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all. Come late May, contracts for the next academic 
year would arrive; what if I signed one after the other 
after the other? I thought ahead in time, five years, 
ten, twenty, and envisioned myself unlocking the 
door of Friedmann Hall’s third floor and entering 
the same hallway that smelled of sneakers and 
Wite-Out and microwave popcorn. A universe folding 
under its own weight.   

In the next few days, I found myself thinking a lot 
about being stuck. Babylon 5 underscored my 
thoughts as the episodes focused on an impending 
interstellar showdown between two ancient and 
incredibly powerful alien races who embraced 
opposite ideologies. Completely outmatched by both 
sides, the humans, and most of the other races, found 
themselves caught in the middle of this war. The 
humans tried to devise a way out of the situation 
before they and everyone else were obliterated in the 
cross-fire, but every idea led nowhere, and every 
attempt failed. It seemed as though the fate of all of 
these races was out of their hands—every option 
seemed to lead to destruction. 

As May approached, so did my birthday. Kalamazoo 
was the last place I’d expected to be when I turned 
thirty. No matter where I was I’d have tried not to 
measure my life against the usual thirty-year bench-
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marks: having a husband and/or kids, a home, a 
career, a firm establishment in adulthood, in 
personhood. Being happy. But I was still scraping 
and scrabbling for my identity, cobbling it together 
out of various and often fleeting successes, and more 
frequently, flailings and failures. I still had no leads 
on a job or a new place to live, no indications of the 
change that I’d been pursuing with increasingly 
frantic abandon. Was it okay that at age 30, I had no 
idea what I was doing or where I was going, that I 
felt like a lost child loosed upon the world? Even 
though I was back at the starting point of my personal 
history, I felt way off the map. 

My thirtieth birthday wasn’t something I wanted 
to celebrate. No parties, no cake, no singing. I loaded 
up my car and drove a few hours to a cabin in the 
middle of the woods, even though I knew escape was 
impossible—that my life and all the things I wanted 
to leave behind would find me in the end, no matter 
how many stars I sought refuge under. 

The night of my birthday, I sat on a rock and looked 
up into the Big Dipper, into the face of the moon. I 
closed my eyes and tried to summon my dad, but the 
echo in my head was louder than if I shouted into a 
chasm; the words bounced back, illuminating 
nothing. I started a letter to my dad about how I 
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didn’t want to cross into a new decade without him, 
how I didn’t want to be thirty and I didn’t want to 
be an adult. I wanted to be a kid—his kid. I didn’t 
finish that letter. There were no words for what I 
wanted to say. 

I shivered under my birthday moon and pulled the 
drawstrings of my hood until it was a small circle 
around my face.  I thought about life, about how the 
here and now, this body, the earth, were infinitesimal, 
grains, blips, and blinks across an infinite expanse of 
space and time. My dad and I were both there in that 
expanse—we always had been and we always would 
be, along with everything else. The grand, the tragic, 
the revolutionary—all of it was there.

I thought about the evolutionary trajectory of 
species in Childhood’s End—how sentient races, if 
they had the ability, eventually evolved to a 
transcendent state in which they could access an 
infinite consciousness, the “absolute reality” that is 
the essence of all things—the Brahman. When they 
did, they transcended reason, corporeality, the brain, 
time, space, and the universe itself. Clarke fused spiri-
tuality with science fiction, which some might find 
strange or even incompatible, but which made perfect 
sense to me as I sat under the sky, thirty years old 
and utterly alone, yet also undeniably part of this 
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universe of constellations and memories and tiptoeing 
spirits. Clarke was all about granting access; he left 
room in science, in space, and in stories for mystical, 
magical, and faith-based elements and entities. Child-
hood’s End allowed me the opportunity to consider 
Dad and to consider myself in a greater evolutionary 
context, and in so doing, to gain hope that something, 
however intangible, existed beyond all of this. 

In 1999, Arthur Clarke gave a clipping of his hair 
to a company that sent capsules containing hair 
samples into space. Clarke’s hair eventually took a 
three-week suborbital ride to space and then returned, 
ready for another mission—perhaps a longer, more 
permanent one. Clarke’s DNA has and will travel to 
places that he wrote about; theoretically, an advanced 
alien civilization could reconstruct his genetic code. 
Either way, the stuff of Arthur Clarke could exist 
indefinitely and infinitely. The idea that one’s DNA 
can be perpetuated far beyond one’s physical body 
comforts me and prompts me to continue thinking 
about what it means that I’ve felt Dad’s presence, 
sometimes uncannily, on many occasions since his 
death. 

What if life and death as we (think we) know them 
are only two stages of existing? What if people or 
spirits or essences can exist in an infinite number of 
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forms not limited to corporeality or to conventional 
conceptions of an afterlife? Between what we think 
of as life and death, I imagine countless planes of 
existence or levels of consciousness or perhaps even 
dimensions. What if there are actually seven dimen-
sions, or eleven, or twenty-eight, and what if some 
of them are places or spaces we go when we die, or 
transcend? What if Dad is still here, unrecognizably 
lingering in interstitial spaces? What if the sense that 
he’s around me isn’t just me unable to accept that he’s 
truly gone—what if it’s me sensing his particle waves, 
the way one senses that a radio is on in an adjacent 
room? 

All of this made me think, as I passed into my third 
decade, that perhaps the stars were not meant for 
man, or for me—at least, not in my current incar-
nation. If man could evolve into something not 
dictated or guided by laws or physiology or DNA, 
then perhaps he could reach the stars after all. Perhaps 
I could, too. 

* * *

After my birthday, knowing that I had only a couple 
of weeks before teaching contracts came out for the 
next year, I redoubled my efforts to move. I start 
applying for part-time jobs, adjunct positions, even 
temporary work—anything that might catalyze 
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movement. I played eeny-meeny-miny-moe with 
cities, trolling for jobs in places toward which I felt 
the slightest draw, such as Portland and Denver; I 
flirted with Raleigh, Charlotte, and Asheville, and 
countless cities across New England. I’d sit at my 
computer and think, sure, I’d live in Boise! Why not? 
I hear Kansas City is really taking off. Madison! 
Atlanta! I sent applications everywhere, speeding 
them off with a whisper of good graces. Presuming 
I could take care of the “if,” I’d let the universe decide 
where.  

The next time I saw Tom Warner at the YMCA, he 
asked how the job search was going. Huffing and 
sweating up the inclined treadmill, I recapped the 
last couple weeks, the never-ending flurry of resumes, 
the consistent lack of response. 

Tom nodded thoughtfully, avoiding the usual plati-
tudes, the slap on the back, the “oh, you’ll make it 
happen,” which I found increasingly more irritating 
than supportive.

“Pretty soon I’m going to have to make peace with 
the idea of being here for another year,” I said out 
loud for the first time. “I’m going to have to figure 
out some way to be okay—or more than okay—with 
that. I mean, it’s not the end of the world.”

We looked at each other; we both knew that it kind 
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of was, at least for me. 

After a minute, Tom said, “You probably know this 
already, but Arthur Clarke’s third law is: ‘When a 
distinguished but elderly scientist states that 
something is possible, he is almost certainly right. 
When he states that something is impossible, he is 
probably wrong.’”

I smiled. “Arthur Clarke always manages to say the 
right thing,” I said. “And so do you.”

“So take it from a couple of elderly but distin-
guished scientists,” he said. “Don’t resign yourself to 
anything. There’s always a work-around. You just 
have to find it.” 

* * *

I thought a lot about work-arounds in the following 
days, and once again my thoughts were uncannily 
reflect by the episodes of Babylon 5 running in the 
background. Ultimately, the humans reject both of 
the ancient races’ ideologies—they reject all the 
choices offered them and all the options they previ-
ously thought possible. They employ a strategy that 
involves not just inventing new rules, but redesigning 
the playing field and creating an entirely new game. 
The warring races abandon them to their new 
destinies. Upon watching the ships turn away, the 
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