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Eugene Cernan was the last man to walk on the moon. 

He wrote his daughter’s initials in the lunar dust. 

They will still be legible in fifty-thousand years. 
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As I drove my eighteen-year-old daughter to her UC Berkeley dorm I tried to persuade her not to get a Samurai haircut. Such beautiful blonde hair deserves to be seen, not shaved. But her new therapist told my wife and me that this had to be her decision. She was eighteen, a legal adult, and if she wanted a Samurai haircut (paid for with our money) that was her right. Because apparently, we were too enmeshed. We were told that she needed to explore her identity, become more independent and freely express her opinions.

Living in a dorm with two other equally brilliant rebellious girls and spending all day listening to world-famous professors talk about how artificially intelligent beings would have to become more moral than humans for us to survive them was apparently not enough stimulation at eighteen. They also had to rebel against their childhood and unconsciously try to look more like androgynous AIs than pheromone-coated humans. 

During the holy (money-making) event at Cal called Parents Weekend, my daughter expressed concerns about her mental well-being—her persistent mania, which we used to lovingly call hyper-energy, her occasional depression, which we somewhat proudly reframed as hyper-sensitivity, and her occasional feelings of grandeur, well-deserved given all her talents. Most concerning was the devastation she felt from any kind of failure, which we assured her was due to her inner drive and holding herself to high standards.

As a physics major she was skeptical of concepts like God (“the brain can’t know beyond itself”) and love (“I mean, why all the hype about the power of love? It’s just another feeling. Anger is just as powerful. For instance, love creates babies, anger creates wars that kill the babies once they become my age. So really, at best it’s a tie.”). 

She also told me that the A-minus she received in advanced calculus was graded on a curve. She really got a 74, which may have been the worst grade she’d ever gotten in her life. So the A-minus was a sham. The errors she made on the test were real. The grade was subjective. 

I said, “Well, yes, but you actually did get an A-minus as a literal grade.” 

She said, “Define actually.”

I furrowed my brow and said, “I think it’s up to you to define actually. You’re eighteen now.”

She said, “Okay, I’ll use it in a sentence: Actually, I got twenty-four out of one hundred answers wrong, but they gave me an A-minus to make me feel better. So actually, why try harder if they’re going to hand me As when I actually get Cs?” 

“Because...” 

“In fact, why study, or exercise, or shower, or dress, or live?”

I stopped her. “Wait a minute, are you serious?”

“Dad! It’s all a sham.”

“Okay, well do you really want to know what I think? Or do you just want to keep telling me what you think looking up from the bottom of a well? Because I don’t mind listening more if...”

“No, I want to know what you think, I guess.”

“Will you let me rant for a minute then? Because it will have to be a rant. You know, that’s just the way I roll. I don’t do soundbites.”

“You do soundbites sometimes. You’re decent at it. But sure, go ahead.”

She was used to my rants. 

The drive back to her dorm was preceded by spending a few hours in Palo Alto, where I had just introduced her to a college friend of mine who worked at Google, assisting the renowned scientist-inventor Ray Kurzweil—one of my daughter’s heroes. They had an interesting conversation about quantum computing, of which I understood the word “and.” 

Conceptually, I gathered that quantum computing was neither here nor there. 

I also remember that during my requested rant, the Google Maps voice, with the Indian foreign accent I chose for it, kept interrupting me. I would have to pause my monologue so this emotionally dead automated voice could repeat things like “use the left two lanes to stay to the right for Oakland 24 West.” 

I persevered. I said, “When I first started writing songs at your age, I wrote them to get attention from girls. After that, I wrote them to gain respect. Then I started to crave respect from faceless, nameless audiences. Then I enjoyed making money from what I now call work. Then I started writing novels, mostly to get the attention of the girls who didn’t like my music. Because I still hadn’t found your mother yet, of course. As I got older, I wanted to get paid for my novel writing. I pretended it was work by occasionally wiping sweat from my brow at PR meetings. It was part of the show. 

“Then I met your mom and we had you. During that time my motivation for writing changed. I thought to myself, if I write songs and novels that are great, timeless, and honest, maybe when this sweet little daughter of mine is older, she’ll respect my work. She’ll hear all the messages I’ll be whispering to her in metaphors, and she’ll grow wiser from them, hopefully wiser than me now. “Maybe one night on my birthday she’ll take me out to dinner and honor my artistic wisdom over a glass of wine.”

“Or a lion’s mane mushroom extract pill with a glass of filtered ice water,” Paris interjected. 

“Exactly. But don’t interrupt me. I’m getting to the point, eventually.”

“Sorry. Proceed.”

“Then I thought, and what if her children were also moved by my writing?” 

“My children?”

“Hypothetically. Wouldn’t that be amazing if they also loved my songs and my novel writing? I could achieve a modicum of immortality. My ideas and my music would live on, possibly for generations. Then, my thought-experiment got out of hand. Because I imagined the world a thousand years from now. Who would be alive to listen to my songs or read my novels? And even if humans survived the AI wars and did still care about songs and novels, and the English language was still a thing, what about a million years after that? 

“Eventually my imprint is going to disappear. As will the Beatles and Beethoven and Steph Curry and Hitler and Hawking and Obama. They will all be as forgotten as a dust mote. So of course, I hit the ever-ominous existential wall: What’s the point?”

“Exactly!” she exclaimed. 

I was happy she was still listening, because I had an answer. First I had to navigate the Caldecott Tunnel.

“Dad?”

“Hold on, I’m driving.” 

“Automated soon.”

“I know, but right now...”

Navigating my way out of the most dimly lit tunnel in America, and away from a few eighteen-wheel trucks, I said, “Ironically, I think the point is liberation.” 

“Suicide?” 

“No! My God, how could you interpret liberation as suicide?” 

“Yeah, I didn’t think you were talking about wanting to kill yourself, Dad, you’re too arrogant. But in teen-land...”

“Stay right,” the Google Maps voice advised. Then he repeated himself every one-hundred feet until I obeyed and swerved onto Highway 13.  

“You have to learn to free your inner self from yourself. That’s liberation.”

“Seriously?” 

She folded her arms and slumped back against the passenger seat. This was a boring cliché if there ever was one. The Buddhist Dad talk she’d heard during every single one of our reincarnations. She was staring out the front window instead of looking at her phone, so I knew she was still listening. 

“What do you think I’m trying to say, Pairs?” (Pairs was the name Paris had recently given herself. She called it her quantum name, and her therapist insisted I now call her this name too.) 

“You’ll have to give me an F, Dad. As in, no freakin’ clue.” 

We arrived at her dorm, a building creatively named Unit 1. Leave it to those liberal stoners at Berkeley. 

“Look, I have to go. I’ll see you and Mom tonight.” She kissed me goodbye and smiled, “Thanks for trying. Really. You’re a good dad.” 

I took a long look at her, my beautiful daughter, who seemed to be taking on the weight of the world minute by minute. “Pairs, look, I know how much you respect logic. You value science over feelings and math over psychology, and I get that. But what I’m saying is, if you don’t spend time being a mind-scientist too, your mind will never figure out a way to win the game we’re all playing. You’re just going to find a thousand ways to lose. The mind game is very tricky.” 

“And the game is?”

“The game is, who gets to decide and define reality as the seconds go by; who gets to define every thought and every word in your head? Including the word actually.”
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