The Dream Girl
by Doug Muder

The problem, stated in its Smplest form, was how to keep body and soul together through the
summe.

| hed just finished my sixth year in adoctord program which, according to the
Department’ s brochures, was supposed to be completed after four, and everyone (myself most
of al) was becoming impatient with me. During the regular academic year the Department’s
impatience had no financid implications, because the campus was overrun by mindless hordes
of undergraduates, many of whom had been told (probably incorrectly) that they needed to
learn cdculus. Forced to offer more courses than the professors felt obligated to teach, the
Department needed grad students like me. Truth to tell, it actualy preferred the more
experienced grad students, because we had done it al before and weren't likely to cause the
kind of problems that show up whenever someone teaches for the first time. Occasiondly my
Nth-year colleagues and | would get together over beer, and speculate that the Department was
dowing down our progress intentionaly so that it could continue to exploit our chegp labor.

But summer was another matter. A few undergrads hung around for the summer term,
and afew courses had to be run to keep them busy. But the supply-and-demand of the Situation
was reversed: more grad students needed support than there were courses to teach. Those
coveted summer teaching dots naturaly went to the students who were il “on track,” asthe
Department put it.

| was off track. | had finished the last of my exams and course work two years before,
but my thesis research refused to come together. Not that | was stuck — that’ s an important
digtinction. | have known severd very bright people who did get stuck on their thesis research.
They dl fit one of two patterns ether they got depressed and did nothing, or they filled their
days with hundreds of good and bad habits (including teaching) that prevented them from getting
down to business. When they did work on their thesis problems, they went through the same
thought patterns again and again, like rats who somehow keep imagining that the maze will be
different thistime.

My experience was diametricaly opposte. | was fascinated by my thesis problem, and
every day or two | discovered some interesting new fact about it, though (fascinating as they
were) these ingghts and discoveries stubbornly refused to add up to asolution. As| got further
and further off track, the problem took up more and more of my days, until even my busiest,
most understanding friends began to complain that they never saw me any more. In the winter |
had believed | was close to a breakthrough that would win me my honorable discharge by the
end of the school year, so | had redoubled my efforts. By soring, asthe inevitability of yet
another year as a sudent became more and more gpparent, | could barely spare time to eat and
deep and teach my class.

Whenever | reech this point in my story, my non-mathematica acquaintances frequently
ask me what on Earth such a problem could be. Mathematics, according to the common belief,
was al worked out by men with wigs and starched collars in the eighteenth century at the latest.
When | say that | am a geometer people are even more puzzled, since Euclid surely knew al
there was to know about geometry three centuries before Christ. A few of the more technicaly
minded recall non-Euclidean geometry, which at least gets us into the nineteenth century.
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| am, I'm afraid, not terribly good at popularization, which isto say, a concocting
explanations that give non-specidigts the mistaken impression that they understand something.
Thisisthe best | can do: (Bear in mind that you can skip this explanation entirely and be none
the worse off for understanding my story.) Thereisaclass of surfaces that are defined by a
class of equations, both of which have properties that interest people who study prime numbers.
Thereisaway of doing arithmetic with the points of these surfaces, of adding two to get athird
(or, more likely, some virtua object that is not redly apoint at dl, but never mind —thisisa
popularization, you don’t need to know that). My advisor strongly believed, but could not prove
— proof being the coin of the redm in mathematics — that for each such surface thereisa
particular, easly-defined set of points such that dl the other points can be expressed as sums of
these specid points. This conjecture was part of amuch larger structure of conjectures, which
(if they would al turn out to be true and if he could find proofs of them) would give him the
place in the history of mathematics that he thinks he deserves. My mission, which (if | could do
it before our rivasin France) would get me my doctorate and give me the opportunity to have a
successful academic career, was to prove this conjecture.

Usualy, people who make it this far then ask: “Why would anyone want to know that?’
The right answer to that question, or even a decent popularization of it, requires explaining the
previous two hundred years of mathematica hitory. | have yet to meet a non-mathematician
who can stay awake for it. All | can do is remind you that academics are a strange breed, and
that there are men who have happily spent their lives trying to decide whether or not Francis
Bacon wrote the plays of Shakespeare. Trust me, men have vanished into problems like mine,
leaving behind nothing more than atrail of chalk dust and waste baskets full of caculations.

Fortunatdly, given some perverse view of fortune, | did not have agirl friend. Despite
being somewhat geeky and socidly awkward, | have had girl friends from time to time, most
recently during my fourth year. Cynthiawas a year ahead of me, and finished after her fifth year.
She did well in the job market, landing a two-year post-doc at UCLA. At that time we were
both imagining that | would dso finish after my fifth year, and | promised to focus my job search
on southern California so that we could be together. Needless to say, that didn't happen. We
never exactly broke up, but the frequency of our phone cals diminished exponentidly with time.
Our vague plans to spend Christmas break together never converged on a specific detination.
At some point | just stopped thinking of mysdlf as a person with agirl friend. I'm sure she has
found someone ese by now.

That was (as | was saying) fortunate, because none of my girl friends— even the ones
who were dso in mathematics — had ever tolerated my sinking into a math problem to even a
fraction of the degree that | had sunk into this one. Women, | have discovered, need attention
the way that plants need sunlight. But unlike plants, they do not just wither away when they
don't get it. Instead, they become increasingly angry and demanding. | had no attention to give,
and S0 | was grateful not to have any one mad at me.

But | had to eat. And, while my room wasn't much, the landlord was not inclined to let
me keep it for nothing. | had heard stories about grad students who went homelessfor a
summer, deeping in remote corners of the library stacks and showering a the gym, but | was't
inclined to try it.

So | needed ajob.

The ided red-world job for a mathematician wrestling with aresearch problem s
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lighthouse keeper — something remote that leaves alot of space for thinking. There are,
however, very few lighthouses in the Midwest, and | suspected that the few that might exist on
the Great Lakes had already been automated. When | was an undergrad it had been common
for math students to find summer jobs programming computers, but more recently programming
had turned into ared profession that required credentias and experience, neither of which |
had. Because | hadn’t been reading newspapers for the past sx months, | was surprised to
discover that the economy was in recesson and even a burger-flipping job would be hard to
come by.

By mid-June, | was starting to wonder just how bad a deegping bag in the stacks could
be. (The carpeting provided a little padding. The library's bathrooms were clean. All over the
world there are refugees who would kill for such luxury.) | dso had begun to notice the pan-
handlersthat | passed on the Street, and wonder whether they were actudly destitute or just
extremely talented at gppearing to be destitute. Could an amateur compete in that market, or
was there more to it than met the eye?

And then, just before exiting to spend the summer with colleagues a Harvard, my
advisor suggested something. He had a friend who had a friend who would soon be leaving for
Europe.

House sitting, | thought. Please, Lord, let someone pay meto live in his house. Let
it have a moat and a drawbridge and a cellar so deep you can’t even hear the cars go by.

Thisfriend of afriend had once been chairman of the chemistry department, and had
only recently retired. He fdt a subgtantia obligation to his mentor, aman who was now in his
eghties and quite infirm, but who was legendary in hisfield. (I, of course, understood what this
meant. Academics s perhaps the only area of human endeavor in which aman can be legendary
without his name being recognized by anyone whose office is more than two floors away. | had
no doubt that the name of thislegendary chemist would mean nothing to me, and | was correct.)
Hewas too infirm, it ssemed, to accompany the friend-of-a-friend to Europe.

| began having visions of a summer spent changing adult diapers. Despite the fact thet |
had skipped breskfast and was overdue for lunch, these visions ruined my appetite to the point
where the dternative of a season-long fast began to seem reasonable.

But no, the legendary chemidt’s physica needs were being well tended in anursing
home not far from campus. His problem was a degenerative menta condition that caused him to
deep agreat ded of the time, and to lgpse into fantasies when he was awake. Doctors had told
the friend-of-a-friend (let’s call him F) that the legendary chemist (C) needed regular mental
gimulation. For that reason, F had been visiting C daily for the past two years and trying to
engage hismind. F had no doubt that the nursing staff was dedicated and excellent in its way,
but he was afraid that he would come back from Europe in the fal only to find that C had
lgpsed into a dream world from which he would never return.

And s0, F was willing to pay someone — me, presumably —to visit C for afew hoursa
day until F came back. A needy high school student wouldn't do. The visitor had to be able to
engage C' s mind on something near to its own leve, and tempt it to remain focused on redlity.
My advisor (A) quoted afigure which would require alittle belt-tightening, but was quite
generous for part-time work that involved no heavy lifting or digper-changing.

| asked, somewhat foolishly perhaps, if F had considered asking a chemistry student,
who might recognize C's name and fedl honored to spend time with him for free. | was
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surprised to discover that A had made the same suggestion, but that F had rgected it. C had
specificaly requested a mathematician. Mathematicians, C had said, were “more imaginative’
than chemigts. F dreedy felt guilty enough about deserting his mentor for the summer, so he was
inclined to humor him in this. “It makes a certain amount of sense” A commented to me. “After
al, it'snot like he has alab out there. He just has hismind.”

“Part of it, anyway,” | joked.

The job required an audition, though F (A assured me) was nearly as desperate to get
to Europe as| wasto find ajob. So unless | caused the old man bodily harm | was probably in.

| used A’s phoneto cdl F and arranged to meet him at the nursing home later that
afternoon. F had one of those marveloudly neutral accents that Americans never manage to
achieve, 0 | assumed that he was a European of some sort, and that the summer trip was a
return to the old country. He gave me the address of the nursing home. It was just walking
distance from campus, but in adirection | had never walked. That came as something of a
surprise to me, because | have the habit of waking when | am trying to digest a difficult idea.
After Sx years, | believed that | had wandered everywhere that a person could wander from
campus. But clearly | had not.

Meseting strangers aways makes me nervous, particularly when | want something from
them. Being nervous makes me worry about time, and so | |&ft the library more than half an hour
earlier than should have been necessary. But it was necessary, because my first two attempts to
cut through the park both falled, causng me to come out first southeast and then northeast of my
intended destination. | was aready five minutes late when | came out the third time and
gratefully spotted the nurang homerright in front of me.

The home was one of those Gilded Age mangons that no one could afford to live in any
more. Or perhaps those who could afford it no longer wanted to live in the city. It was made of
ydlowish brick and had the irregular sort of architecture that seems to have been popular among
the robber barons. Extrawings jutted out at odd angles and rounded, Rapunzel-like towers
erupted gpparently at random. A semi-circular driveway intersected the street in two places.
The exact gpex of the drive was covered by a canopy that led to the main entrance.

A tdl, thin, gray-haired man in awell-tailored suit was stlanding under the canopy, not
far from a Mercedes. He looked like a very busy person who (by dint of good breeding and
excdllent education) was able to affect a pose of nonchaance. “Y ou must be Mr. Murphy,” he
said as | approached.

| apologized for my lateness and somewhat clumsly shook the hand he had offered. |
gtill could not guess his country of origin, though | was leaning towards eastern Europe rather
than western. Perhaps F had been a Cold War refugee or defector.

He led meinto the building, past a security guard who seemed more interested in the
possibility that some unauthorized person might leave rather than enter. “I’'m sure thismeeting is
meredly aformdity,” F said to me. “But | wanted Andrew to know that | am not forcing you on
him. He sredly quite aremarkable man. | have no doubt you'll hit it off marveloudy.”

The nurang home s front room resembled the lobby of asmadl hotel, with anurse's
gation replacing the front desk. Next to the nurse’ s station was a set of automatic double doors,
presumably leading to the resdents rooms. To one Sde of the main entrance, a collection of
empty chairs surrounded a television that was turned up far too loud. An ancient woman with a
walker sood at an angle that dlowed her to watch either the televison or the entrance with
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equal ease.

F indicated that | should stay in the lobby, and that he would go collect C by himself.
He vanished through the automatic double doors. | stood there, soaking up the air conditioning
and hoping that the swesat | had worked up waking over would evaporate before | met C. A
clattering behind me caused me to turn my heed: it was the old woman. She made eye contact
for amoment and then broke it off to continue on her way through the doors.

“He saloon, that one,” she said, her head facing away from me. “Don't let him get on
about his daughter. He hasn't got a daughter. None of us do. Do you think we d be here if we
had anybody?’ She laughed bitterly, then coughed a few times, and then the doors closed
behind her.

| sared at the ceiling for awhile, thinking about the arithmetic of points on surfaces, until
the doors opened again and F appeared pushing awhed chair. The man in the chair was
dressed in pgiamas and arobe, but he was cleanly shaved and looked quite dert.

“Mr. Murphy,” F said, “thisis Andrew Simon.”

He said the name as if aflourish of trumpets were sounding somewhere, o | responded
inkind. “It'san honor,” | said. And | supposed it probably would have been an honor, if |
hadn't given up on chemidry after my freshman year.

Andrew laughed a me in a gentle sort of way. “ Senile old men don’'t honor anyone,” he
sad. “At least not intentiondly.”

F waved that comment away, and then gestured for me to take the handles of the chair.
“I think the best way for you to get acquainted, Andrew, isto show Mr. Murphy your afternoon
wak.” And then he said to me, “We do it every day if the weether alows. If it doesn’t, | whed
him through the halls. 1t's good for him to get a change of scene. I'll wait here for you.”

Andrew gestured his acceptance of this plan, so | began pushing the chair towards the
main entrance. The security guard glanced over a F as we approached, and then said “ Good
afternoon, Mr. Simon.”

When we were safely outside, Andrew said, “ The poor man's scared to death.”

“The guard?’

“Max.” He meant F. “He used to bdieve that insanity wasn't contagious, but now he's
not so sure. He's going to run away to Europe beforeit’ stoo late.”

Not far from the canopy was a sdewak that led through an archway into a courtyard.
There was afountain in the courtyard, and a number of wheelchairs were parked around it.

“Thisis much nicer than the home my grandmother wasin,” | said, trying to make
conversation. | wasn't sure this was such agood opening. If he followed up by asking how my
grandmother was doing, | would have to admit she was dead, which could only lead to an
awkward slence,

“They tel mel can afford it,” he said. “That means they expect meto die before the
money runs out.”

And so we arrived at the awkward sllence by an dternate route. Beyond the courtyard
was another archway, and a gravel path leading into the woods. | didn’t understand how there
could possibly be woods here. The park was on the other Sde of Temple Avenue, and | was
sure there was nothing on this side but the grid of city streets. | resolved to look at a map the
next time | wasin the library.

“Max tdls me you re a mathemétician, a graduate student.”
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| acknowledged that Max was correct.

“What are you working on?’

| gave him my usud explanation, about surfaces and points and arithmetic. | was hoping
that he wouldn’t ask me why anyone would care, because | was sure | couldn’t connect it to
anything in chemigry. He didn't.

“How do you go about trying to prove something like that?’

“Wdl,” | answered cautioudy, unsure of just how much detall he could follow or would
want to hear, “the most obviousway isto do aproof by contradiction. If the conjectureis
wrong, then there is some surface in the class and some point on that surface that can't be
expressed as a sum of the standard points. That would have to be a very specia surface and a
very specia point. So you can start making deductions about just how specia they have to be.
If you do it right, you should get a set of conditions so redtrictive that they contradict each
other.”

“So to prove that such a surface doesn't exist, you imagine that it does and Start
visudizing what that would meen.”

“Right,” | responded.

“And you keep fleshing that vison out, getting a clearer and clearer picture of the world
that surface would have to live in, until finally you can see what' s wrong with that world, why it
can't exis.”

| was surprised that he was able to express the idea so concisdy. “That’ sright.”

He laughed. “ So you spend al your time thinking about things that don’t exist.”

| acknowledged that he was correct.

“That's quite delusond, you know,” he said. His amusement was contagious; | Started
amiling mysdf. “If you don’'t watch out, you'll find yoursef in a place like this one”

“I’'mafrad | couldn’t afford it,” | replied.

“Then you' d best stay sane.”

There wasn't anyone e se on the path. In the shade of the trees, the June day was very
pleasant. | thought to mysdif that | might enjoy having an excuse to get out in the daylight afew
hours each afternoon. Before long we came to a pond, which made me renew my vow to study
amap. Next to the pond was a bench. Andrew had me stop his chair beside the bench and sit
down. Out in the water some ducks started heading in our direction.

“Max and | never feed them,” he said. “But they never learn.”

We st dlently for several minutes. The ducks serpentined closer to us, but didn’t come
out of the water.

“What if they do exig?’" he asked.

“Wha?' | had gotten logt in my mathematics again.

“The surface and the point. What if they do exig?’

“Then my advisor’s conjecture iswrong.”

“Conjectures often are,” he said. “Don’'t you think you' d have found the contradiction
by now if there redly were one?’

In my own mind, | had to confessthat I’ d been thinking the same thing since sometime
in mid-winter. Every few days| proved some new fact about that non-existent point and
surface, but the facts | proved kept refusing to contradict each other.

“That's what happened to the non-Euclideans, wasn't it?" he asked.
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It was. Back in the elghteenth century many people had tried to prove Euclid’ s pardld
postulate, which Euclid had only assumed. The postulate said thet if you had aline and a point
not on the line, then there was exactly one other line that contained the point and was pardld to
the firg line. They had tried assuming that the posiulate was fase, and showing thet if either two
lines or no lines through the point were pardld to thefirst line, then some contradiction would
have to follow. Either assumption seemed ridiculous, and ahogt of equadly ridiculous-looking
consequences followed from either one. But as nonsensical as these consequences appeared,
they steadfastly refused to contradict any known theorem that didn’t aready assume the pardléd
postulate.

Eventudly, early in the nineteenth century, someone -- | bdlieve it was Gauss, but two
or three other people have a more-or-less equivaent claim to the discovery -- started to believe
that there was no contradiction to be found. The apparently nonsensical things they were
proving were Smply the true theorems of a different geometry, one that ran counter to our
human intuitions, but was aslogicad and precise as anything Euclid had discovered.

“They thought,” Andrew continued, “that they were thinking about things that didn’t
exig, and that if they thought about them long enough they would start seeing why they didn’t
exid. But eventudly they fell down the rabbit hole and started believing in them.”

“And they wereright,” | commented.

“Yes” he sad thoughtfully. “They were”

The ducks were gtarting to lose interest in us.

“| joke about going down the rabbit hole,” he continued, “But did you ever wonder if
non-Euclidean geometry was part of what inspired Lewis Carrall in the first place? Y ou think
about nonsense long enough, and then — pop — there you are, on the other side of the looking
glass, whereit al looks sensble”

| gppreciated that Andrew hadn’t insulted my intelligence by reminding me that Carroll
was amathematician. His red name was Charles Dodgson, and he wrote his mathematical
works under that name. | had heard an amusing story about his two identities, the mathematician
and the story-teller. (Every time| tell the story, | promise mysdlf that | will check that it's true
before | tell it again. But | never do.) Apparently Queen Victoria had been quite taken with
Alice, and had et it be known through certain discreet channelsthat it would please Her
Maesty if the author would dedicate his next work to her. Any good monarchist would have
been honored to receive such arequest, but Dodgson seems to have had an ambivaent attitude
towards the monarchy, or perhaps towards the entire Victorian Age. So he followed the letter
of the request rather than the spirit. His next work, an impenetrable tome called The Theory of
Determinants, was dedicated to the Queen.

We fdl slent again. The sunlight reflected off the water in glisening patterns too
complex to be described by anything short of chaos theory. | stopped thinking about Lewis
Carroll and non-Euclidean geometry, and even about my thesis problem, which until that
moment had been bubbling away on the back burners of my mind continuoudy since sometime
in the Cynthiaera. Eventudly | felt Andrew’s hand on my arm, and heard him say, “Come on, |
have someone | want you to meet.”

The path continued in adirection | hadn't looked before. We walked up a hill and then
aong arocky spine until we came to a spring. The spring created atiny stream, which we
followed until we came to alarge open pasture. A lone tree stood in the middle of the pasture.
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Under the tree, a young woman sat reading.

“Mirandal” Andrew called. “I’ve brought someone to meset you.”

The woman put down her book and jogged in our direction. She was dressed like most
of my students, in jeans and at-shirt. Her hair was blacker than any | had ever seen, and as she
gpproached | could see that her eyes were agtartling violet.

“Thisis Mr. Murphy,” Andrew announced.

“Danid,” | sad, and wondered immediatdly if | should have said something lessformd,
like Dan or even Danny.

She stopped just far enough away that | didn’t have to decide whether to shake hands
or offer some other physica greeting.

“Mr. Murphy is going to be replacing Max,” Andrew continued. “I’'m afraid we re not
going to be seeing him any more.”

Miranda shrugged as if to say that it was no great lossto her. “This oneis so much
younger,” shesad. “I think I’'m going to like him.”

“I think | am too,” Andrew said. “I'm hoping that he'll like usjust aswell.”

For four years | had been teaching freshmen, and so | had trained mysdf not to be
dazzled by the beauty of 19-year-olds. The stories of girls who try to trade sex for grades are
(asfar as | know) wildly exaggerated. But the dazzling ones know very well what effect they
have on ayoung ingructor, and are not above flashing a suggestive smile or glance to get an
extra point or two of partia credit or avoid a pendty on alate assgnment. Once one of the
more daring ones looked over my shoulder while | graded her late homework, leaning so asto
press her breasts up againgt my shoulderblade. A teacher who can't ignore this sort of thing
belongs in another business, so | learned to ignoreit.

But this meadow seemed to be aworld away from the classrooms and offices where
my defenses worked so well. And Miranda was indeed dazzling — more o, perhaps, than any
caculus sudent | had ever taught. When she predicted that she would like me, | suddenly felt so
happy it was frightening. | took a step backward, and then looked at the two of them standing
together. | noticed that Andrew was wearing khaki pants now and a blue work shirt. “How,” |
sad, “how are you standing here? Whereis your chair? How did we get over that ridge?’

“Oh, that's easy,” he said. “We re dreaming this.”

My head snagpped upwards and | took three quick, deep breaths. Sunlight was till
grobing off the pond. Andrew was Sitting peacefully in his chair.

“I'm sorry,” | said, embarrassed. “1 didn’'t mean to fal adeep. | was enjoying our
conversation very much. | hopeyouwon't ...” and | trailed off, because | wasn't sure what |
hoped. | hoped he wouldn’t be offended. | hoped he wouldn’t tell Max. | hoped he wouldn't
torpedo my chance to get this job.

Andrew amiled a me, asif there was nothing for him to forgive.

“Itsjudt,” | sad, “it'sjust that I’ ve been working so hard lately.”

“Too hard, | think. Sometimes you need to let up alittle, get some distance from a
problem.”

“You're probably right,” | said.

“The young researchers dways try too hard. It’ s the disadvantage of youth. If you were
older, your body just wouldn't stand for it. But you'll learn to relax. The world can’t re-arrange
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itsdlf properly whileyou' re garing & it.”

| nodded, though | was still groggy and had no idea what he was talking about.

“Come aong,” hesad. “Max probably isn't even worried about us yet.”

The pond was actually closer to the house than | had remembered. A different
collection of wheelchairs was arranged around the fountain in a different pattern. Max stood
under the canopy, looking nonchaant.

“Y ou've done quite well, Max,” Andrew said as we gpproached. “I like young Daniel
very much. I'm surewe |l get dong famoudy.”

Max exhded in relief, which was the only time that | had detected even the smdlest
amount of tengon in him. He told me that | was to get Andrew out of his room every afternoon
for at least three hours, seven days aweek, until Labor Day. He had |eft checks with the head
nurse, who would give me one each Friday. We shook hands again, and then he took Andrew
back inside.

Through June and into July, Andrew became the one regular part of my daily rhythm.
With no classto prepare for or teach, | ate erraticaly, dept erratically, and talked to no one. At
night | found unusad dlassroomsin the math building and filled their blackboards with
caculations. | bought enormous sheets of paper and covered them with diagrams as precise and
detailed as the eaborate artworks of schizophrenics. | suspected that | was coming to know as
much about my point and my surface as any human being had ever known about purely
meathematical congtructions.

| just didn’t know whether they existed or not.

Andrew steadfastly believed that they did. “ Anything you can seein that kind of detal
hesto exis,” he sad. “The mind itsdf calsit into exisence”

That was allittle too new-age for me, but dl the same | appreciated hisinterest. It was
good for me, talking to Andrew. He refused to get drawn into aline-by-line andyss of my
cdculations, and forced me to pull my conclusions up one or two levels of abstraction so that
we could discuss them. He adso got me out into the sunlight, and occasiondly let me deep for a
half hour or s0 by the pond. It was usually the best deep | got dl day, though | didn’t remember
any more dreams.

Not that | was having trouble deeping. In fact, | was degping more than | usudly did,
when you added it dl up. Three hours here, four there. Sometimes | would wake up with my
head on one of my giant diagrams and not know how long | had been adeep. Had | dreamed
the last haf hour of caculations or actudly done them? Or had my hand done one set of
cdculatiions while my head dreamed a different set entirely?

If Andrew believed that my surface existed, my advisor bdieved just as adamantly that
it didn’'t. After heleft for Harvard | didn't see him, but | didn’t need to. By now | had
completely interndized his point of view. Alonein my room, | could argue with him to my
heart’ s content, and point out every reason why he ought to believe in the existence of my
surface. Eventudly, | was able to argue just as vociferoudy with an internalized Andrew, and tell
him dl the reasons why the surface had to be nothing more than awell-worked-out figment of
my imagination.

Oneday in late duly, athunderstorm kept us away from the pond. | tried wheding
Andrew through the hdls, but we kept passing other men and women who had been set out in
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the hdl like inconvenient pieces of furniture while the saff cleaned their rooms. Their faces
looked vacant, asif they saw neither the world in front of their eyeballs nor amore interesting
one behind. We were both getting depressed. Findly | got an extra blanket and wrapped it
around Andrew. We went outside, under the canopy, and watched the lightning and the big rain
drops that bounced when they hit the pavement.

Eventudly even that got old. “Take me back to my room,” he said.

“But Max sad -

“Max isn't here”

It was afact. There was no arguing with it. | wheded him back into the building, through
the automatic double doors and down the corridor to the eevator. Andrew’ s room was on the
third floor. It was small, but very nice as such things go. He had awindow overlooking the
fountain and could see over the archway into the trees (whose existence | till had not verified
with amap).

| had spent dmost no time in Andrew’ sroom. | gathered that Max had often comein to
wake Andrew up and help him get ready for his excurson. But | rardly had to do anything more
than just knock. Andrew would open the door immediately, asif he had been waiting.
Sometimes he would meet me in the lobby or even under the canopy.

Andrew’ s window was dotted with raindrops. The naturd light was gray and
depressing, but the dectric light made everything look yellow, which was worse. | turned it of f
again and whedled him as close to the window as | could, then fiddled with the blinds to
maximize the amount of light that camein.

There were no other chairsin theroom, so | sat on the bed. “What do you do when
you're here?’ | asked.

“Seep,” he sad. “Dream.”

In the graying light, deeping and dreaming seemed like desirable activities. But |
remembered that my job was to keep Andrew away from his dreams, so | looked around for
something to talk about. | noticed a picture on the table by his hand. “Isthat your wife?’ |
asked. The woman in the picture was blond and middle-aged. She looked attractive, but in a
serious way, like the author’ s portrait on the dust jacket of a book.

“Shdly,” he said. “We were married for forty years. She died ten — no, dleven — years
ago.”

| hadn’'t known that. It made me redlize just how little | knew about Andrew’ slife or he
knew about mine. Taking about life just wasn't what we did together. | didn’t know what
Shelly had died of, or whether her death was the event that triggered his move to the nursing
home. | looked to my right, at the picture on the end table next to the bed, and | stopped in
mid-breath.

The picture was of a gtriking young woman with raven-black hair and violet eyes.

“Isthis...,” | fumbled for words, “... you and Shdly’s daughter?’

“No,” he said. “Shelly and | never had any children.” Heraised ahand. “No, don’t try
to sympathize. We never tried. We didn’t want children because there was no oneto raise
them. | certainly wasn't going to do it. | had too much chemistry to do, too many thoughtsin my
head that needed to get out. And Shdlly ... Shelly was alot like me. That'swhy we got ong
so well. She was a sociologist. She had papers to write and classes to teach, just like me. The
woman in the picture, she was, well, it'salittle hard to describe.”
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“A sgter? A sudent?”’

“No,” he sad. “Her name was Aridl. Pretty name, isn't it? It's one of the angelic names,
you can tell by the‘d’ at the end. | forget what it means.”

| deduced (a best |ate) that by “hard to describe’” he meant that Ariel had been his
midress. She was certainly attractive enough, if the picture was anything close to the way she
redlly looked. It wasn't my placeto pry into Andrew’slife, so | looked for some way to change
the subject. | glanced around the room for some other object | could comment on. There
weren't any. The room was strikingly barren: just abed, a couple of tables, and pictures of two
women.

“There’'sno way to explain what her picture is doing here without telling a very long
story.”

| tried to interpret his statement, to read between the lines. Was he telling me to move
on, or was he asking me to inquire further? Anyone else probably would have known right
away, but | had gotten so far out of the habit of talking to people that | had to think about it.

“I'vegot thetime” | sad tentatively.

Arid was probably about your age when | met her. It was twenty, maybe twenty-two years
ago. She was much younger than me. My hair was dready gray, and she was—well, just look
a her. She was beautiful. Y ou won't meet five women in your life who look that good, and four
of them will be empty. All surface with nothing inside.

Arie wasfull of life. Magica. No one uses the word fey any more, do they? They
should; it means something.

We met in church, of dl places. Neaither of us belonged there. | had been an athelst
since the age of about ten. Religion made people do strange things, | figured. They scared me,
religious people, when you came right down to it. Still do. It's hard enough to know what the
people around you are likely to do when they’re just trying to make sense out of the world, but
if they’re dso trying to guess what some ghost in the sky wants ... well, you might aswell give
up. They could do anything.

Shdly, though, she fdt differently. This was maybe the one place where we were
mismatched. She had been raised in a church and it just felt right to her. She needed someplace
to go on a Sunday morning, someplace where good people got together and talked about good
things. She liked to sing the old hymns, and the poetry of the psdms redly spoke to her, even
the ones that sounded paranoid to me. “Enemies surround me, Lord, and they Strike at me for
no reason” — that sort of thing. | aways thought, “ King David, maybe you should spend less
time complaining to God and more time trying to understand your enemies motives.” But not
Shdlly, shelovediit.

S0 | humored her. She knew | was humoring her, and that was fine. We found a church
that made at least haf an attempt to be reasonable, one that didn’t demand that | turn my back
on the science that | did the other six-and-a-half days of the week, and we went. Every Sunday.
| was the mogt faithful atheist you'll ever meet.

Eventually, after | had been a church-goer for quite afew years, Ariel showed up. She
came every Sunday too. She didn’t belong there either, but for the opposite reason. She had
too many godsin her life. Like | said, she was fey. During the seventies she had been an honet-
to-goddess witch. Dance naked in acircle, draw down the Moon — that kind of thing. She read
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Tarot cards. She knew the locations of dl the planets in her horoscope. She believed she could
change the weether if she tried hard enough. | never argued with her about it. There didn’t seem
to be any point.

Y ears before, she had met George God-knows-where and married him God-knows-
why. | tell you, if you ever figure out how women choose their mates, you'll have gotten far
beyond me. He was an actuary, and was the mogt stick-in-the-mud man | have ever known.
Good man, in hisway. Honest. Hard working. Do anything for you if you were hisfriend. But
Arie’s husband? | didn’t pretend to understand it.

They had kids, two of them, aboy and agirl. They were beautiful, just like her. And
they had the Devil in them, as my mother used to say about anyone who had a taent for
enjoying life. Both of them knew how cute they were, and they knew that it was impossible to
say no to them. | didn’t even try. When we met Ariel and George, that was the end of me doing
any adult socidizing during the coffee hour after church. One or the other of the kids would drag
me off somewhere and want me to do something. | taught the boy how to juggle, and he
became pretty good after awhile. Better than me. And the girl dways wanted meto tell her
gtories. | didn’t know that | knew any stories, but it turned out | did.

Our households started to grow together. We went out after church, spent holidays
together, things like that. | think the kids needed grandparents. And, even though | never
regretted deciding not to have children of our own, | loved having somebody else's. Shely did
too, | think. Eventualy we had our own unofficid pew, on the left Sde of the center aide, about
hafway back. George sat on the aide, then the kids, then Aridl, then me, and then Shelly on the
indde, by the divider.

Couple-to-couple relationships always have one link that is stronger than the others, and
with usit was the one between Ariel and me. There was nothing illicit about it —sheand | just
aways had something to talk about. She flirted with me congtantly, of course, but that was her
way. Neither George nor Shelly ever objected to it. They thought we were cute together.

After we' d known them a couple of years, Arid decided that she wanted to have athird
child. But George was firm: two was enough. | think he didn’t want to be outnumbered. She
badgered, she wheedled, she bribed, but there was no moving him. “I’m not done,” she kept
saying. “There' s fill someone who needs to be here” But he wasn't giving in.

Every Sunday, after the first hymn, the kids would go downgtairs to their classes, but
Arid didn’t move into the empty space, closer to George. We stayed there in the center, hands
a our sdes, with just the edge of my hand touching the edge of hers. Y ou can't imagine what
that waslike. You grew up in afree-wheeling age, where people jump in and out of bed dl the
time. But | didn’t. My parents lived together until they died, and when | took a vow with Shelly
| kept it. But every Sunday my little finger would rest next to Ariel’s on the pew. It was specid.
It meant something.

And then one Sunday it meant something else.

It was dmost spring, at the end of an ugly winter. The equinox was aweek away, and
that meant that it was Lent. Christian churches are a their most mysterious and ominous during
Lent. They focus on suffering and sacrifice, two things that any sane person triesto avoid, in my
opinion. The sermon was unusudly boring that day, so | tuned it out. | was thinking about
getting out a pen and doing some work on the back of the program, when Ariel leaned over and
whispered, “Close your eyes.”
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| did. Within seconds | felt ahand on each side of my head, and | was being kissed. It
was awonderful, luscious kiss. | hadn’t realized that | had any expectations about Arid’skiss,
but | did, and they were fulfilled.

For about half a second.

| was shocked, of course. We were in church. George was to her right, Shelly to my
left. We couldn’t be kissing.

Weweren't.

When my eyes snapped open, | wasn't looking directly into Ariel’ s eyes, as| had
expected, but at the dtar in the front of the church. She was sitting where she dways sat, to my
right. The little finger of her left hand was gently, barely touching the little finger of my right. She
gmiled a me.

After the service | made up an excuse to go home immediately, without drinking coffee
or playing with the kids. In the car, | fdlt asif | ought to confess something to Shelly, but | didn’t
know what. That | had a fantasy? She surely knew by now that | had fantasies. | certainly
believed that she did, and | didn’t grudge them to her. Physical monogamy is aready more than
enough to ask of people, without trying to control their thoughts. We both knew that.

So what had | done wrong?

| didn't say anything to Shdlly, and | didn’t talk to Ariel during the next week. | thought
about playing sick on Sunday. On Wednesday | was convinced that | would, but by Saturday
night it dl seemed digant and slly. On Sunday morning the regular patterns took over, and |
found mysdf Stting next to Ariel, my finger touching hers. We sang a hymn. The children eft.
We listened to announcements, sang another hymn, heard areading. It al seemed interminable.

When the sermon started, | closed my eyes.

| felt her hand grip mine and lift, asigna to get up. | stood and noticed that the church
was empty. We were adone — without ushers, ministers, parishioners, children, or spouses. She
led me by the hand, down the center aide and out the door to the Green. The sun was shining
brilliantly, warmly. Spring had come &t lag.

We were as aone on the Green as we had been in the church. There were no cars, not
even parked ones. She kissed me under the old maple. Her dress dropped away with an
effortless gesture. We made love there in the grass, under the vernal sun. | let it happen. | had
freewill, and | let it happen because | firmly believed that it was not happening. In some other
universe only acurtain’ swidth away, Arid and | were stting in our pew, mindlesdy registering
the minister’ s droning cadences.

“I wish we could have had more time together,” she said. “But I'm glad that at least we
could do this. Blessyou, Andy. Don't forget me.”

An organ blast woke me up. | tried not to jump, but Shelly looked over at me and
laughed. She knew | had been adeep.

And | had. That was all that had happened. | had been adeep. | had had a dream. | had
not done anything of consequence. After the service | went into the bathroom to check my
underwesar, which was clean. | came out and had coffee. The kids had found a frisbee and
wanted me to play on the Green, which | did. We dl had lunch together a a restaurant, and
then Shelly and | went home. | think | pread fertilizer on the lawn.

Sometime that afternoon, Ariel collgpsed. George caled us from the hospital. No one
knew what the problem was, but they were guessng that it was some kind of stroke. She was
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unconscious. The doctors couldn't say when she would wake up. We met George at the
hospital, looked in on Arid (who seemed to be just deegping), and took the kids home with us.
We bedded them down in our guest room that night, and | drove them to school in the morning.
It was the |least we could do.

Months went by. The doctors were caling it acomanow, but that was just aword.
They didn't know what was wrong with her. Once aweek | took an afternoon to sit by her bed
and read to her, on the off-chance that she would hear. It was what she would have done for
me. Though she would have been certain that | was listening, and | was anything but certain.
About anything &t dl.

Oneday lateinthefdl, | didn’'t find Arid in her usud room. | checked with severd
nurses, and | wound up walking down along, white corridor. | couldn’t understand why it was
S0 long, because there were no other rooms on it. | began to wonder how long it would take,
and if | should cal Shelly to tell her that | would be late getting home. Findly | cameto Arid’s
room. It was very large and bright. Ariel was awvake and done. She was glad to see me.

Undernegath the sheets was an enormous lump. “Isit atumor?’ | asked her. “Istha
what the root problem is? Cancer?’

Shelaughed a me. | had forgotten how much | missed her laugh. There had been so
little to laugh &t this spring and summer and fdl. But Ariel had never needed a reason to laugh,
she just laughed whenever she wanted. It was her right.

“You dlly thing,” she sad. “It'snot atumor, it's our child, our daughter. I've named her
Miranda. I’ ve been with her dl these months, and | love her very much. You'll love her too, if
you let yoursdlf get to know her. Put your hand right there. I’'m sure she'll kick for you.”

| woke up from that dream in the middle of the night. | wanted to wake Shelly, but |
didn’t. It was just adream, after dl. But | went to the hospitd that morning before my first
lecture. Aridl was il unconscious, till in the same room. When | was certain that no one would
seeme, | lifted the covers and looked at her belly. She was frighteningly thin. There was no
lump there, no tumor, no child.

December came, and we began planning Christmas with George and the kids. We
would al take atrip to the hospital together, of course, but we wanted the kids to have as
happy aday aswe could give them. We wanted it not to be morbid. Shelly overspent our
present budget by awide margin, and wrapped them &l as brightly as she could.

With only afew daysto go, | found mysdf back in the long white corridor. Arid wasin
ahbirthing room now. Her feet were in the stirrups and her somach was enormous. “Where are
the nurses?’ | asked, and shetold me | would have to make do without them. “That’ s absurd,”
| said, and | went out into the corridor to look for them.

“Theré sno timel” sheydled. Then she let loose with a haf-grunt, haf-scream that gave
me the same message in amuch more viscera form. | looked for cal buttons | could push and
grings | could pull, but there was nothing. | came back into the room, and for some
indeterminate number of hours | held her hand, wiped her forehead, watched the top of the
baby’ s head emerge, and told her how much | wanted them both to live.

I’'m certain | did everything wrong.

From early on, there was far too much blood. | had never seen a birth before, but | was
sure this couldn’t be right. Miranda was soaked in blood when she fdl into my hands. She was
dick withiit. | wrapped her in atowe and the towd turned red. “I can’t stop your bleeding,” |
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told Aridl. “1 haveto find a doctor.”

“It'stoo late for that,” she said. “Just take her. Don't let her fade away.”

“I haveto try to save you somehow.”

“Judt take her!” Arid ydled. “Y ou're the only one who can raise her. She'll die without
you. Just take her! Take her! Take her!”

| took her. | left Arid lying in apool of her own blood and | took our daughter out into
the white corridor. | opened the only other door and found myself in the bedroom that | shared
with Shelly. There was another door right next to my side of the bed, adoor | had never seen
before. | opened it and found a nursery there. | cleaned Mirandain the sink and put a new
diaper on her. | wrapped her in aclean blanket and held her against my chest as| sat in the
rocking chair next to the crib. | must have fallen adeep like that.

The telephone woke me up. It was George caling from the hospital. His voice was
perfectly emotionless, which was dways a bad sign with George. Arid had suffered amassive
abdominal hemorrhage. She was dead.

Christmas never happened that year. Arid’s funerd was on the 27th. The church was
full. The children looked drugged. | nodded off during the service just long enough to feed
Miranda.

Shelly thought | was narcoleptic that winter, because | seemed to fal adeep every few
hours. She made me see a neurologist, who had some theories but couldn’t turn up anything
definite.

By spring George had found anew job in Texas. The children cried when they left and
we dl promised we' d stay in touch, but it was clear that George wanted to start anew life. |
couldn’t deny him that.

In the end, Shelly missed the kids more than | did. One day in June | removed the
brightly wrapped Christmas presents from her closet and took them to an orphanage. It was
amogt ayear before she seemed like hersdf again. | tried to be there for her, but I'm afraid |
didn’t do avery good job. | had way too much else to do.

| had Miranda

Andrew was ddusiond.

Max hed told my advisor as much right from the beginning, and Andrew had al but
admitted it himsdf on severd occasions, but | had found it convenient to forget. Aslong aswe
stuck to mathematics or the wesather, he seemed 0 lucid, even wise. But he believed that for the
last 19 years he had been raising a daughter in his dreams. He believed that she was there right
this very minute, that he could visit her just by faling adeep.

What could | say to something like that?

It had taken hoursfor him to tell his story. The rain had stopped by the time he finished.
Officid sunset was gtill more than an hour away, but outside Andrew’ s north-facing window
things looked pretty dark. We sat slently in the shadows. Before long, | could tdll from his
breathing that he was adeep. He had earned it. We both had. | had kept him awake and talking
far longer than Max had requested. | asked a nurse for help, and together we moved him out of
his chair and onto the bed.

On theway home, | started wondering how | had recognized the resemblance between
Arid and the dazzling girl in my own dream. And | wondered how | had known to cal her
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Miranda. But | didn’t worry about it much. | knew that memory is atricky business, not &t dl
the accurate permanent record that it seemsto be. And memories of dreams are doubly tricky. |
hadn’t written down anything about the dream | had that first day by the pond. Maybe, as|
listened to Andrew, | had been unconscioudy rewriting my memory of the dream, making it
correspond to what he wastelling me. It sounded a little far-fetched, but compared to what?

One reason | didn’'t worry about it was that as | walked back to my room | had a new
idea about my surface and my point. By the time | got home, al | wanted to do was pull out
some of my notes from February and reca culate something that had seemed like a coincidence
a thetime. | fdl adegp sx hours later with papers scattered al over my bed.

| dreamed of Miranda, of course. She came up to my room and laughed at what adob
| was and what my refrigerator said about my eating habits. She told me | should take better
care of mysdlf. She sad that life wasn't a sprint, that if it was any kind of race & al (which it
probably wasn't) it was some kind of marathon. | barely stirred. She came over to the bed and
swept some papers onto the floor. She sat next to me and stroked my hair. For some reason,
that seemed like the most wonderful thing anyone had ever done for me. | felt like | could lie
there forever.

When | woke up, my face was about Sx inches from the fan, which was blowing a
sngle lock of hair back and forth across my forehead. Severa of my papers had blown onto the
floor.

Now, of course, it was no mystery that | dreamed about Miranda. Andrew had told me
her gory. | had seen the picture of the beautiful mother she supposedly resembled. | wasa
more-or-less hedthy maein hislate twenties who didn’t have a girl friend and was working way
too hard. What else would | dream about?

The next day was sunny and hot. | took Andrew back to the pond and we talked about
mathematics. He seemed allittle less focused than usud, but | had expected that. The previous
day had been very emotiond for him. | couldn’t expect him to snap right back.

We both dozed in the sun for awhile, and Miranda stopped by. She suggested skinny-
dipping in the pond to cool off, but Andrew said that would be improper. She smiled, which
made me wonder if she had suggested it just to gauge his reaction, or mine. She said that he
didn’t look well, and that she was worried about him.

When | woke up, Andrew was still dozing. | talked to him and he perked up alittle, but
dtill seemed groggy.

The next day he was alittle better, and alittle better again the day after. But he il
seemed duggish compared to aweek before. | wondered if it was just my interpretation that
was changing. Maybe | had exaggerated his sharpness before, and now, after seeing the full
extent of hisillness, | was over-reacting in the opposite direction.

As duly turned into August, my life began to stabilize. More and more often, | worked
by day, dept by night, and ate at least two decent meals. Miranda showed up in my dreams
amogt nightly. Some nights she read poetry to me. Some nights we argued about novelsthet |
had read back in the days before mathematics took over my life. Sometimes we went for walks,
and we usudly ran into Andrew when we did. Occasiondly we watched videos together, but
when | woke up | could never remember what they had been about. When | was lazy, she
pushed me. When | got discouraged, she expressed her faith in me.

By mid-Augugt it was clear that Andrew was going downhill. | worried about him. (And
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inmy dreams| tried to divert Miranda, who worried about him too much.) He was il
interested in my work, but more as a cheerleader now than as a participant. He remained
convinced that | would find the surface and the point that | had been describing in my notes
these many months. “Y ou need to have faith in yourself and in what you can see with your own
eyes” hesad. “Don’'t wait for some authority to tel you what istrue and what isn't. Give
yourself some credit. Y ou deserveit.”

Paradoxically, as the real Andrew faded, my internalized Andrew picked up steam.
There were days now where | stood back completely, and merely listened to the argument
between my interndized advisor and my interndized Andrew. From time to time | would do a
caculation to adjudicate some disagreement between them, but | did it with the impartidity of an
umpire. It was asif the outcome of the argument was irrelevant to me; | only wanted to make
sure it wastrue.

And then, one day in late August, | found it.

In the morning, | had made arevised ligt of the most important things | knew about the
surface. It was bookkeeping, nothing more. | reduced ten messy pieces of paper to two nest
ones. Then | went to see Andrew. The pond was exceptiondly beautiful that day, and the ducks
il had not learned. Andrew seemed to pay attention when | talked, but said very littlein
response. When | took him back to his room, he squeezed my hand and said, “ Stick with it.
You'll get there”

When | got back to my room, it occurred to me to wonder whether a set of equations
of acertain form might define a surface that had most of the properties | had listed. It dmost
worked. | went for awalk, ate dinner at a cheap restaurant, and came back. | fiddled with the
equations, half adozen terms unexpectedly canceled out to zero, and there it was.

Once | had the surface, there weren't many places for the point to hide. | had it before
midnight. And | went to bed a a decent hour.

| tried to be modest and cautious about my claims, but Miranda saw through me
immediately. She produced a bottle of champagne from somewhere. She cranked the stereo up
and we danced. | worried that my neighbors would complain, but then | remembered that | was
actualy sound adeep and making no noise a al beyond a possible snore. We laughed about it.
When it was time to go our separate ways, she let me kiss her good-bye. It seemed like the
most romantic thing | had ever done.

In the morning, | started writing down a proof that someone other than mysdf might
have a chance to follow. As| cleaned up my notation, | noticed that three of my choices had
been arbitrary, and so | had a three-parameter family of examples rather than just one. For the
firg time in months, | thought about my rivasin Paris. Thelast | had heard, they had till been
trying to prove the conjecture rather than disproveit, so | doubted they would beat me to the
punch. But | began drafting an email to send them, so that there would be no doubt how early |
had made my discovery.

That afternoon | had agreat ded of trouble rousing Andrew. He didn’t want to get into
hischair a al, and | decided not to try to force him. | sat on the side of his bed and held his
hand. When he seemed dert, | told him that | had won, and that my advisor’ s conjecture was
fse

He smiled and nodded dowly. “The mind's eye can be very acute” he said. “Never let
them tell you that the things you see don’t exist.”
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Before | |eft that evening, | got the head nurse to give me Max’s number in Budapest. |
waited until it was a decent hour of the morning in Hungary, and then | talked him into coming
home afew days early. “If you wait until Labor Day, he might not be conscious any more,” |
sad.

Max replied that he had been afraid this would happen, and he thanked me for notifying
him, and for keeping Andrew going aslong as | had.

“Onething | was curious about,” | said just before hanging up. “Did you ever meet his
daughter Miranda?’

There was along slence on theline. “Mirandais part of Andrew’sillness” Max said.
“He never had adaughter. Miranda doesn't exist.”

“That’swhat | had heard,” | said. “But | wanted to double-check.”

Things moved rather quickly after that. Max returned the next day, in time to say his
good-byes. My advisor returned the day after. It took afull week to convince him that | was
correct. Three times he thought he had overthrown my examples, but each time | was able to
point out his mistake. The Parisans were easer. They sent me congratul ations after two days.

My doctorate was now assured, but the academic hiring cycle wouldn't start in earnest
until the spring. So | could, if | wanted, kick back and do little more than teach my caculus
class. Already by the end of September my examples were known as*Murphy surfaces’ on the
internet discussion lists. My advisor was wondering how to salvage his system of conjectures,
and | had afew idess that both of us thought seemed promising. Keith was treating me more
like an equa now. | had to admit that it felt good.

As| had predicted, Andrew became incoherent over the Labor Day weekend. | was
off the payrall by now, but | went to his room once a day anyway, just to hold his hand and talk
to him the way that he had talked to Aridl. But now we only conversed when he showed up
with Mirandain my dreams. By the equinox he was completely comatose, and around the end
of October he died. He had a huge funera, attended by his colleagues from chemistry
departments dl over the world. There was sometak of sarting an annua conferencein his
honor. | looked for Ariel’s other children, but | didn’t see them. Perhaps they didn’t hear. Or
maybe | just missed them in the crowd.

Sometime in mid-November, | got acal from alawyer. Back in early July Andrew had
rewritten hiswill to name me as hissole heir. | tried to guess what he must have been thinking
then, but | couldn’t. In theory someone could have contested the will, claiming either that
Andrew was dready of unsound mind at that point, or that | had exercised undue influence over
him. But the truth was that no one € se had aclaim on Andrew’s money. Max, | think, was
actudly relieved to hear that he was not the heir.

| was somewhat surprised to discover just how big an estate Andrew had left me. It
wasn't captain-of-indusiry style money, but he had owned afew lucrative patents in addition to
his academic retirement fund. It would be enough to keep me in pizzas for the foreseegble
future. Probably | would never again have to take an odd job just to put aroof over my head.

Along with the money came an envelope. It contained a smple, handwritten note: “Take
careof my girl. Don't let her fade away.” That night | noticed a new door as | waked to my
room. Miranda now had aroom down the hal from me.

As| writethis, it has just turned February. Everything is resolved now, except for
Miranda. Over the last few months | have come to know her very well. | know her voice, her
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laugh, her amile, her walk, her interests, her tastes.

Theonly thing I don't know iswhether or not she exigts.

Andrew thought she did, but Max was quite certain that she did not. Science doesn't
seem to leave much space for her. She shows up in my dreams night after night, but how much
does thet redly mean?

Like Gauss and Lewis Carroll, though, | have come to understand something: Not
everything that seemsridiculousis actudly impossble. Absurdity, | think, isa very poor reason
for disbelieving in things, especidly (as Andrew told me again and again) if you keep seeing
them.

And s0 | am proceeding as | think any good mathematician would. | am learning
everything | can about Miranda, and working out in my own mind what her existence would
imply. Asmy vison of Miranda and her world gets clearer and clearer, someday | may cometo
see precisaly what iswrong with that world, and why it can't exig.

Unless, of course, it does.
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