…Regarding Change

An essay by Samson Rosan (who also wrote “Of Tainted Hope and Glory”)

Relating to a short story by Tom Godwin

It sometimes takes only a small amount of time to completely change one’s outlook of life and death.  Tom Godwin’s futuristic introspective, “The Cold Equations,” tells the story of a teenage girl who transitions from an ignorant and conceited young woman into a matured, understanding adult as she is faced with a situation that could have been prevented, but was beyond her understanding and thus out of her control.  In between the continuous changes in her character, the child protagonist reflects on her past, mourns her future, and learns to accept that in a place where the line between life and death is no longer a tangible factor, her own existence is only as valid as the very decisions that she alone has the ability to resolve.

Marilyn Cross is not a simple person. Indeed, the young EDS stowaway is far more complex than she initially appears. Marilyn’s personality is essentially the determining factor in all of the choices she makes, and some aspects of her persona work to her advantage—behind her insubordinate expression, it can be observed that she is not as obscure as she seems.  Nothing in her past, however, can possibly impact how she identifies with her own security aboard the EDS, especially when the consequences for her presence aboard the lightly-stocked space vessel are made clear to her. Upon her first encounter with the pilot, she appears to be without perceptible fear or emotion, which is strange considering her unique scenario.  But Marilyn’s lack of concern regarding her unlawful actions can soon be identified.  “Okay, you caught me” she virtuously proclaims, “I’m guilty, so what happens to me now” (12), epitomizes not only her arrogance, but her childishness as well.  Punishment for her ignorance is apparently not a familiarity to her, though this is not entirely her fault, for Marilyn is young, and has never been without the guidance of those she trusts and respects.  She is traveling in “The Frontier,” a place that is infinitely different in contrast to Earth. Therefore, much of the judgment and discipline she conveys on The Frontier is irrelevant.  The situation Marilyn has encountered cannot be resolved with the typical approach she might encounter on her home planet.  Nothing Marilyn has the potential to say can have any ultimate effect on Barton, the EDS pilot forced to give Marilyn her final sentence.  As he so plainly states, “It’s different here; it’s not like [how it is] on earth” (19). The pilot’s strength lies in his straightforwardness; he understands perfectly well what must happen, and is powerless to change that inevitable fact.  But Barton is not without sentiment, as his sorrow for Marilyn’s unavoidable fate is expressed many times.  He asks himself, “Why couldn’t she have been a man with some ulterior motive?  A fugitive from justice hoping to lose himself on a raw new world” (12).  As Barton’s job is his sustenance, it is also his curse; he examines how he will never possibly be able to forget the helpless girl he was obligated to terminate.  

In the brief time which Marilyn and Barton inhabit the EDS together, Marilyn shares several events that have occurred in her life, at least one of which is extremely important in the understanding of her character.  Marilyn recalls, for instance, a time in her early childhood when her cat died, and how her brother comforted her, telling her that her beloved pet did not die, but only briefly left to acquire a “new fur coat” (25).  Marilyn’s loving brother then proceeded to replace her cat with a new one, and Marilyn was able to continue on with her life as if nothing had changed.  This story that young woman shares with Barton seems at first only a reflection of her past, but the scenario, however simplistic it may seem, has a darker undertone accompanying it. Consider that the replacement cat given to Marilyn by her brother was, in fact, a symbol that proliferated into Marilyn’s own refusal to accept death.  Now she is older and aware of the truth of the situation, but the significance of her experience remains clear:  the permanent loss of her first cat was incomprehensible to her as a child, just as the risk of death aboard the EDS was not a possibility she considered when she originally decided to stow away on it.  In essence, she took her own life for granted, and in doing so, eliminated her future.  When she finally realizes that her death is imminent, she cannot acknowledge it, because it was never before an issue she was forced to address.    Marilyn has made a mistake—a fatal one.  Though she cannot initially accept what she has caused, over the course of the story Marilyn learns that because nobody can help her, she must learn to help herself.  

Marilyn will not be allowed to stay aboard the EDS; this is a hard fact for her to admit to, because it is so distant from what she ever expected.  Initially, Marilyn simply refuses to accept what will happen to her, fighting off both Barton and her own personal feelings.  During Barton’s preliminary conversation with the Commander, when it is first revealed to Marilyn that there is indeed a serious problem, the confused adolescent nervously inquires, “What did [the Commander] mean, to go through with it” (14)?  When Marilyn realizes her body must be jettisoned into space to reduce overall weight limitations on the ship, she reacts with the same anguish and hostility that would come naturally to almost anyone under similar circumstances.  Marilyn mistakenly cries, “You’re going to make me die and I didn’t do anything to die for” (14).  The troubled child does not yet realize the purpose of the shuttlecrafts’ journey, and therefore does not yet know the consequences for her intrusion.  When Marilyn does learn of the dying colony on her would-be future home of Wodon, her opinions toward her own life begin to change.  She gradually becomes aware that there is no longer any way she can survive the situation in which she is entangled, and so she begins to observe her own life from a different angle.  Marilyn becomes aware that on The Frontier there are many elements of life that she does not understand.  And finally, she stops selfishly placing herself in the middle of the situation and admits that it is not just her life that is at stake, but also those of many other dying men and women.  When Marilyn calms down to the point where she is reasonably secure, Barton attempts to convince her that “no one could ever let [the situation] be like this if it could be changed” (18), illustrating the genuine compassion and remorse the pilot has for the defenseless girl.  By this time, Marilyn has acknowledged her dilemma, but has not yet accepted it.  She understands that her presence aboard the EDS will drain the ship of its precious fuel, but continuously penalizes her own society for allowing her to die for such a contrivance.  Marilyn is staggered at how contented she was such a short period of time earlier that day, and how rapidly her situation escalated out of her control.  In today’s world, space is a frightening, perilous void of constant jeopardy and risk, where the slightest error can cost many lives.  But in Marilyn’s reality, the miracle of space has become so nonchalant to her that she forgets what a dangerous place it truly is.  Then, as Marilyn writes a final goodbye to her parents back on earth, she seems to mature out of her disordered state, and accept her situation.  She reprimands her previous emotions, calling herself a coward for being so frightened when she should have known better all along.  But Barton sees through her indictment.  “You’re not a coward,” he tells Marilyn, “you’re afraid, but you’re not a coward,” to which Marilyn asks, “is there a difference”(23)?  Barton tells her that there is indeed a large difference between the two emotions.  His reassurance of her dignity further aids her into a state of tranquility, though the cost of her life is always far more than she can bear.  Finally Marilyn begins to shed her juvenile skin and grow into a state of wisdom and adulthood, in which she is in more control of her emotions.  It is true, she still fears death, but Marilyn will no longer run from it because she finally understands that she has nowhere to retreat.  If she must indeed die, it is her decision that she would rather at least end her life with the acceptance of her fate instead of with defiance and aggression.  

All of these changes would be enough, for Marilyn is no longer unwilling to allow her fate.  But her redemption comes when she is able to look within herself and finally accept the heavy burden she carries.  In her most wise and insightful moment, Marilyn states, “At first I was so afraid to die that I was a coward and thought only of myself.  Now I see how selfish I was” (24).  Marilyn tells Barton that what’s terrible is not necessarily her death, but that she’ll never again be able to see her parents, to tell them that she didn’t take them for granted, that she knows of all the sacrifices they made, and of all the things they did to make her happy.  Her anguish is, in essence, not that she will die, but that she will die without ever being able to tell those she loved that she loved them more than she ever let anyone know.  Now Marilyn realizes that in spite of her childhood being far from perfect, she was lucky simply because she was alive and she was loved.  And when young adult is finally able to communicate with her brother one last time, she is no longer the oblivious, immature youth that first met eyes with Barton aboard the EDS.  Now she is a new person, capable of becoming so much more than who she was, possessing the ability to look at her own life in a new light, to forget about all the past experiences that have made her weak and intolerant.  Now Marilyn knows that life must never be ignored or assumed; it is the most valuable possession she has.  Perhaps she will awake, as if from a dream, having gained a new perspective on her own existence, having redeemed her ignorance with a final act of nobility.  Perhaps she will not, in which case her death will still remain significant as both a reminder and a warning to all those who dare to take risks while unaware of the consequences.  Marilyn’s final words are “I’m ready.”  Perhaps she is the only one.

The actions, responses, and situations Marilyn cross has involved herself in throughout her life have shaped and defined her, and it is in this way that she becomes real—real enough that when her end arrives, it is not merely a death, but a loss.  Her existence becomes important because it is observed that while she is fictitious, the circumstances under which she died could just as easily be a reality.  And it is this reality that brings to light the essence of Godwin’s message: At what point will humanity, as a united race, allow efficiency to replace emotion; when will life itself become nothing other than just one more cold equation?  

