
        
            
                
            
        

    
	“In this hilariously original narrative, Jory Post puts an entirely new and original twist on the concept of biography, causing us to wonder where truth lies and where it does not.”

	Peter Ferry

	author of Travel Writing and Old Heart
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	Catherine Segurson

	founder and editor of the literary journal Catamaran
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Preface

	I’m aware that the readers and critics and those librarians keen on keeping the Dewey decimal system clean and in order were confused, felt a little blindsided and off balance, when I called my book Smith: An Unauthorized Fictography, and gave my author name as Smith. Not two names so it could be easily found on a shelf or ordered from a catalogue. Not one unique name like Cher or Prince that’s easy to find. But I make no apologies. It wasn’t my original intent, when I set out with microphone and questions and notebooks and pens, to create a project that would actually confuse and make some, if not many, uncomfortable and wiggling in their seats not only while reading, but even more so after reading. But that’s okay with me, and that’s why I’m writing this opening statement — this filter one can use to think about how to think when reading these lines, to tell folks that it’s not that I don’t care about my readers and critics, but more so that I care about you so much that I don’t want to make it easy for you, don’t want to give you another spoonful of pablum or prescription of Valium that will make today and tomorrow easier for you.

	You ask about the strangeness of the title. I say no stranger than any other title. What’s a fictography, you ask? Read it and then you tell me. How much of this story is an autobiography? How much of it is biography? What percentage is fiction? I can’t answer those questions, have no idea when I piece together a sentence and a paragraph or a thread that runs for pages, how much of it I remember hearing, and how much of it creeps in through osmosis. All I can say is that everything I write begins in the shadows — the shadows of truth, the shadows of dreams, the shadows of memories that I’ve lived, been told, and seen pictures of. If what I’ve written is simply a shadow of the truth, that’s good with me.

	And what about Smith, you say? What about Smith? I say back to you. You tell me. Do you get a sense of Smith? Maybe you know Smith, worked with Smith, slept with Smith. Gave Smith a dollar bill on a street corner when a sign saying “Please and Thank You” was held up. Are these characters real, you ask? All I can say is that the microphone is real. The recordings on the tapes are real. The people who agreed to be interviewed say they’ve provided me with truth that is real. My research conducted in the Special Collections departments of libraries across the country is real. The letters I’ve read from one real person to another real person are sometimes the most real words I have seen anywhere. Am I Smith? you ask. Are you Smith? I ask back.

	I must stop here, for if I ramble on too long, let this preface drift into and become the first chapter, I may reveal too much too soon. And that is not for me to do. That is the task and joy or heartache of those I interviewed to share with you at their will. It is your task to take their words as you will, do with them what you wish, allow them to fester in your own shadows, or accept them as the joyful gift in the spirit in which they were given.

	So enjoy. Don’t worry about the word “unauthorized” in the title. That simply means that I asked no one for permission. I authorized it myself, if you will, but no other family member, no Smith, was required to give me approval for fear of being sued if they didn’t like what I said.

	Sincerely,

	Smith
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	Interview with EstherSmith

	The author fiddled with the microphone, adjusted levels on the Apple recording program.

	“Can you say something before we start so I can test the sound?”

	The woman showed the familiar wrinkled smile the author had become accustomed to. The author knew what to expect and waited, had learned so much about patience since spending time with this woman born during the Roaring Twenties.

	“Dear, you know by now that if I say anything at all, it means we’ve already started, because at this colossal age I could easily fall asleep or fall over mid-sentence.”

	She nodded, adjusted the sound levels as the woman spoke, leaned over the microphone herself and, speaking with a stage whisper, said, “Esther Smith — Session 1, November 1, 2019.”

	Esther continued, “Do you mind if we start with a poem today?”

	Pointing a finger at Esther and nodding, the interviewer sat back in her chair, pulled the blue Pigma Micron .30mm pen from her pocket, and placed on her lap her notebook, where she wrote the date at the top of a blank page. She preferred to remove her voice from the tape whenever possible, capture the words of the woman without her own interruptions, although occasionally she had to prompt as needed.

	“I love this poet. I love most everything he’s ever written.”

	The author scribbled a note: What don’t you love by this poet?

	She looked up and watched Esther stiffen her back, preparing herself for a recitation. Lifting the reading glasses attached to the beaded necklace to her nose, she shifted her weight in the wheelchair, made her back as stiff and straight as she could manage, brought the book to eye level, tilted her nose a little toward the ceiling, and cleared her throat.

	“‘Daybreak.’” Again she cleared her throat. “‘On the tidal mud, just before sunset …’”

	After she finished the final line, Esther slid her nose down and peered over her glasses at the author. The author knew Esther was gauging her response to the words, had done this with her numerous times over the last year.

	“I’ll read it again.”

	And she did. When she finished, she placed the eagle feather between the two pages to mark the spot and placed the book gently on the small table beside her chair.

	“The image of those starfish disappearing into the sand moves me every time. I have the scene visualized. I know the beach. I’ve been there many times. I’ve watched the sunset there more times than my years. Can you imagine it? Starfish increasing their receptivity to gravity and sucking themselves down into the sand? And then you imagine that they really are gone, but you know better. Those things that disappear in our lives, that pretend to be invisible, to keep us at bay from those sorrows and pains.”

	She reached over and patted the book. “Galway Kinnell. He died a few years ago at eighty-seven. A very insightful man. Did you ever read him?”

	The author shook her head.

	“Have you ever heard of him?”

	Again, no.

	“Well then, do me a favor.” She pointed at the wall of books to her left. “Third shelf. That’s the Kinnell shelf. Grab me any book that looks interesting to you.”

	Rather than ask questions like “What is it you’re looking for?” or “Did you know him?” she stood and remained quiet, trusted the answers would come at Esther’s pace, in an order that made sense to her, not a thing the author needed to be concerned with ordering herself.

	The author walked to the bookshelf, saw a title on a spine that stood out, Mortal Acts, Mortal Words, slipped it out of its assigned spot on the shelf — which at quick glance appeared to be arranged alphabetically — and held it out to Esther.

	Esther shook her head and shooed her away. “No, no. That’s yours now. You must have a Kinnell in your collection. Simply must.”

	The author opened the book to the title page and saw a note and signature:

	To my sweet Esther —

	I will remember you fondly.

	– Galway

	As the author considered breaking her code of silence to protest and question, Esther filled in some blanks.

	“I met him at a poetry reading in Vermont in 1980, just before the book was released. He was fifty-three; I was a little older. After the reading, during the Q and A, he liked the question I asked. I could see it in his smile, his sparkling eyes, and, when I took my place at the end of the book-signing line, allowing at least a dozen others to move ahead of me so I could maintain the final position, he looked up, pen in hand, and said, ‘Do you like Drambuie?’ I lied and said ‘Yes,’ and we spent the next few days together.” She wagged her bony finger at the author. “And don’t argue with me. Allow me the pleasure of gifting you this treasure. I have few pathways of pleasure left and giving my treasured possessions to friends whom I know will appreciate them as I do helps me to complete my stay.”

	They sat for a few minutes in quiet as the digital recorder captured the silence, the author jotting down a few notes. Where did you stay? Was he married? Did you hear from him again? And Esther closed her eyes, eyeballs behind the skin moving rapidly, recalling what the author imagined was a vivid scene from her past.

	Esther’s eyes opened, moved around the room, the bookshelves, the author, the microphone, the Galway Kinnell book in the author’s hands, reminding Esther where she was, who she was.

	“Yes. I’m still here. It’s another glorious day. I woke up once again this morning, enjoyed my two cups of caffeinated coffee at breakfast along with two cheddar cheese scones, the ones with green scallions and a dash of cayenne pepper that my friend Lenny bakes and brings by once a week.” Esther looked at a cup on her table and reached over to lift it. She brought it close to her nose and sniffed. “Oh, this’ll perk me up.” She took a healthy swig and the author watched as her eyes lit up and she smiled. “Do you like Baileys Cream?”

	The author shook her head.

	“I do so love it. It’s what we would sneak from our parents’ cupboard when Mom went out dancing with her friends on Saturday nights. Sweet sixteen we weren’t. My brother and I would pour out an inch or so into a measuring cup, maybe a quarter of a cup, split it between two shot glasses, toast each other, and toss it back. We must have been fourteen and fifteen then. It must have been ’41, maybe ’42. Dad was in the Navy, stationed on the USS Nevada. He was in Pearl Harbor when they got hit by one torpedo and six bombs, but they got away, not like some of those other poor sailors. I think it’s what drove Mom to drink like she did, and dance like she did, with sailors on leave, maybe to remind her of Dad, maybe to forget him. Glen, my brother, would refill the empty measuring cup with milk and put a metal funnel in the Baileys Cream jar to return the volume to the same place it was before we pilfered it. Dad survived it, eventually came home, and the Baileys was replaced by harder alcohol — always a bottle of Johnnie Walker, which was a little harder to doctor, especially when you had someone home who was a connoisseur of the flavor.”

	The author looked at the screen and marked down the time when Esther had begun this story. Esther kept talking but watched the author looking at the screen and jotting down notes in her notebook.

	“Have I told you this story before?” The author shook her head as she wrote: Ignore this section — repetitious.

	“It’s beginning to sound familiar to me, like I told someone else about it recently, about how Dad would come home shit-faced drunk after the war and find something to kick when he came through the door. Never us, not me or Glen or Mom. Usually a chair, because he was handy and could fix it the next day. Once the dog got it upside the head and stayed hidden in the laundry room after that. Maybe I dreamed it sometime this week. I have more dreams these days than I used to. I can be sitting right here in this damn wheelchair, fall asleep, and wake up with a slide of drool down my chin, thinking I’m maybe ten years old and just walked up from the creek with my friend Lisbeth with a string of crawdads and catfish that we’d hand off to Mom to clean for supper. Mom would send us upstairs to the bathtub to clean up before Dad got home, and most times Glen would be trying to look in through the keyhole and I wanted to shoot the soap dispenser in his eye, but Lisbeth was a bit of a showoff and told me no and stood straight up out of the tub with nothing but dripping skin, waving her naked body at Glen through that keyhole, even though back then we had nothing much to be waving at anybody. I liked taking those baths with Lisbeth. Not with Glen looking in though. No telling what he might say to Mom or Dad. No, sometimes I’d cover up the keyhole before we got in that steaming water and then Lisbeth and I would slip and slide all over each other’s skin like we were a couple of baby sea lions playing together in the ocean.”

	The author watched as Esther flicked something from her eye with a knuckle.

	“I lost track of her after junior high and her family moved to Ohio. I wrote one letter. She didn’t write back. Oh well. But what were you and I supposed to talk about today?”

	The author looked up from her notepad. At some point in their sessions, Esther would always say this, would always use the word “supposed” as if she were off-track, as if she had been rambling, even though the author had made it clear in the beginning — and every time since — that they weren’t “supposed” to talk about anything, that Esther could talk about whatever she wanted to talk about. Every word she recorded about Esther was gold, was exactly what she was looking for. She hoped that would continue.

	“Oh, yeah. I remember now.”

	Esther would always remember what she thought she was supposed to talk about, and would start at the beginning of a new event in her life: a new thought that could emerge from another word, a noise in the room, feedback from the microphone, a spot on her skin.

	“What’s that book you’re holding?”

	The author held up the Galway Kinnell book and Esther lowered her reading glasses.

	“You know, I asked him about that once. I asked him whom he was making love to, and he corrected me by saying ‘With, not to,’ and I ignored him and asked if they were his own footsteps or somebody else’s? He laughed and didn’t answer my question, but posed another, saying, ‘Have you ever tiptoed away from someone you just made love with?’ and I felt my hot face blush, amazed at how he was able to tap a corkscrew right into people’s heads and watch them drain, maple syrup flowing out at first touch.

	“I used to own that book … but that’s not what we’re supposed to talk about today. We’re supposed to talk about my books, not other people’s books. We want to talk about the ideas of people who are alive, not dead people like Galway Kinnell. Did I tell you I don’t love everything he did? Mostly I mean everything he wrote. I do like that he once said he aspired to write poetics that ‘could be understood without a graduate degree.’ I very much like that he said that, but what I didn’t like so much was his tendency toward self-mockery.”

	The author didn’t care so much about Galway Kinnell’s self-mockery, was hoping Esther would finally begin to talk about her own books, because if there really was something she was “supposed” to talk about — or at least that the author hoped she would talk about, without gentle persuasion — it was Esther’s own books. For eleven sessions now, over thirty hours of recorded words, mostly Esther’s monologue, she had at least once in every session suggested that she was supposed to talk about something else. The author wasn’t sure Esther would ever talk about her own books, but this was the closest she’d come.

	“In which of my books did I talk about the Baileys Cream Glen and I siphoned out of my parents’ alcohol cupboard?”

	She looked to the author for some hint. The author had read every one of Esther’s books multiple times and knew there was never a mention of the Baileys Cream incidents, other than what she had shared on the recordings. The author wondered if there might be an unfinished manuscript in existence. A book that Esther Smith was planning to finish, and she had lost either the interest, the memories, or the manuscript itself.

	The author stayed stone-faced, gave nothing away, gave Esther no clues about what she knew or didn’t know about the contents of her books.

	“When Glen and I were fourteen and fifteen, we used to sneak into the liquor cabinet where the Baileys Cream was kept.”
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	Interview with JustSmith

	When the author contacted him through the internet and mentioned the project, and how much time it might take, and the stipend she could offer, he had agreed to complete the application.

	Under First Name he wrote “Just,” so that’s what she called him; that’s how she imagined him as she made her way from Santa Fe to Needles for a first interview — possibly the only interview. Whether or not a subject warranted additional interviews was always weighed carefully, usually during the recording, but she would also offer a second chance when listening to the tapes, skimming through her notes. Her grant allowed her to provide stipends to subjects, but it was not a luxurious grant, so she had to prioritize, had to be able to pay for gas and rent and buy groceries and, in some cases, book flights and rental cars to find and meet her Smiths.

	When she wrote the final draft of the proposal, under the section titled “Geographical Constraints,” she had said, “The geographical constraints of my project are the locales of selected subjects residing in the forty-eight contiguous states, Hawaii, and Alaska — which means my travels might take me to New York City, Iowa City, or Portland, Oregon.” She hadn’t, however, envisioned Needles, California, as one of her first visits.

	The signs for Goose Lake let her know that Needles was a few miles down the road, and when she saw one for Jack Smith Memorial Park, she pulled in and found her way to the restrooms before looking for JustSmith. She found him where he said he’d be: under an open metal awning where a row of picnic benches sat empty except for him.

	The author took a seat on the metal bench across from him, removed a pack from her back, immediately set the digital recorder and microphone on the table and, before she introduced herself, said, “I’m going to turn this on now.”

	He nodded. She offered him her hand, which he chose not to take.

	“I prefer to avoid physical contact with strangers.”

	She smiled. “I understand. JustSmith, right?” 

	“JustSmith. Yes.”

	She pointed back to the concrete sign near the freeway. “Any relation to Jack Smith?”

	“Not that I know of. Lived here most of my forty years and I never learned who Jack Smith was. All I know about him is he’s dead.”

	She waited for him to continue, but it didn’t happen. He pushed a toothpick around his mouth with his tongue, watched a couple of kids fishing on the lake. While she preferred to avoid her prepared questions, if he was a quiet one, she might end up listening to tapes full of her own voice, with useless information, coming away with only the knowledge that this would be a one-time interview.

	“You mentioned on our call that you drive tour buses to the Laughlin casinos.”

	He nodded, poked the toothpick in her direction, no words.

	“How’d you get into that line of work?”

	“Newspaper ad.”

	Again, short phrases, no sentences.

	“What type of people take trips to Laughlin from Needles?”

	“People who like to gamble. People who like Wayne Newton.”

	“What kind of people like to gamble and watch Wayne Newton?”

	He twisted the toothpick until it was perpendicular to and on the end of his tongue, then thrust it with a gust ten feet down the table, where it bounced and fell to the concrete.

	“Dumb shits. Dumb shits who got nothing better to do with their money and haven’t got a lick of sense about good music.”

	“And what kind of music do smart folks listen to?”

	He cocked his head sideways at her and squinted. “Well, now I think you’re making fun of me. First off, I don’t know any smart people, so I wouldn’t be able to tell you that. If you’re suggesting I’m one of those smart people who listens to something different, something better, well you’d be half right. I’m not one of them smart people at all, but I do listen to something different. I definitely take my bus over there when Marshall Tucker’s in town. Not Jay and the fucking Americans. And not Tony Orlando or Neil Sedaka. Give me Marshall Tucker, though, and I’ll give you a ride on my bus.”

	Damn. Almost a whole paragraph.

	“So, JustSmith. What do you do when you’re not driving to Laughlin?”

	“I hold interviews in the Jack Smith Memorial Park with pretty young things contemplating their navels and other people’s navels.”

	“If you think that, why come? What made you agree to meet me here?”

	“The hundred bucks you promised me.”

	“Really? That’s it. No curiosity about the project?”

	“Honey, when you live in Needles, you learn how to be a good catfish. You scavenge where the scavenging is good. A hundred bucks to talk with you a little is pretty good. I could give two shits about your project.”

	She wanted to say “a little” is right. Am I going to get my money’s worth for this eight-hour drive and my hundred dollars? But she didn’t. Wasn’t this part of what she was looking for? JustSmith being JustSmith.

	“Didn’t you tell me you also give some tours around here, tell folks about the history?”

	“I do, indeed.”

	“Can you tell me a little more?” She couldn’t help but give a little lilt to “little.”

	He grinned, pulled another toothpick from his denim jacket and slipped it on his tongue. “I usually charge a hundred dollars for that.”

	“Well, I guess I’m in luck.” He was getting to her. 

	“How about you show me my hundred dollars first.”

	She removed the hundred-dollar bill from the front pocket of her Levi’s and set it on top of the recorder.

	He waited a second, then bent over and reached under the table. Not knowing what the hell he was doing, if he had a gun or a knife, she quickly looked under the table and saw a cooler, saw his hand slip into it and remove two Lone Star beers.

	“Thirsty?”

	She was thirsty and her funders could probably give her a dozen reasons why she shouldn’t accept this drink.

	“I am.”

	He pulled a Swiss Army knife from his coat pocket, popped the two caps off and slid one of the bottles across the metal table until it was under her chin. He was playing with her now, which was fine, but it would be better if he’d talk about it — give her something to listen to later, let her know who JustSmith was, and right now she wouldn’t bet a Laughlin dollar in either direction.

	She took a sip and nodded her thanks to him.

	“I take folks up to the canyons. Show them things they’ve never seen. Tell them things they’ve never heard.”

	The author took another sip of beer.

	JustSmith pointed his nose toward the hills north of town. “Mostly up there. The Dead Mountains. Picture Canyon. I know where all the petroglyphs are. And I know some of the stories. Not all of them. But these tourists don’t know the difference, so I give them their money’s worth, embellish a little bit, if you know what I mean.”

	The author nodded, drank more beer, leaned in on her elbows.

	“You know about the petroglyphs?” he asked.

	“Just a little. Tell me.”

	He proffered his bottle and she clinked it. “Jedediah Strong Smith was the first white person to find them, back in 1826. He was with a group of guys trapping fur and they come across this gorgeous little spot with a spring and all of these carved rocks and he writes it down in his journal and names the place Picture Canyon. The petroglyphs survived mostly because the road was too small and twisty for wagons and other forms of transportation, so they steered away from Picture Canyon and made their main pathway on what’s now called Mojave Road.”

	He bent over again and returned with two more Lone Stars, removed the caps and slid another one in her direction. She finished hers and slid it toward him and took the new one, the coolness from the ice chest feeling good on her hot hand.

	“You take your Laughlin bus on the Picture Canyon tours?”

	He cackled. “Oh, god, no. Couldn’t make it around the first bend in that whale. No. I’ve got me a Dodge van I modified. I took out all the windows, torched out most of the metal, except a few shafts on each side, enough to hold the roof on, and I have my own little Safari wagon. Except we won’t find any lions or elephants out here.”

	“What will we find?”

	“Some of the prettiest country you’ve ever seen. Coyotes. Mountain lions. Rattlesnakes. Lots of rattlesnakes. One of the petroglyphs out there is a rattlesnake. Legend has it it’s Humasereha — a gigantic rattler and medicine man whose rattling tail made rain and thunder. Just stories, though.”

	She smiled. “Just stories by JustSmith.”

	He smiled back. “So much easier that way. Anybody who needs to know my name either wants something from me or wants to put me in jail, so JustSmith is just fine.”

	She looked out at the Dead Mountains, and imagined him with a van full of tourists from New Jersey listening to his stories about the Mojave Indians, though he probably gave them a hundred dollars’ worth of words and more. She felt like she was close herself. Maybe JustSmith just might warrant a second interview, and maybe even a third.

	The author had to think hard when he offered her the third beer. What was she doing here? What were the boundaries of her research? She had written down the required objectives, goals, and outcomes and how they’d be measured, but she really had no idea what she’d discover, whom she’d discover. All she knew is she had two years to do it, whatever it was, and JustSmith had turned out to be worth the drive across the desert.
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	Interview with AdamSmith

	“Do you want me to pretend, maybe AdamSmith?”

	The author fiddled with the recording equipment. She offered a fake smile.

	“No. Just be yourself. We’ll figure it out. Talk about anything and everything.”

	“No prompts? No lists of questions? Just go for it?”

	“If you want, I can prompt you.”

	“I want.”

	The author opened her notebook reluctantly. “Tell me about the single most important event in your life.”

	“Seriously? Just one?”

	At first, the author did not respond, tried to wait him out. He waited as well.

	“Start with one,” she conceded.

	“Let’s see. You might think it was the day my wife walked out on me to be with her dentist boss, or maybe the next day when I decided to unload my gun and not drive down to the dental complex and blow his and her brains out, mostly because of the kids who might be in the office. I didn’t want them traumatized for life because of the infidelity and recklessness of the adults around them. Both of those incidents were defining moments for me. Changed my life forever. Made me the sweet, nonjudgmental man you see here today. But nowhere near the single most important event in my life. Is this the kind of thing you’re looking for? Is your recorder picking up this brilliance?”

	The author nodded affirmatively to both questions.

	“Help yourself to refreshments.” She had read that having finger food available during interviews might make subjects more at ease, keep their mouths moving. She had brought red plastic bowls, and filled them from bags of peanut M&Ms and that Asian mix with wasabi peanuts and sesame sticks, accompanied by a bottle of Perrier.

	“Not for me, thanks. I try to eat a little healthier than this. Maybe some water.”

	He twisted the cap off the bottle and filled half of one of the plastic cups she’d brought.

	“Where were we? The most important moment in my life. Makes me walk back through every phase.”

	That’s good. That’s what she was looking for. She poured herself a half glass of the Perrier — another tip: establish a sense of camaraderie.

	“I was in Vietnam and I didn’t get killed. There were lots of those moments. They could qualify. That I came home physically unscarred. Or that I didn’t come home emotionally unscarred. That I’m a poster child for PTSD. Those were all big moments. Still are. Big moments that reverberate almost daily. But I don’t let that stuff make me who I am. Like so many of my brothers who wallow in it. Get over it, I tell them. Live this goddamn life. So, maybe it’s when I took advantage of the GI Bill and went back to school. Maybe it’s when I graduated college, first in my family to do so. Or maybe the first day I stepped into a classroom in front of a bunch of snot-nosed kids. By the way, I don’t have a gun. Haven’t touched one since ’Nam. Don’t own one. So you’ll have to figure out what’s fiction and fact once you sit down to listen to this shit that’s pouring out of me. I mean, you mostly know the true parts, or you wouldn’t have picked me for your study. My wife did leave me. Not for anyone special that I know of. More because she couldn’t stand waking up to the screaming and sweating body next to her every night. She didn’t know what to do with it. Of course, neither did I, but I had no choice. Not about to kill myself, given the miracle that I’m still breathing, and all. But she had to leave.

	“I could go on with the many amazing moments in my life that aren’t ‘the one’ — the one and only special moment, like the day I was selected as a recipient of the Christa McAuliffe Award. Another life changer. Took me out of the classroom and paid my salary to be creative, to develop projects to enhance the educational lives of students and teachers, to build robots and virtual field trips and talk with amazing folks at NASA and NOAA. Never went back to the classroom, kept finding new ventures and funding sources that helped me lose those nightmares, create some new dreams for me and others. But you know all this. That’s why you’re here. Why you brought candy and bubbly water. So, what is this study about?”

	The author took a sip of Perrier, had known this moment would come, had known from her research that the interviewee might flip the discussion, begin asking the questions instead of answering them. For Smith #3, she had her prepared answer. It would change for each of them, depending on their life circumstances, but for him it was: “Simply studying the thoughts and actions of teachers who went on to pursue other interests.” Another sip from the Perrier. She wanted to grab a handful of M&Ms, but, in trying to tighten the bond between them to loosen him up, she wanted to avoid eating the food he had labeled as unhealthy.

	“Yeah, I know, that’s what you told me on the phone. That thing I’m supposed to believe. But I don’t believe it. I think there’s more to it than that. Maybe I’ll find out in five years if you ever publish this thing.”

	“My funding’s only for one year.”

	“Yeah, but it’ll take you three years to figure out what you’ve got, then write it up. And when you publish it, maybe that will be the single most important event in your life.”

	She smiled. He was clever, had gotten back to the topic at hand, had never really moved too far away from it, just moved into and around a few rabbit holes
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