TABULA RASA


“Tabula Rasa, Latin for blank slate, is the theory that individuals are born without any built-in mental content. The theory is that all knowledge comes from our experience or perception of the world. That sounds pretty great right? We all begin our lives without hate or prejudice of any kind. And it is great. We see it in our children. They don’t know how to be racist, as they don’t know that racism even exists. The idea of treating someone differently because of the color of their skin is something we learn, not something we are born with. So, if we all lived in a vacuum, we might not even have the concepts of hate, and distrust, and violence. Unfortunately, we are not born in a vacuum. We are born here, on earth, where all of those bad things that I previously mentioned exist in abundance.  What does that mean for us as a species? Essentially it means that we are all hindered by our past, even before we are born. We are chained to pre-existing societal and historical norms. The only way to break free from these pre-established feelings, and become the best possible people we can be, is through a blank state, a fresh start. The Human Race needs a system reboot.”
Peter Pallister stopped to take a sip of water. His tall, thin frame always felt gangly and awkward when standing and talking. He much preferred sitting down. The lights shining down on him were getting warmer all the time and he was beginning to sweat. He ran a hand through his short black hair before putting the water glass back on the small table beside him on the stage. He wasn’t phased by speaking in public. He was becoming used to it, and had his routine well rehearsed by now. This was his first time speaking at the prestigious TED conference though, and he was hoping that this could really propel his career forward. He took a moment to look out into the crowd and flash them a brief smile, showing off his handsome features, before returning to a more somber tone.
“Houses sit empty all over the world and yet people are homeless. There is more than enough food, but people are hungry? Why do we allow this? How can we allow this? We allow it only because we are accustomed to it. We are used to passing homeless people on the street. We know that men make more money than women, but we aren’t shocked into action by it. We continue to watch the police and governments in some countries oppress their own people, just because of the color of their skin, or because of where they are from, or who they love – and we stand by and watch only because this is how it has always been. We need to do something about it, and soon. Before it’s too late and we cross a line that we can’t return from. I propose that now is that time. It is time for us, all of us, to untie and to draw a line in the sand. We need to forget about everything that went on before, the good and the bad. We can learn from our mistakes without bringing any the old prejudices into our future. We need equal pay and equal rights. We need to stop oppression and war and hatred. We need to stop the richest 1% of us making the decisions. We need to clean up this world, start over and give everyone a clean slate. To work with.”
The auditorium filled with applause and cheering, which then turned into a standing ovation. Peter took a couple of minutes to wave and smile, before he took one final bow and left the stage.
Later that evening, Peter concluded his day with a signing at a local store. He liked Seattle and he enjoyed being on the road, but he was definitely looking forward to getting back home to Canada and sleeping in his own bed. The book tour began with excitement and energy. Peter loved getting to talk to people from all over the US and felt a real sense of purpose by spreading his vision of the future. But, over time, he began to grow tired, and the repetitive days seemed to merge into one. He would forget which state he was in and would lack the energy to go out and be a tourist during his limited free time. He wouldn’t change his experience for anything, but the thought of a day or two with no schedule filled him with more joy than he would care to admit. “Who shall I make it out to?” he asked the young woman in front of him as she handed over a copy of his book.
“It’s Sally.” Sally was clearly a student at the college. Not only was she wearing the telltale WSU hooded sweatshirt, but she had that look of hope and passion in her eyes that only the young and the foolish seem to have. Peter loved that look. If his grand notion was ever to get any real traction he would need people like her, and a lot of them.
“Do you really think it could work?” asked Sally as he returned the book to her.
“Do I really think what could work?”
“All of it. The reset, or reboot or whatever you call it. Do you really think people could actually do it?”
“I really do hope so, Sally. It’s going to take something big, something huge for it to happen. I worry that things will need to get a lot worse before they get better – but I do believe that we can get there. Or at least I really wish that we can.”
“Well, I hope you’re right.”
“Me too, Sally. Me too.”





20 years later…

	Peter got up from his desk with a sigh – partly because his bones seemed to be getting stiffer and stiffer lately, and partly because of the day he’d had. It had been another frustrating six hours of emails and meetings. Pretty much everyone he had spoken with had a complaint or angry request of some kind: They wanted to know the exact formula of the additives in the drinking water (some people still refused to drink it). They thought that the universal income was too much, or too little. They offered excuses as to why they shouldn’t have to do the mandatory year of community service. There were also regular messages calling him a ‘traitor to his species’ and plenty of threats directly and indirectly aimed at him. He understood that people were still a little scared and confused, and that they felt better when they converted that fear into anger and directed it at someone else. It was Peter’s job to be that someone. He didn’t love it, but he would do his duty and take the abuse for the greater.
	He picked up his jacket and left his office, flashing his trademark smile and saying a few goodbyes as he left. The Tessan embassy in Vancouver was a modest building, though architecturally it was stunning. It was mainly made from a glass-like material that let in light and was able to regulate the temperate, using any excess heat for energy. It was clean and unimposing, as were all of the Tessan embassies on the planet. Each one was made to fit in with the city it was located in. In Vancouver, this included a giant mural of a Haida whale on the side of the building. 
The streets were clean and moderately busy, with people smiling and even giving out a casual hello or two as he passed. Gone were any signs of the homelessness and drug use that used to plague these streets some fifteen years ago. Drugs still existed of course, and there was still a black market, although even that was dwindling. There were so many programs to choose from that provided weening, housing, and work, that most people took that route, and the vast majority got themselves clean. Peter himself dabbled with some of the new, and free, pharmaceuticals available, and popped a ‘calm’ pill into his mouth as he walked. He was on his way to meet his agent for dinner.
His one and only book on the Tabula Rasa theory saw a modest success. He got, and enjoyed, his five minutes of fame which included a book tour, radio interviews, university talks and even a television appearance – but that all soon faded. His follow-up book didn’t even find a publisher, and he had to go back to work as a teacher to make ends meet. Just as he was about to fall into complete obscurity, the Tessan’s came, and changed everything.
They came slowly and deliberately. It was obvious they had been watching us for a long, long, time and had meticulously planned everything down to the finest detail. They feared (correctly) about how we’d react to finding out that we were not alone in the universe. We are more of a ‘shoot first and ask questions later’ kind of planet, so they took their time and made the whole experience as easy on us as possible. First came a comet. It passed by us close enough for us to be aware of it, but far enough not to cause any concern. The comet contained some basic radio wave technology which broadcasted instructions simple enough for us to understand. Co-ordinates. It told us where we should point our scopes and listen. After that, the message swept around the world so fast and so completely that it was hard to remember what came before. 
The message itself was simple. The universe was teeming with life. There were countless planets in countless galaxies that contained all kinds and levels of civilization. There was even a universal federation of worlds that oversaw trade, the sharing of knowledge, and the keeping of the peace. The Tessan’s themselves described themselves as part teachers, part governors. For millennia their kind had always been the ones to make first contact with a species when they reached a pivotal moment in their evolution. They would help guide the species to reach their full potential, before letting them join the federation of populated planets. Earth’s time had come.
They gave it all lots of time to sink in, and would send regular updates exactly one month apart, which slowly gave us the information we needed without overwhelming us. They were explicit that all messages be shared with everyone on the planet, and if any one group or nation was found to be withholding anything then they would cancel all communications. They were preparing us for a meeting. And eventually, exactly 5 years after the first contact, they arrived.
They landed simultaneously in every country around the world, and each small craft contained just two of them. They were able to take human form, which made the whole thing that much easier. As they proved themselves to be no threat, and with the promise of new technologies beyond our wildest dreams, more of them arrived and they began to settle and start on their task of facilitating ‘the great reset’ that humanity needed to take us to prove ourselves worthy of the federation.
And that is where Peter came in. The Tessan’s reached out local celebrities and people with influence, to be their advocates. They gave these people high level jobs in the new governments they helped set up. They also spent a lot of time and effort engaging the youth. The generation that grows up not knowing life before the Tessan’s was their best chance of making all of the new policies stick. Of course, all of these ideas where very similar to the ones in Peter’s book, written some twenty years earlier. This made him a natural candidate to work in the Vancouver embassy and kept the need for him to continue requiring the services of an agent.  


Andrew Kessler wore a crisp, pinstripe suit with a Hawaiian shirt underneath. He even managed to make it look good. “Peter, good to see you!” He said as he stood to hug his client. Peter sat down in front of a chilled IPA that was waiting for him and took a generous sip.
“Hi Andrew. How’s things?”
“Good. Really good. How are you? You look tired.”
“Thanks.” Replied Peter, taking another large gulp.
“And Jenata? And the little one?”
“They’re good too. Marria’s a real handful right now, but luckily, she’s cute. I guess it’s some sort of survival instinct or something.”
“She is cute. You’re not wrong there.”
“Simon hasn’t divorced you yet?”
“Not yet, though it’s surely only a matter of time!” The two men laugh warmly, comfortable in each other’s company. “What are you eating? They do a lovely parnic poutine here.”
‘No ‘Ssan for me today – I’m going to have a good old-fashioned cheeseburger and fries!”



With the meal finished, and several more beers drunk, the conversation turned to business. “So listen,” began Andrew. “I think you need to cancel your speech this weekend.”
“At the UNE conference? Why? Because of those stupid emails.”
“Those stupid emails are death threats Pete. They need to be taken seriously.”
“I’ve been getting threats like that since I started this job. It’s just a bunch of lunatics trying to make a point.”
“And what better point could they make than killing you at the UN of Earth conference.”
“You don’t really believe that anyone would actually go through with it?”
“Some of The Tessan’s do, and that’s good enough for me.”
Peter finished the final dregs of his beer and leaned back in his chair. “I’m going to speak at that conference Andrew. I have to. I appreciate your concern for me, I really do. But we’re approaching a turning point here, and if we fuck this one up then they’ll be no hope of joining the federation. There’s still too must unrest, too many people opposed. They could ruin it for everyone, for our entire species!”
“And you’re willing to risk your life for that?”
“For the human race? You’re damn right I am.”
“And how do Jen and Mar feel about that?”
“They understand.” He said with little-to-no conviction. “I can make them understand. Besides, I’m not planning on getting killed.”
“People rarely plan on getting killed, Peter. That’s usually what makes it so tragic.”


Back at home Peter was met with a kiss from Jenata as came through the door. They had been married for almost seven years now and he still couldn’t get over how beautiful she was. Even though the Tessan’s had taken each and every detail of the human form into account, including making their bodies slightly asymmetrical so they would blend in– there was still something special about her, about all of them actually. It was hard to put into words what it was. It took years before he could confidently tell them apart from humans. Their posture was just a little straighter, their movements a little more graceful. The thing he noticed now was their eyes. They were just a little too white. 
The Tessan’s ability to replicate the human form included the reproductive systems, which meant that many children had now been born with a human and Tessan as their parents. Maaria was one of them. Now four, she was starting to discover the world for herself, and Peter dearly hoped that she would find a world of love, laughter, and opportunity. 
Maaria had demanded that Peter perform the bedtime routine of a bath and story that night. He was more than happy to accept. He loved the little moments that the two of them would spend together, but story time was his favorite. Maaria would constantly interrupt the story with questions. ‘Why did he do that?’ ‘Where are they going?’ ‘Why would she say that?’ He would answer each question patiently and wait while she considered the answer. If there were no follow up questions and she was satisfied, she would simply say ‘okay’ and nudge his arm to keep reading. Tonight’s story about a child with two Tessan parents, trying to figure out many things about themselves, including both their gender and their species. He was very impressed with the Tessan authors ability to break down some very complex human problems into language that easy enough to be understood by children.

With Marria asleep, Peter joined his wife on the sofa.
“Can I get you a glass?” she asked, taking a sip of her own wine.
“No thank you.” Replied Peter as he leaned in a little closer to her, taking her free hand in his own. “How was your day?”
“Really good actually. We finally got the new machine installed in the ER today and it seems to be working.”
“The body scan thingy.”
“That’s exactly what it’s called, yes. The body scan thingy.” She said with a smile. “It should make emergency room diagnosis so much quicker.”
“That’s great! You must be so happy to have it up and running.”
“I am. I think it already saved a life today! They are starting to roll out nationwide this week.”
“You are amazing. Oh, Andy sends his love by the way.”
“How is he?”
“Good. His usual self. He’s mad at me for going to speak at the UN of E next week.”
“Because of the threats?”
“Because he is being over cautious as usual.”
Jenata finished her wine and turned so that she could look her husband in the eyes. “I assume there’s nothing I can say to talk you out of it?”
	“You don’t want me to go?”
	“I didn’t say that. I know how important this is to you.”
	“It’s important to all of us! Human, Tessan, and our children. There have been more protests lately, but it’s all the older generation. The younger people are pretty content I think. We just have to ride this out for another decade or so and then hopefully everyone will be able to get their shit together and we’ll be able to join the federation.”
“It’s not your responsibility to get Earth into the federation. You know that right?  And even if it doesn’t work out this time then you’ll get to try again in another century or two. I’m worried that you feel responsible for fate of the entire planet.”
	“I know. I do. This is just something that I’ve dreamed about for so long, and now, by some miracle it’s actually happening. We are in touching distance of living in an actual Eutopia. I just don’t understand why some people would want to fuck that up for everyone else.”
	“That’s called human nature dear.”
	“We really are own worst enemy, aren’t we?”
	Jenata shifted position and straddled her husband. She kissed his forehead. “You are. But there’s still some hope for you yet. You’re not all bad.”
	“Oh no?” says Peter, as he kissed her neck.
	“Your species does have some redeeming qualities.”
	“Really? Like what?” he asked playfully, as he pushed her shirt away from her shoulders so he could gently access her clavicle.
	“…mmm…it’s hard to explain. Maybe I should just show you.”
	“That would probably be for the best. I’m a visual learner.”




	Brendinia had a thing for coffee. Ze couldn’t get enough of the stuff. Ze had a Keurig, an espresso machine, and standard carafe in hir office and would offer a cup to anyone that entered.
	“Latte?”
	“Please” said Peter as he took a seat on the couch. He checked his phone while the espresso machine roared into action. A few minutes later he was handed a beverage that any barista would have been proud of.
	“Now then” began Brendinia, taking a sip of hir own coffee. “The conference.”
	“I’m going.”
	“I didn’t say that you weren’t. I know better than to try and talk you out of it. Plus, you’re not the only one that’s getting threats.
“You too?”
Ze nods. “A bunch of us.”
“I can only apologise on behalf of my species.”
“You obviously don’t have to do that.”
“It’s just so frustrating! Why can’t people see that we’ve made their lives better! We’ve done so much good. People are idiots.”
“This is how it always goes Peter. Humans are no different from any of the other species we have worked with over the eons. No one likes being told what they should do, even if it improves their lives. You have millennia of history and evolution working against you. It’ll take time, have some patience.”
“Patience I can do, but time is one thing that I don’t have. I was really hoping to see change in my lifetime.”
“And you have seen change. Together we’ve achieved so much.”
“But all that change has come from you, from the Tessan’s. I haven’t seen much of a change in humanity.”
“I have all the confidence that humans will get there. It just might take a little longer that we would like.”
“You really think that we’ll get there?”
“I do.”
“I hope that you’re right.”
	“Trust me. This isn’t our first rodeo. All we can do is keep doing our best and give people the time and space they need.”
	Peter couldn’t help but smile at use of the idiom. Not only was Brendinia fluent in every single language currently spoken on earth, ze also knew how to use slang. “Okay. I will do my best at the conference.”
	“I know you will Peter, you always do.”





	The temperature in New York City was extremely pleasant for February. The sky was clear, and the air felt fresh and clean in Peter’s lungs as he stepped off of the plane. The drive from Newark into the city was smooth. By now almost every car was fully automated, which led to almost no traffic on the major highways. The pace slowed as they approached downtown though. He heard the crowds before he could see them. First it was just a background hum, but as they got closer, he could start to hear some of the individual shouts and yells.
	They were equally dispersed on each side of the street. On the one side were those in support of the Tessan’s. Largely families with children. Various home-made signs simply offered ‘thanks’, while others had colorful child-drawn images of humans and Tessans side-by-side and holding hands. The other side of the street was civil, but angry. And loud. There were fewer signs and banners on this side, and not as many kids. People held aloft crude signs declaring ‘Freedom’, and wore shirts adorned with pictures of the ‘alien overlords’ looking angry and menacing. This was the twentieth anniversary of first contact and the world was still just as divided.
	Brendinia, in the driver’s seat but not actually driving, took in the crowds on either side as they queued to approach the UNE. There was a hint of sadness in hir eyes.
	“You can end global warming, poverty, hunger and war – but you can’t stop humans from being human.” Offered Peter.
	“And we would never want to. Though I do wish…”
	Peter instinctively raised his hands to protect his face from the oncoming projectile thrown at the car, but the invisible energy shield vaporised the egg a few inches before it would have hit the windshield. Half a dozen more eggs followed suit, all creating tiny blue pulses as they hit the security barrier and disappeared with a hollow thud. The car continued rolling forward, and Peter could already see security moving in. He was still staring out of the window when he heard his name.
	“…Peter?”
	“I’m sorry, what?”
	“I said are you okay?”
	It was only then that he noticed that his arms were still raised in front of him. He lowered them sheepishly and took a deep breath. “I’m fine.”
	“Let’s get you inside.”



	The new and improved United Nations of Earth was built on the site of its predecessor. The building was perfect cube and almost 30 stories high. Its main feature was a scale model of the earth, rotating perfectly in time with the planet, which sat of the roof. The building itself was made of a metallic pewter-like substance which made it look as imposing as it was beautiful. Surrounding the building on all sides was a public park full of art, sculpture, and plants from every country of the world.
	After stopping in the cafeteria for a quick sandwich and a cup of coffee, Peter entered the main chamber and took a seat near the back. He wasn’t due to speak until a few hours later, so he had some time to kill.  A delegate from the United Republic of Korea was currently speaking. She was reviewing some of the technologies that the Tessan’s had given us over the last two decades and was announcing some of the more exiting things that we could expect in the coming years.
	This was day two of five of the twentieth anniversary conference. It featured speakers from almost every country and was mainly seen as a chance to celebrate the achievements of the last two decades while also providing a vision of what the next twenty years might look like. 
	Peter was due to speak on peace, unity, and acceptance. Ever since the arrival there had been violence against the Tessans and those that supported them. The groups had been called separatists, freedom fighters, rebels, heroes, and terrorists. They only represented a small minority of the people. For the most part people were either supportive or indifferent. The rare attacks continued to make the news, but the Tessan’s had been very vocal and honest from day one about the whole thing. They said that they expected this, and that violence was just another part of the process, though an unfortunate one. It was only a few years ago however, that Brendinia had admitted to Peter that the violence and the number of people still opposed to the Tessan’s had gone on longer than even the worst of their predictions and models.

	By now, Peter was very used to speaking in support of the Tessan’s. He had hundreds of statistics memorized and could easily tell you, specifically, the thousands of ways that life had improved since the reset. But that hadn’t been enough to convince everyone. There were still hundreds of thousands of people around the world that didn’t want anything to do with the ‘alien occupation’, as they called it. It seemed like there was nothing that could be said or done to change these people’s minds. The speech he had written for today already felt futile. Did he really expect it to make a big difference with one speech? Of course not. Did that mean that it was a waste of time? Maybe. But he still had to try. Even if that was because it was all he could do.
	Standing in the wings of stage, waiting to be introduced, Peter was as full of hope as he was despair. The dueling emotions made him antsy, and he was already looking forward to getting it over with so he could go home to his family. Trying to calm himself, he took three or four long slow breaths as the current speaker finished to rapturous applause. He could feel the beginnings of a headache coming on as he heard his name announced, and his throat became instantly dry. Something was wrong, very wrong – though he couldn’t grasp what it was. With one more deep breath he stepped out onto the stage, and that was when the blast hit.

The explosion was devastating. Almost 1800 people, including Peter Pallister, lost their lives that day, with hundreds more injured. That included a large number of the protestors and supporters outside of the grounds, some of whom died in the blast, and some in the stampede that followed. 
	A media drone caught the moment of the explosion from above. The sheer force blew a hole in the building from the inside, dozens of meters across. The shockwave shot out into the street and wiped out anyone standing within a kilometer. Photographers and film crews captured the aftermath. The most iconic image was a photo of a man, shirtless, and a woman, bleeding from the face. He had used his ‘Freedom’ shirt as a bandage on the woman’s head. Blood spilled down her cheek, over a temporary tattoo of the peace sign. She had an arm around his waist, while he leaned on her shoulder to support himself, clearly in pain. They walked over a child’s painting of 2 human children holding a jump rope with a Tessan child skipping in the centre.
	
THE END.
