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Exploratory Statement: Writing this story was challenging for me primarily because I have never really read any science fiction or horror stories, so I had very little idea where to even begin this story. Without any idea of what a good science fiction story is, it was difficult for me to aspire to any standard of writing in my own story. Another challenge I faced was my tendency to think of plot ideas that exceed the page limit of the assignment, a problem that plagued me throughout the writing process of this story.


My greatest fear.

	The words stared back at me on the computer screen and the cursor blinked once, twice, three times. I tried to compose an opening sentence in my head, but my mind was as blank as the white page before me. 

	In English class earlier, my greatest fear had seemed like a good topic for a five-paragraph essay and I had even started brainstorming some ideas: spiders, serial killers, dying in a car crash. It should have been so easy—as everything school-related was. I just needed an idea to run with, just something that would give me another A to nestle in under the other ones on my grade report. As I doodled my ideas on some loose-leaf, Mrs. Bot came down the aisle and peered over my shoulder.

	“Ooh, excellent topic Kaley,” she said, smiling. “I see you’ve also got some good starter ideas here. Nice work.” I looked up and smiled my shiniest smile, tossing my ponytail over my shoulder. I had Mrs. Bot wrapped around my finger. 

	In the desk to my right, I heard a snort of disbelief. Turning slowly, I saw that the noise had come from Molly Bavus, the least popular girl in school. Apparently regretting that she had been heard, she now seemed to be trying to hide from my scowl behind her enormous glasses.

	“Did you want something?” I said icily. Molly shook her head quickly, staring down at her desk. “Then do me a favor and mind your own business,” I hissed, leaning in. The girl wilted in her seat, her lips pulling into a frown over her large front teeth. I was about to turn back to my paper when, to my surprise, Molly seemed to find a hidden confidence inside herself. She suddenly sat up and looked me in the eye.

	“Your greatest fear wouldn’t be any of those things,” she said, a latent anger in her voice. “Your greatest fear would be if people like Mrs. Bot knew what a mean, domineering fake you are.” Taken aback, all I could do was stare at Molly for a few moments, my mouth hanging open; she even seemed a little surprised at herself.  

	“Whatever,” I managed to say, failing to sound as unaffected as I wanted. I quickly flipped my hair over my shoulder, reached in my pocket for my phone, and pretended to text under my desk so Molly wouldn’t decide to continue talking to me. 

	Still reeling, I tried to decide if Molly’s words were true. Of course they weren’t, I told myself firmly. I was bound to be school valedictorian. I was an officer in about five different clubs. I was a perfect candidate for any college, and I planned to apply at the best this country had to offer. And I was always friendly to those who were cool enough to be part of my crowd. There was nothing about me I would want to hide from others.

	But the more I thought about it, the more I realized that there was a little nagging voice in the back of my head, a worried little voice. Which was why I was sitting here now at my desk, unable to focus on something as silly as spiders.  
“This is ridiculous,” I muttered, rolling my keyboard drawer of my desk shut with a slam. It had been an hour now and nothing had come to me. The clock on my bedside table glared at me in bright red: 12:48AM. I needed to get some sleep—I hated getting dark circles under my eyes, it looked so unattractive. This dumb paper was only supposed to take a few minutes, and what was the problem anyway? So maybe it would be scary to have people know a few unpleasant things about me. Who cared? “Nobody does know,” I mumbled. 

	With a great yawn, I reached for my coffee, ice cold by now. But just as I put my hand on the cup, something made me stop. I had seen something move on my screen. Perturbed, I turned to the computer screen.

	My document had closed. 

	“Stupid computer,” I muttered, jolting open the keyboard drawer again and grabbing the mouse. Before I could do anything, I heard the familiar sound of a computer thinking—that grinding, calculated drawl. Then, the internet popped open. My brow furrowed. 

	“What’s going on here?” I said, unsure if I had accidentally opened the browser. The computer continued to murmer, then Facebook flickered onto the screen. 

	“I don’t want to go on Facebook,” I grumbled, starting to get a little frustrated. “I want to finish this stupid paper.” Then something odd happened.

	And I’m helping you, an unseen hand typed across the screen. 

	I paused, hand on the mouse. I had not typed that. Was someone hacking my computer? Was this a joke? My heart beating quickly, I swung the mouse to click on the red X up in the right corner. Nothing happened. Ironically, the stranger continued, I think I am the most informed about the subject of your greatest fear. 

	“Who are you?” I said, strain in my voice. But before I could do anything, whatever it was began to scroll into my Facebook, pulling up random phrases and pictures onto the screen. I think the better question is, who are you? unfolded across the screen.

	What happened next made my blood chill and my breath come unevenly. 

	Slowly I began to recognize what I was seeing. There were pictures of me wasted and clinging to the arm of a random stranger. Notes to friends criticizing my teachers, my professors, my parents. AIM messages from others that criticized how catty I was to those I didn’t like. And worst of all, comments from my blog ruthlessly tormenting Molly Bavus and others from my school considered “uncool”; line after line making fun of everything about them, there in black and white. The worst part of all was that these awful words were gathering in a giant e-mail box marked “Send to All.”

	“Stop,” I said hoarsely. “Whoever is doing this, please, just stop.” I thought desperately, trying to imagine a way to halt the actions of … strangely enough, of my computer, this inanimate object that had starting thinking for itself. Then it came to me: the power plug. Eyes wild, I pushed my chair back to dig the plug from the outlet, but even as I did, another message formed on-screen: You can’t stop me now. I know everything about you.

	“No you don’t,” I said shakily. “Those pictures and things aren’t the real me. No one would believe you.” 

	Before my eyes, the pictures, e-mails, and AIM messages gathered and curved themselves into the shape of something … something familiar. I realized what it was: my own face staring back at me.

	You’d like to think that your friends and teachers like you because they see you as the girl with the bubbly smile, the shiny hair, the perfect grades, the reflection of myself said. But you know deep down they wouldn’t like you so much if they saw the you under the perfect mask. It was unnerving seeing my own face, hearing my own voice say these awful things. I had to make it stop. “Just leave me alone—computers can’t think for themselves! Computers can’t think!!” I felt like I was frozen, but I had to get up, I had to do something. I reached for my phone on the desk; maybe I could call a friend who would convince me this was all a nightmare. 
But when I flipped it open, the screen simply read: My Greatest Fear by Kaley Brown. “What is going on??” I cried, throwing the phone down as if it were red hot. Turning, I ran from the room, down the stairs, and to the family room to use the home phone. Every TV in the house began to flicker on, the zapping sound of each one powering on filling my ears and making my heart race. 

	Why shouldn’t everyone know the truth? the fake me on the TV screen said, her voice resounding like a bell through the house. I fumbled the phone, my fingers shaking. I didn’t even know who I was calling. The police? The real Kaley Brown, the TV voice said, and around me I heard all the phones in the house begin to ring in a crescendoing chorus, and the other computers began to come to life with a refrain of zapping and crunching. 

	I tried desperately to tune out the voice, so like my own, that rang through my hands pressed over my ears. But still the voice went on and, overwhelmed, I dropped the phone and collapsed on the ground in a heap, hands clutching my ears. Images of everyone I knew swirled through my head; what would they think? Would they believe that I was such a horrible person somewhere underneath? How could I ever hope to get into college with information like this revealed to everyone? My future would be ruined forever. Tears ran down my face and the image on the screen blurred.

	Come Kaley Brown, the voice intoned. Terrified, I felt somewhere inside me an urge to approach the screen. Straightening, seemingly against my will, I reached out my hand to the image of myself, to the horrible messages and pictures. On my knees I crawled to the screen until the light of it filled my vision, larger than life. Face the truth. It’s too late now, I said, face calm and serene. And I touched the “Send to All” button on the screen.

	Then I woke up so suddenly, I knocked the coffee cup at my elbow with a crash onto my bedroom floor. 

	As my vision cleared, I saw that I had fallen asleep at my desk, my computer screen still alight. My heart beating quickly, I looked to see what the screen showed. To my relief, it only said “My greatest fear” at the top of a blank white page. I watched the cursor blink once, twice, three times. Reality slowly became clear in my mind and my breathing slowed.

	I must have had a strange dream about my computer somehow coming to life. How stupid! To think I had been honestly scared of my own computer, as if it could think for itself! Sighing with relief, I turned back to my computer screen. But before I could begin, I noticed that my phone was sitting open on the desk. Had I done that?

	Slowly, I reached for the phone and read the illumined screen. The contacts screen was open and one phone number was highlighted; next to it read the name “Molly Bavus.” I didn’t remember ever having Molly’s number before, but something—maybe the late night, maybe the stress of writing that essay, or maybe my troubled sleep—made me press the call button.

	“Hello?” a voice mumbled sleepily into the phone.

	“Molly?” I asked. I couldn’t believe I was doing this.

	“Is this … Kaley? Kaley Brown?” Her voice was incredulous.

	“Sorry to bug you so late, but I was wondering if you wanted to … maybe come over sometime and help me with my five paragraph essay for English?” I held my breath. Would she hang up the phone? Would she refuse?

	“Uh … Well, I guess, if you really want to,” Molly said, obviously mystified. 

	“Thanks Molly,” I said, genuinely pleased, though I couldn’t explain why. There was a pause while we both tried to process the miracle that had just occurred. Then, with a sigh, I said, “Well, good night then.”

	“Good night,” she answered, a pleasantness in her voice I had never heard before. 

	But before I hung up the phone, I heard her quietly murmur, “Sweet dreams Kaley.”
