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52-Hertz

Fog. That strange, low-lying weather phenomenon that isn’t quite 
clouds, like breath escaping from lips on a winter’s day isn’t quite 

a soul. Yet, no matter how ethereal it can be, it still blocks our vi-
sion and traps us within its wall-less labyrinth.

My car barrels down Highway 218 in Northeastern Iowa, speed-
ometer fluctuating between seventy and eighty miles per hour and 
windshield wipers rhythmically floating across the glass, clearing it 
of accumulating water. The radio statically gargles “Today’s Hit Mu-
sic” broadcasting from somewhere near Waverly. Normally, I use the 
car’s CD player, but for some reason it rejects my attempts at listen-
ing to good music, leaving me stuck with tedious radio songs.

I sing along out of boredom; the fog has cloistered me away from 
whatever scenery exists amid the cornfields and silos, and I need 
to keep myself entertained as the third hour on the road crawls by. 
This isn’t the first time I’ve driven through fog, however, it’s much 
thicker than I’m used to. The yellow line on the side of the road 
fades in and out as the clouds shift aimlessly like spirits in the wind. 
I try to stay alert for other drivers who are also lost in the fog.

Slowly, the scratchy tunes fracture even more and white noise 
fills the car. “Damn!” I punch the radio dial. Silence embraces me as 
static stops. I realize how alone I am.

My car presses on as I anxiously urge the gas pedal further to 
the floor. The constant drone of the rubber tires on the road mixes 
with the silence inside the car to create an atonal cadence. How is it 
that sound waves can travel to space and beyond but not reach my 
car through fog?

Ahead, two lights cut through the milky curtain. I switch lanes 
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as my car careens past like a comet. There are others lost out here, 
trying to find their way. I wonder if they’re in the same position I 
am, and if they think they are alone as well.

Once I pass, I switch back and continue on, watching the head-
lights slowly fade into the mist. From their perspective, my taillights 
might have appeared like stars shifted red, shooting away from their 
location at a million miles an hour. Redshift, the observable phe-
nomena of starlight appearing at a longer wavelength than the light 
the star itself emits, occurs when the movement of a star lengthens 
the time in between light pulses, which typically happens when the 
star is moving away from a point of observation. Considering that 
most stars are shifted red and running away from our existence, it is 
easy to see how alone we are in the grand scheme of things.

I pick up a CD and insert it into the malfunctioning player. This 
disc whirls and skips, much like the ones I tried at the start of my 
trip. The player ejects the disc and I toss it into the empty passenger 
seat beside me.

I check my mirrors and scan the fog, but no more lights can 
be seen shifting their way through the blanket of white. My car 
continues shooting down the road, searching for any possible sign 
of civilization, for any signs of life to prove to me that I am not all 
alone in this fog. Apparently Fermi and his paradox hold true for 
even relatively small distances. Fermi built his paradox of the pos-
tulation that, even when making the most basic assumptions about 
finding life out in the vastness of space, and achieving a ridiculously 
staggering probability in favor of encountering these otherworldly 
beings, we have yet to find any evidence of their existence. Thus, 
the existence of the paradox and my inability to locate any sort of 
civilization.

Much like my car, wandering on a predictable course through 
the vastness of a grounded cloud, Earth, our little blue marble, 
cycles around on the same course it has for 4.54 billion years, 
equivalent to about 7.94 trillion trips from my home in Minneapolis 
to my school in Dubuque, Iowa. The closest thing from our celestial 
home is the moon, orbiting around our planet in a heavenly dance at 
a minimal 1,261,200,000 feet.

With the closest thing in our universe being over 200,000 miles 
away, how can we say that anything we have done matters? Voyager 
1, the farthest man-made object from the earth, snapped a picture as 
it passed by Saturn, showing the earth as a quarter of a pixel in size, 
at a distance of six billion kilometers. We really are just a pale blue 
dot lost in a fog, separated by millions of miles of nothingness.

Yet within that, here we revolve. Within this fog my car still 
travels forward, spurred on by the gears and the heat from the 
energy generated. This round marble in the middle of such a vast 
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wasteland has contained every person, from kings and tyrants to 
peasants and cowards, and even gods themselves, all rotating on a 
dust mote suspended in a beam of sunlight.

I have often laid awake at night trying to comprehend this 
distance. The distance between my car and the next town, the 
distance between the earth and the next planet that has life, even 
the distance between my mind and those of the people I choose to 
associate with. No matter how close we are physically, an expanse of 
infinite light-years still separates our thoughts, leaving us screaming 
out at frequencies only we can hear.

Out in the unknown depths of the oceans swims the loneliest 
whale in the world. It frantically wanders, searching for anyone that 
can understand its call, screaming out with all its might at 52 hertz, 
a pitch too high for other whales to hear. No matter how close it 
may be, others will never understand the message. It parallels our 
attempts at communication with what exists outside our earthly 
borders, with my attempts to learn what is outside my car as I me-
ander down the highway. We all want nothing more than to join in 
the loneliest whale’s call and scream into the void, “We’re here, we 
exist! We matter!” To validate our existence with the discovery of 
others like us.

But we still try; the motors that drive us relentlessly push 
forward like the gears grinding together in my car. Our eons of 
isolation have formed us, molding us into the species that built cities 
and empires, ships that sailed between continents looking for new 
lands to rockets preparing for interstellar voyages—the species that 
controls the planet. All those lonely nights I spent awake shaped my 
thinking about who I actually am, about how I fit into this world. 
The complete isolation I endure as I pass through this fog molded 
these thoughts revolving in my head.

I push the radio dial in one more time. Static gives way to sound 
as human voices push past the wall of white noise. Soon the melody 
picks back up, relieving the tires of their extended solo, and fills the 
car with a pulsating drum beat. My foot relaxes off the gas as the 
car slows back down to seventy and the anxiety dissipates. Rarely 
do I get a chance to just think, the fog that still clouded my vision 
seemed to help clear my mind of the daily distractions that get in 
the way. The red gleam of a car’s taillights appears and I shift lanes 
again, passing by in a fraction of an eon. I shift back, my taillights 
glow red in their windshield and quickly disappear. The dust mote 
carries me another hundred miles through space as my engine spurs 
forward another mile through fog, both separated by emptiness, 
with only a general idea of where we are going.


