleasant mood wanes and we sit in stunned silence. The reporter announces that, just to air on the side of caution, school has been called off until further notice, and people are encouraged to confine themselves to the safety of their own homes. Groceries are being delivered by drone. I decide to make the most of my newfound free time by treating myself to a new eBook: “The Ultimate Beginner’s Guide to Crochet”. I raid my mom’s craft room for supplies and then lock myself in my bedroom. I put on some angsty music, I am fourteen, after all, and I lose myself in the repetitive task of crocheting myself a multicolor scarf I will probably never wear.
~
Over the course of the next few weeks, something amazing happens. I finish my scarf and move on to the challenge of weaving matching mittens, but also, the pandemonium begins to subside. The media decides to spin the alien intrusion to appeal to our strong sense of national pride. The aliens decided to land in the great U.S. of A, and why wouldn’t they? This is the greatest country on Earth, after all. The media also reveals that the aliens came here merely to observe our society and culture. They want nothing more than to explore and understand the infinite cosmos, and when your technology is so advanced that traveling to another solar system is just as convenient as driving around the block, there is really nothing to impede such goals. In exchange for the freedom to explore, observe, and catalog samples, the aliens agreed to share their technological advances with our top scientists, giving the U.S. a several hundred-year technological lead on every other country.
I watch, unnerved, as the aliens appear on the television screen for the very first time. From a distance, they look human. They don’t have the pale, translucent skin and giant black eyes that everyone had been picturing. Close ups, however, reveal a few distinct features. They all have slightly too much distance between their eyes, for example, and short, straight noses. I sit, transfixed, because something about these people feels eerily familiar to me. My father’s hand on my shoulder brings me back to the present with a jolt.
“How are those mittens treating you, Blaine?” he asks with a smirk. The scarf was easy, but my mittens are a mess. I forgot the thumb hole on one of them, and the other one is far to big to fit on anyone’s hand. I grunt in response and decide to make them into socks instead. I retreat into my room where my crocheting is safe from scrutiny.
~
My parents show no concern about our visitors. Truthfully, they are VERY concerned, but they are also fabulous actors. I suppose they have had a lot of practice, as they have been lying to me ever since I first started to grasp the English language. How do I know? It is hard to explain. Anytime anyone speaks it is like I hear a second voice, one that reveals the speaker’s true intentions. I guess that’s just intuition. I used to point out to people that they were lying, like when my mom threw out my rubber ducky and told me she had sent it back to the factory to be cleaned. I was four then. When I started school, I began to realize that liars didn’t want you to know they were lying.
For the first few years in school I ran around, a self-appointed angel of justice, and exposed every bold-faced lie and half-truth anyone would dare to utter. I ended up friendless and the victim of many a harmless, but still humiliating, prank. After that, I decided to keep my mouth shut. Unless provoked, of course. In the fourth grade, we got a new student. She went by Jo, had a glass eye, and ratty, unkept hair. I liked her, regardless, because the special thing about Jo was her voice and the second voice always said the same thing. We were fast friends, up until the day she crossed me.
~
At recess, we would always swing together and chitter back and forth on some inane topic. I thought it odd one Thursday when she didn’t show up, even though she had been at lunch like normal just moments before. I could have gone looking for her, hindsight suggests I should have, but I ignored my gut and swung on, alone. After recess, she managed to slip back into the crowd and enter the classroom alongside everyone else. I tried to talk to her and ask her where she went but she ignored me. Once everyone was seated at their desks, an uncomfortable silence crept over the room. Normally when it was quiet like this, one would hear our class pet, a guinea pig named Peanut, chewing or squealing or shuffling around. But he was motionless. I seemed to be the first to notice so I brought it to the teacher’s attention. She shepherded us into the library and left us under the librarian’s watchful eye. Twenty minutes later, she came back and asked me into the hall. I was interrogated. Our class pet had experienced death by chocolate, she searched the backpacks in the cubbies and found the same chocolate in my bag. Recess was my alibi, but I had no one to vouch for me. I mentioned to her that Jo didn’t even show up to recess. Then, it was the three of us in the hall.
“Where were you during recess, Josephine?” our teacher asked.
“I was skipping rope with Maddie and Lisa,” she responded, wide eyed and innocent. “Maybe Blaine just didn’t see me… Actually, I don’t remember seeing her on the swings today.”
“She’s lying!” I blurted out, “She framed me!”
“I didn’t do it,” she insisted, but her second voice, the one it seems only I hear, admitted her guilt. In the end, since the evidence was in my backpack, I took the fall and was expelled for three days. My peers called me Peanut murderer and put dead mice and frogs in my cubby for months. Jo and I haven’t spoken since. 
~
I don’t much like school, but if I crochet another stocking cap I will undoubtedly go insane. My restless pacing only serves to make my parents more anxious. Finally, after a complete month of isolation, the news anchor announces that school would resume the following Monday.
 “Alright honey, I know this whole alien fiasco has been scary for you, but the government gave the go-ahead and it is time for you to go back to school,” my mother said, slowly and cautiously. 
“Sounds good, mom,” I chirp back. It sounded to me like she was expecting some protest, but I am excited to resume school. Maybe some normalcy will help me to forget about the aliens, who are STILL all over the news.
“I was hoping we could go bowling as a family this Saturday, what do you say, Blaine?” Mom says. 
Dad interjects, “But you are encouraged to bring one of your friends along, sport,”
“That’s right, we haven’t met any of your friends from school!” mom coos. I don’t have any friends at school, unless teachers and bus drivers count, but they don’t know this.
“I’ll ask Maddie what she’s doing this weekend,” I say. They smile, pacified for now.
~
Much to my parent’s dismay, Maddie was visiting her grandmother this weekend, just as she is every other time my parents ask me to bring a friend to an event. It feels bad to lie to them, but I’ve pictured the looks on their faces if they found out that I refused to make friends with my peers because I hear their thoughts. It would not be pretty, and I would choose being lonely in school over a mental institution, any day of the week. Also, I genuinely enjoy bowling. My father is taking his turn - he rolls another ball straight into the gutter – when some men with crazy equipment burst through the door. They are all formally dressed, donning sunglasses even though it is evening, and speaking in low whispers amongst themselves. I watch them out of the corner of my eye as I take my turn. Strike! My mom offers to get me an orange soda to celebrate. We approach the concession area, by the doorway where the strange men are still conversing. I take note of their short, straight noses. As I get closer, one of their machine starts whirring and pinging. They fall silent and scan the crowd. One of them locks eyes with me and I hear, clear as day, “Is it you?” though his mouth never moves. I do my best to remain deadpan. I quiet my mind and think about orange soda and how appropriate the name “jellyfish” is for the jellyfish. He turns and continues scanning the crowd. 
We get back to the lane and my dad announces that while we were gone, he took his turn and knocked over three pins, his highest score of the evening. He makes the case that if a strike deserves a soda, three pins should get him some curly fries. They invite me to walk with them back to concessions, but I still feel the eyes of the strange men burning into me. I excuse myself and go to the restroom instead. I splash cold water on my face and lock eyes with myself in the mirror. I’ve never been fond of my reflection, but I resist the urge to look away. My eyes are the slightest bit too far apart… and my nose…
~
 “Blaine Hunt to the principal’s office, please” The intercom sputters then falls silent. All eyes are on me as I shoulder my backpack and walk out. As I approach the office, I peer cautiously through the window. A dozen people in suits, much like the ones from the bowling alley, scurry to and fro. I calm my rising panic and try to use my mind to listen. They are all thinking about me; finding and capturing me without giving themselves away. I ditch my bag and try to bolt, but the front door is locked. I am now being pursued by a well-dressed mob and decide to race to the roof. I knock over trash cans and janitor carts, but nothing seems to slow them down. I vault up the stairs and push open the door, setting off the fire alarm. With no time to catch my breath I sprint to the edge of the roof and leap.
~
Bark burns my hands as I cling to the tree for dear life. I hit the ground and I am running again. I hope my heart holds out until I make it to… darn it where can I go? Not home, that’s for sure. I pull a hard right and head towards the woods and on the other side, the industrial park. I pass by an excavator and the solid forest floor gives way to dark soupy mud. My feet pull out of my pink reeboks and my mind hatches a plan. I leave the shoes and climb up into the excavator. The keys were winking at me from the ignition. With the help of my smartphone and Google, I dig a small pit. I cover the pit with one of those plastic orange safety fences and camouflage it with mud and leaves. Impressed with my own handiwork, I duck into the excavator and wait. 
~
It takes them nearly an hour to find me. They spot the shoes and rush forward, right into my pit. I take a deep breath and pull the lever, releasing the mud and soil I had removed onto my assailants’ heads. I just buried a dozen people alive, but I don’t worry about that now. I am a fugitive. The world around me buzzes with a nervous excitement. I step out into a clearing and my eyes drink in the lights from the next town over on the horizon. I estimate that I could make it there on foot in 3-4 days, but I would have to raid a gas station for supplies—Suddenly I am awash in bright light and I thrash but my body becomes weightless and I know I am caught.
~
 I come to in a place that is dark and warm, like a womb. I try to take a deep breath but there is no air, just some bizarre liquid. I thrash in panic but it seems I am not actually drowning. Moments later the room floods with light and there is a woman talking on a screen.  I use my newfound sense of sight to confirm that I am in fact floating in a clear tube, electrodes meet my flesh in regular intervals. I turn my attention back to the woman. The barrier between us makes her voice distorted and unsettling. 
“Welcome home, Changeling 297. Though it may not seem like it right now, the program you have just completed is extremely beneficial for not only yourself, but our entire society.”
[bookmark: _GoBack]I lose interest as I am struck by the realization that I will never see my family again. Beneficial? Yeah right. This “program” is cruel and unnecessary. The woman drones on about how society on the planet we are now approaching, F67, is a utopia unlike anything I have ever known. For millennia they have been free from crime and sickness, blah blah blah. She says evolution brought them telepathy to end all selfishness. Everything that they do is for the benefit of the collective. I think about how my father would have called this woman a dirty Commie and smile to myself. Her words begin to stick, though. I realize that all the pain I have felt in my life was inflicted upon me by others for being different. The world I am about to enter will not be like that at all. How can one choose to act to the detriment of others when everything, even one’s own mind is transparent?  Giddiness washes over me and I decide to give my new life a chance.
