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Zero-Sum

1

K. has been invited. But only barely.

2

No more! Can’t endure it.

Excuses herself from the convivial gathering, enters her hosts’ house blundering and blinded in the shadowy interior after the dazzling outdoors above the lake.

Invisible she is not likely to be noticed.

Near-inaudible when she (rarely, hesitantly) speaks she is not likely to be missed amid the bright chatter like flashing scimitars.

In search of a bathroom, most plausibly. A wounded heart requires privacy.

Of course: she might have simply asked the Professor’s wife where the bathroom is but too shy, sulky-shy, damned if she will interrupt a conversation, draw attention to herself.

Also: could not possibly have asked Professor M. with whom she has not exchanged a single word beyond Hello! since arriving at the gathering a little more than an hour ago.

Just—not—possible—to utter the vulgar word “bathroom” to Professor M., to whom words are so important …

And so, inside the unfamiliar house. Stumbling, like one with a prosthetic leg.

Blinking in the shadowy interior, like a nocturnal creature.

A single large room with a peaked ceiling, well-worn sofas and crammed bookcases and a fireplace opening onto a dining-kitchen area, long butcher-block table cluttered with pans, kitchenware, printed material—magazines, books. She stares, she is dismayed, evidence here of the eminent philosopher’s domestic life, jarring intimacy in the very casualness with which books are mixed with household items. On the rough-hewn plank floor beside the fireplace a wavering six-foot row of back issues of American Philosophical Journal. Nearby, a single very soiled girl’s sneaker.

Sharp smell of raw onions, cloying-sweet smell of wine.

Steeling herself for a twinge of nausea.

How he has disappointed her! He will never know.

Beyond the kitchen area there’s a door, surely the bathroom she thinks as her hand reaches out, turns the doorknob but opens the door startled and abashed to discover, not a bathroom, not even a room, just a kitchen closet—canned foods, cereal boxes, jellies and jams, Tabasco sauce … Quickly she shuts the door. What am I doing!

Blunders along a hallway. The T-shaped log house above the jewel-like lake is built into a hill at its rear, pine boughs casting a filigree of shadow against the window at the end of the hall.

He’d referred to it as a cottage. Far larger than any cottage she has ever seen.

Resenting this. Resenting him. Inviting her out to the lake to insult her in front of the derisive others.

Should have discovered a bathroom by now, obviously she has missed it. Boldly passing an opened door, glances inside to see a screened-in porch, must be at the (older, more run-down) rear of the house and not visible from the terrace above the lake and so she steps inside squinting—but seeing then, to her embarrassment, that there’s a person on the porch, seated in a wicker swing with chintz cushions, reading.

“Hi!”—K. is quick to preempt the situation since the girl, presumably a daughter of the household, has seen her.

The girl regards her coolly. Vexation like a shimmering reflection on water, in her small pale face.

A face in which, if you look closely, there is something wrong: a subtle asymmetry. The left eye rigid in focus, the right eye more alert, alive. Unusually dark eyebrows nearly meeting across the bridge of her nose, thin resolute lips.

A girl as like K. herself at the age of twelve or thirteen as a mirror image.

3

Come help us celebrate the end of the term. RSVP appreciated. Thank you!

How does K. know that she was invited to the gathering at Professor M.’s house on Lake Orion only barely?

Well—she doesn’t know. Not with absolute certainty.

However, she has reason to (strongly) suspect that others in the seminar, Professor M.’s favorites, were invited several days before she was invited, a deduction based upon evidence inexplicable otherwise, overheard remarks in the seminar room and in the hallway outside the room, murmured replies, cautioning smiles (for she was near, though staring intently at her cell phone, still they seemed cautious of her, or wary of her: the two motives were often mixed in her experience, indistinguishable; though among her relatives another motive, a wish to protect, might be involved); a fact that, assuming what she’d deduced was true, at least several others received invitations the previous week, perhaps not everyone in the seminar (fifteen) but certainly several, thus it follows that she can know that her invitation was belated: arriving in her inbox at 10:28 a.m. Tuesday morning.

Of course, only the arrival of the invitation allowed her to know, in retrospect, what those (certain) others, Professor M.’s favorites, were talking about the previous Friday.

At the time she hadn’t a clue. Nor even a suspicion.

And there is no disputing this: the invitation to the end-of-term party was an email invitation, presumably the others’ invitations were email also, so, her brain spins tirelessly, the delay of a day, or two, or three could not be attributed to the U.S. Postal Service, obviously her invitation had been sent in a different/later mailing, impersonal, that’s to say not personal. Though addressed to her.

To clarify: addressed to S. L. Karrell.

Not by Professor M., she is certain. By his assistant. Issuing the invitation in Professor M.’s name.

Shameful: instead of declining the invitation, the insult of the invitation, for certainly the invitation came days after the first invitations were sent out, she, S. L. Karrell, eagerly accepted; worse yet, in an appropriated voice, a voice not her own, blithely cheerful, giving not a hint of the hurt she felt most justifiably, and most righteously, typing the breathless reply


Thank you very much. I will be there!



But thinking it over, calibrating the punctuation, deciding to amend to a less manic


Thank you very much. I will hope to attend.



And again thinking it over, considering the slovenly illogic of the future tense, deciding to amend to a more precise


Thank you very much. I hope to attend.



4

For always, K. gives in.

For rarely, K. will hold out.

As Professor M.’s (clearly precocious) daughter does not give in just because a stranger is smiling inanely at her. As instinctively perhaps, the daughter resists the urge of firing neurons in her brain triggered by the other’s smile, to smile.

She has thought she’d mastered such resistance(s). The (ill-advised) journey to Lake Orion has unsettled her defenses.

Seven miles from the university. Meaning that those without vehicles (like K.) will have to beg rides with someone with a vehicle.

A forced mingling. Conviviality. With K.’s rivals. With those who, if they could, would tear out her throat with their teeth.

Where of necessity K. is out of place.

Where she (alone) is out of place.

It is always thus. Once out of place, one can never be in place.

For once out, the concatenation is broken.

A corollary: those in have no idea that they are in. For they have no idea of out.

Only those out have an idea. For out sharpens the brain like a razor-sharp scimitar while in is a browsing meek-necked creature in a herd in a pen oblivious.

5

Oh! That’s it.

Seeing, on the girl’s left leg, not visible from the doorway, an aluminum brace.

Noting that the left leg is considerably thinner than the right leg, which appears to be normal, though slender.

And how the asymmetry of the girl’s face is mirrored in the thin slight body, so careful in its movements; reserving its strength (K. sees now) as the face reserves its expressions.

Feeling an immediate kinship with the girl. Like me. Like me. No brace on K.’s leg but an (invisible) brace enveloping her body.

She has been trapped inside the brace, she has grown stunted inside the brace.

Not sympathy for Professor M.’s daughter, sympathy for herself.

“If you tell me your name, I’ll tell you mine.”

In her soul, K. is no more than twelve, thirteen. All the rest is subterfuge.

Startled, the girl laughs. Her eyes are veiled, reluctant. But seeing that K. is waiting expectantly she says, with a shrug: “Hertha.”

“Hertha! That’s a beautiful name.”

Vehemently the girl shakes her head.

“It is not. I hate it.”

“But it’s unusual—‘Hertha.’ I’ve never met a ‘Hertha’ before.”

“Of course you haven’t! No one has.”

“Are you named for someone in your family?”

“Yes. A great-grandmother on my mother’s side. Or great-great-grandmother. The claim is Tuscarora blood.”

Smiling, seeing that she has made her visitor smile. Relenting a little, not so annoyed now at the intrusion, but wanting K. to understand that she is not impressed with her own ancestry, or with the pretensions of her mother, only just embarrassed.

“So, what is your name?”

Out of nowhere, a feather blown on the wind, inspired by the Native American reference—“Kestrel.”

“Kestrel.” The girl repeats the name, doubtfully. “Isn’t that some kind of bird?—hawk?”

Meaning to be exact, even pedantic, K. explains that kestrel is just some syllables, in English, meant to identify a certain species of predator bird; but Kestrel is also a surname, her father’s family name.

The girl’s lips twitch in a smile. She suspects that she is being teased.

“But what is your first name?”

“Kestrel.”

“Oh, that’s silly. You are—Kestrel Kestrel?”

“No, just Kestrel, Hertha. There is just one of me.”

They laugh together. Gaiety leaps between them like an electric current.

By which time K. has stepped onto the screened-in porch. Uninvited but not not invited, either.

6

Game theory is a paradigm of life, unless life is a paradigm of game theory.

In game theory, a zero-sum game is one in which there is a winner and there is a loser and the spoils go to the winner and nothing to the loser.

And the sum of the benefit/wealth gained by the transaction is zero.

Rawest of economics, Darwinian natural selection. The weak fall by the wayside, the strong roll their carts over the bones of the dead. Take no prisoners, no negotiations. A Hobbesian universe, tyranny of might makes right.

Vulgar American soul: Winner take all!

Of course, there is the possibility of the non-zero-sum game.

In theory, all knowledge posits a non-zero-sum situation. For one person to acquire knowledge does not subtract from another’s acquisition of knowledge. For one person to acquire an appreciation of “culture” does not subtract from another’s acquisition.

K. has never been sure what “love” is though she has been hearing the word, the soothing/seductive syllable, for as long as she can remember. In its purest form—(if there is indeed a purity of something so lacking form)—love is the quintessence of the non-zero-sum game. For two can love equally, it is claimed, and their love is then doubled, not halved; neither player “wins” and neither player is doomed to “lose” and nothing is lost. In theory.

In reality, however, “love” has seemed to K. the very quintessence of the zero-sum game.

No idea how to play this game, so K. steers clear. No trust, no hurt. Cannot even imagine another person laying hands on her body.

Penetrating, entering—no.

It’s humiliating enough, her wounded heart, her disappointment in Professor M., who has failed to acknowledge her as she should be acknowledged, but (she is sure!) she is not in love with Professor M.

In a Ph.D. program highest ranked in the United States, notorious for its savage competition in which weaker students are in constant danger of being winnowed out, Professor M. confounded his seminar by announcing, at the first meeting, that he was proposing a non-zero-sum model for the term: so far as he was concerned he had no interest in “grades” and would happily give everyone in the seminar just one grade at the very end of the term, and this the identical grade for all.

“Here is my proposition. To curtail competition, and the ‘negativity’ that, I am told, accompanies competition, which mitigates against the joy of exploring philosophy that is the primary reason for exploring philosophy, I propose that everyone agree to receive the identical grade.”

Stunned silence. Nervous smiles. Glances about the long oak table, quizzical, frowning.

Each individual at the table gripped by thinking as by migraine.

Was this proposal a variant of the prisoner’s dilemma? A trick? A joke?

Until at last, after an excruciating silence, one person raised his hand to inquire which grade this would be?

“A minus.”

A minus! Uneasy laughter, weak smiles. Professor M. benevolently oblivious as the Buddha gazing upon them all equally.

Each thinking: But I—I am not A minus. I am A.

And among them, negligible in size, easily overlooked, frowning, deep-set eyes grimly moist, K. sat with her arms tightly folded across her narrow flat chest as if to hold herself very still, willing her rapid heartbeat to subside.

Not me. Not me. I am not one of you.

Seeing the expressions in their faces Professor M. assured them that they could vote on the proposal—anonymously. Secret ballot!

“No one should feel pressured to vote one way or another, or even to vote at all. Our subject for this seminar is ‘the philosophy of mind’ but of course it is philosophies, and minds, in the plural, that is our true subject. I will pass out ballots”—busying himself, like an earnest kindergarten teacher, carefully folding and tearing rectangles of blank paper, passing the ballots around the table for each to take one, shielding their vote from the eyes of others as anxious children might do.

K.’s hand trembled as she block-printed NO on her ballot and folded it over.

“Thank you! Let’s see how you have voted.”

Gathering the ballots back, frowning as he sifted through them—all (fifteen) ballots in a single pile.

“Well, it’s unanimous—‘No.’”

Around the table, nervous laughter. Relief, excitement. But also dread.

“So you have rejected ‘non-zero-sum.’ You have rejected the safety of a guaranteed grade in the hope of earning a higher grade for yourself. Though it is probably the case that some of you will regret this decision, still it’s a worthy decision. Rejecting the safe harbor of ‘socialism’—casting your lot with ‘taking your chances’—that is all you can do.”

K. was vastly relieved. For what would her grade be worth if all the grades were equal? She did not want to be equal to anyone else, there could be no merit in that.

Still more, a grade of A minus had little merit.

“However, my seminars are not ‘zero-sum.’ I do not confer a victory on one person, and defeat upon the others. That is not a principle of mine. I have no objection to giving all A’s if that grade is deserved—not likely, but not impossible. My indifference to grades—my contempt for ‘ranking’—will not interfere with my professional duties. The future lies all before you—to make of it what you can.”

Later, as the seminar disbanded, someone asked Professor M. if other seminars in the past had voted differently and he’d laughed, saying, No. Not one.

And were the votes unanimous?

Yes. Always.

“And yet, I am always waiting to be surprised.”

K. went away suffused with rapture, which is an excruciating sort of dread. She would be the agent of M.’s surprise.

7

Seeing now, invisible until she has approached more closely, a single aluminum crutch on the plank floor beside the wicker swing. And the girl’s (bare) left leg, (bare) left foot, so white as to appear, in the shifting filigree of light, luminous.

Too young for multiple sclerosis, K. thinks, shocked. Not polio, surely. A birth defect? A rare neurological condition?

Yes K. is shocked but also gratified. For her first impulse has been to feel envy, jealousy. That this (flawed) girl is his.

And always he would love her more than me, if he loved me.

The wife—maybe not. But the daughter, yes.

Difficult to absorb the fact that M. has a family. Wife, now a daughter—a household like any other.

Out of the womb of the wife, the daughter. So banal!

That M. is (after all) a biological being, sexual, sensuous. While nothing of the biological being is suggested in the Professor’s mastery of words, the surgical precision of his reasoning.

A side of the great man that is ordinary. Nietzsche would say—Human all-too-human.

K. cannot help but feel foolishly stricken, betrayed. There have been famously celibate philosophers—Spinoza, Kant, Schopenhauer, Kierkegaard, Nietzsche—but it’s naïve to expect celibacy of contemporary American philosophers.

Still, K. is disappointed. Just slightly.

K. asks Hertha what she’s reading and is surprised when Hertha shows her the paperback cover—Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four.

“Isn’t Orwell a little too ‘grim’ for you? I mean—depressing …” She had not read Orwell until she was much older than Hertha, she is sure.

Hertha laughs disdainfully, baring small child-sized teeth.

A silly adult question, K. should know better.

“I like ‘depressing’ things! That’s how you know they are true.”

“Really! What do your parents think?”

“Nineteen Eighty-Four is on our recommended reading list at school. We choose books for extra credit in Advanced Placement English, we write five-hundred-word critiques. I’ve already read Animal Farm, and Lord of the Flies …”

“What grade are you in, Hertha?”

“Ninth.”

Ninth! K. would have guessed seventh grade, possibly eighth. But Hertha is obviously older.

Fourteen? Her physical condition has stunted her development.

Small for her age. Delicately boned. Unnerving asymmetry of the eyes.

K. wonders if the girl has begun to menstruate yet?—probably not.

She had not begun menstruating until the age of sixteen, at which time the experience was something of a trauma, best forgotten. Since then, so-called periods do not come periodically but intermittently. If she forgets to eat, loses weight, she ceases having periods, which is preferable.

Certainly Hertha is underweight. Thin-boned, with a prominent collarbone, like K.; and those wistful shadows around her eyes … K. would guess that Hertha is as appalled by the thought of menstruation as she was at that age.

At the mercy of the body. A female body. What ignominy!

Hertha acknowledges: “It is kind of scary to read Nineteen Eighty-Four. You can see how our world could turn into that world—‘Big Brother Is Watching You.’ Surveillance cameras everywhere, and people informing on one another. That would make me saddest—that you couldn’t trust anyone.”

“You could always trust someone.” K. speaks with a buoyant sort of enthusiasm, guessing that this is the appropriate response to so melancholy a remark from a young adolescent.

“In a dystopia, you could not trust anyone. Because everyone would be terrified and would inform on everyone else to be spared punishment.”

Hertha pronounces “dystopia” carefully. K. is sure that she didn’t know what “dystopia” meant at Hertha’s age.

“Do you ever discuss your reading with your parents?”

“Dad, never. Mom, sometimes. She’s kind of busy, she doesn’t really have time to sit down and read an entire book. But she knows who George Orwell is, I mean—the kind of writer he is. A ‘prophet.’”

“But Orwell didn’t really prophesize, did he?—it’s many years beyond nineteen eighty-four now, and we are not living in—is it Oceania? There may be cameras in public places but there are not cameras in private places …” K. knows that this is probably not true: but she means to sound uplifting. Badly she wants the philosopher’s daughter to smile at her again, that quick shy ravishing smile.

Hertha says: “There’s something like face recognition in the novel. When Winston Smith comes home and has to check in with the TV monitor. This was before computers, when Orwell was writing. But it’s like a computer is scanning Winston Smith.”

K. asks why Hertha doesn’t discuss her reading with her father and Hertha says with a shrug that her father isn’t interested in books like Nineteen Eighty-Four or Animal Farm.

“Dad wouldn’t waste time reading ‘dystopian fiction’—that’s just fantasy to him. He is contemptuous of fantasy. He doesn’t have time for the real world, he says, let alone an ‘unreal’ world. He doesn’t have much interest in history, he says if it has happened once, it will never again happen in the identical way, so what point is there in learning about it? Studying language, logic, mathematics—that’s different because it’s ‘real.’” Hertha speaks sardonically as if inviting K. to laugh with her. “I don’t think that Dad has even read George Orwell. He’d call him a ‘fantasist.’ I think he said, once—he has never finished reading any novel—in his life.”

“Really! That’s hard to believe,” K. protests. But yes, K. believes.

She can barely force herself to read fiction, or most nonfiction; it’s the very nature of language she distrusts, ordinary language, which is so imprecise, and used so sloppily by most people to deceive and manipulate one another. Any kind of “reconstruction” of something from experience, and not the experience itself on the page, in words and symbols, with nothing to distract, just seems to her futile.

K. asks if Hertha knows what sort of work her father does? “Philosophy of mind”—“deconstruction”—“semantics” …

“He tries to explain, sometimes. But we can’t follow him. He gets impatient, and it’s worse than nothing, that he’s trying to make things clear, but we can’t understand. There’s some simple statement—‘It has stopped raining.’ ‘All Thebans are liars.’ ‘What is there?’ But it never means what you think it means. Some statements are all-priory, and some are not. There’s the imperical—that isn’t on a high level. Dad used to give us articles he’d written in journals, but not lately—I guess he’s given up. Mostly, Daddy is the man who eats meals with us and doesn’t talk a whole lot.”

K. is stunned. What a profoundly ignorant—profoundly sad—statement for Professor M.’s daughter to make …

A daughter unworthy of a father. She would be so different.

“Did your father try to explain his work to you when you were a little girl? About language?—sentences? Examining words closely? It might almost have been easier then, I think it would have been easier for me.”

“‘Easier’? With what?”—Hertha looks at K. skeptically.

“Easier to understand his thinking. When you were younger.”

“Why should I care what Dad is ‘thinking’? Almost nobody does, including Mom.”

Seeing the look of surprise in K.’s face Hertha adds that nobody in her father’s own family knows what his work is. They respect him—(she thinks)—but they don’t take him seriously as they would if he were an engineer, for instance; one of his brothers is a chemical engineer.

“I don’t think Dad even noticed me until I was nine or ten and he could talk to me. Someone said that Dad thinks children are like robots.”

“Your father never said that! It was just a metaphor, it was misunderstood.”

“Or, maybe: children are robots.”

“That was a paper on Descartes—‘The Body-Mind Problem.’ His argument has been totally misunderstood and misquoted. It has nothing to do with actual children, or even robots. It isn’t even about a Cartesian principle; the entire paper is a deconstruction of grammar.”

Hertha gazes at K. blankly, no idea what K. is talking about.

“Anyway, it wasn’t children but animals, considered as machines, not robots.”

K. sees that Hertha’s interest is fading. To align herself with the father, the older generation, would be an error.

K. tells Hertha how gracious it is for her father to invite his students to a farewell luncheon—and in such a beautiful place, on a lake. No other professor of K.’s has ever done that.

K. asks why Hertha hadn’t joined them at the luncheon?—she was invited, surely?

Hertha rolls her eyes, shrugs. As if to say yes, sure, so what.

“Your mother prepared a wonderful buffet …”

Wonderful buffet. K. hears these puerile words with disdain. Trying so, so hard to flatter this girl!

Thinking: the ear of the other corrupts us. We speak to be heard.

Words corrupt. Words speak us.

Why K. avoids such occasions. Avoids people. Cannot control these others, who so intimidate her, overwhelm her, existing as they do apart from her and with no reference to her …

Airily Hertha is saying: “Sometimes I do come out to meet them. Dad’s ‘graduate students.’ But I didn’t feel like it today.”

So casual, the disdain. Hertha is a haughty spoiled brat but what bliss, to be her.

Taking wholly for granted that the great Professor M., a younger colleague of W. V. Quine, a colleague/rival of Donald Davidson, is, to Hertha, merely the man who eats meals with us.

For M.’s graduate students this occasion will be one to remember through their lives, for the spoiled daughter of M. it’s perceived as a boring waste of time she’d managed to avoid.

“I spend a lot of time alone here at the lake. I don’t need to be talking to people all the time. I hate school!—it’s too noisy. Dad is like that, too—he’d rather be alone. Inviting you all here, once a year, it’s what he does, some kind of tradition from Harvard. He’s always saying how his philosophy professors invited him to tea. But he doesn’t really like it, he hates it. When you are all gone he’s exhausted. He goes into his study and shuts the door and leaves Mom to do the cleanup. We won’t see him again until tomorrow morning.”

K. laughs, hurt. “Does he hate us—or just having us here, at his house? But he invited us.”

Hertha shrugs. “I don’t know, who is ‘us’?—Dad won’t remember any of you, it’s all erased, anything he does, anything he says to people, it isn’t real to him. ‘Says’ is just nothing to him, only writing matters. And only just a teeny part of what he writes because he throws most of it away. When he goes into his study and shuts the door—that’s real.”

K. has to consider: Who is us? K. isn’t included in any us.

The graduate seminar, comprised of rivals, is no us. Certainly!

K. tells Hertha that she isn’t surprised. She understands. Of course. Her father must be thinking of his work continuously, he has defined his work as a Möbius strip of problems, anything else would be distracting.

Hertha asks what’s a “Möbius” strip; K. explains: “Essentially, something that has no end. Just goes on forever.”

Hertha says, that’s Dad.

Aligned for the moment, sister-daughters thinking of Dad. Rueful smiles.

Perhaps it’s a perfect moment, in its way. Amid so much that is imperfect.

Should leave, K. thinks. Soon. Now.

Awkward with greetings, K. is yet more awkward with departures.

It has been the purest chance that she’d encountered Hertha and yet of course it is also true that there are no accidents in the universe: all that is had always been inevitable.

K. is thinking uneasily that Hertha’s mother had probably noticed her slipping away from the terrace. Just possibly, Hertha’s mother might follow her into the house. Wouldn’t approve of a stranger wandering through the house. Wouldn’t approve of a stranger cornering her (disabled) daughter like this.

Of all Professor M.’s guests K. is the elusive one who’d failed to look Mrs. M. full in the face, failed to smile appreciatively, scarcely mumbled a greeting to her hostess, shied away from shaking hands.

Rude!—they are whispering of her.

Maladroit, misfit. Autistic.

Does she think she is superior to us?—or, does she think that she is inferior?

The thought of returning to the flagstone terrace is repugnant to K. The eyes of strangers moving upon her, a collective gaze like a net thrown over her … And if he is present, he won’t notice her at all.

Far more pleasurable to remain in the screened-in porch. Where K. is a match, and more than a match, for Hertha.

Marveling how like K., this girl. This daughter of M. Beneath the child-face, a terrible adult yearning. Pale thin mouth no one will ever kiss.

I will kiss you! Trust me.

But no.

Time for K. to leave: locate the damned bathroom, her excuse for entering the house. In dread that she will act with Hertha in a way that is irrevocable, unforgivable. For there is no one to stop her.

Go away now. Now!

But Hertha has a serious question to ask of K.: “Is Dad a good teacher?”

K. stares in disbelief, for a moment unable to reply.

“‘A good teacher’—that’s like asking, was Einstein a good teacher.”

“What do you mean? Was Einstein a good teacher?”

K. is laughing not in mockery of the sweet naïve question but at the absurdity.

“Nobody cares if Einstein was a ‘good teacher’! That’s the least important thing about Einstein.”
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Brilliant, very young, skipped grades, not a good idea but it had been her parents’ idea, and her teachers’ idea as well, pointless to argue otherwise since she’d have been bored, sulky-sullen if forced to remain with “her” class.

So, very young. “Precocious”—“prodigy.” Through high school, college. But suddenly not any longer so young: twenty, first year in graduate school.

Stricken with panic in the seminar titled Problems of Philosophy of Mind. Taught by the famous Professor M., protégé, collaborator, critic of V. Quine.

For though K. has no doubt that she is the most brilliant of the fifteen students enrolled in the seminar, all of whom are older than K., several of whom are second- or third-year students, the condition of brilliance is an essence, not an action; and not precisely an action but a sequence of acts, performed by K. herself, before an audience of others.

Like a top spinning. Impossible to gauge in which direction the top will spin, how precisely the top will fall over. When its frantic spinning will stop.

Though the universe is determined in every minuscule detail yet nothing can be predicted beforehand.

Not the movements of the most elemental flatworm, with just a few cells in its brain. Not the trajectory of the human brain, the most complex mechanism in the (known) universe.

“S. L. Karrell”—this name Professor M. pronounced at the third seminar meeting, glancing about the table quizzically, with a vague smile, clearly no idea which one of them S. L. Karrell was, only that a paper written by this individual the previous week had impressed him, and so—“Will you read your paper for us? Thank you!”

Each week they wrote brief papers, critiques of their reading. This week, the subject had been W. V. Quine’s theory of “empty names.” These critiques were not graded, nor were many read to the seminar, for M.’s seminars were conducted like Socratic dialogues, with M. in the role of Socrates, provocative, playful, unpredictable, demanding, and exhausting, never cruel but sometimes sardonic, solicitous toward those who performed badly, so that one dreaded M.’s kindness more than his critical remarks.

K. will remember how her heart ceased beating for a long moment, when M. pronounced her name; how her very being seemed to detach itself from her body, like ectoplasm; quivering in sheer shock that is indistinguishable from ecstasy, as she was made to realize—He is singling me out! It has happened.

For K. has always known, in any gathering, that the strongest personality in the gathering, likely to be an older male, is keenly aware of her.

Seeing that “S. L. Karrell” was K., the child-sized figure at the table most likely to be overlooked, all but hidden from view by larger persons seated on either side of her, M. did not betray any glimmer of surprise, or disappointment; though others in the seminar had been more impressive initially, and were known to him from previous semesters; S. L. Karrell was new to the program, a stranger to M.

The paper on “empty names” was short, succinct. A matter of less than five minutes read aloud in K.’s rapid girl’s voice, a wavering voice, an insecure voice, a near-inaudible voice, while M. listened closely, frowning, eyes shut, nodding with surprising vigor. For usually M. was impassive in the seminar, a benign Buddha presence at the head of the long oak table.

But then he’d opened his eyes, looked at K. for the first time, pointedly.

“Well. That was unexpected, by me at least.”

She’d made the Professor happy, it seemed. A kind of heat came into his face, which was a large face, heavy-jawed, with pronounced jowls, lines bracketing his soft-seeming fleshy mouth. Between them there passed the look of understanding, rapport.

After a pause the others asked questions of K., hesitantly. They had not—perhaps—quite understood her paper. Seeing how the Professor had reacted they were reluctant to attack. A blunder now by any of them might be fatal. Nor did they wish to betray envy, jealousy. Answering their questions in clipped succinct words shorn of all embellishment or emotional affect K. was suffused with a secret sense of tremendous elation, peace.

Thinking—Nothing will ever be so perfect again in my life.

Her life flashed before her, the life to come: she would enroll in each of M.’s seminars, over the course of the three-year Ph.D. program. She would write her dissertation with M., who would guide her in every particular. Perhaps she would be granted a coveted postdoc position in the department. She would be M.’s protégée, as he had been the protégé of W. V. Quine. She felt for the man a breathless fainting sensation. She could not bear to look fully at him, only sidelong. In interviews M. had spoken of the joy of philosophy, which was akin to grace in religion: “Something we somehow don’t deserve, yet it comes to us. It comes to us unbidden.”

K. had not often felt that joy but she’d felt it in the seminar room, when Professor M. had turned his full attention, his smiling attention, after so many years of deprivation, upon her.
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It has happened. It has been decided.

All of my life.

In the cavernous graduate library K. sought out M.’s early papers published in obscure philosophy journals, not all of which had been reprinted in M.’s hardcover books; she was astonished that the young philosopher had scattered his valuable publications without regard for the prestige of the journals in which they’d appeared—not guessing, perhaps, in his twenties, how valuable these papers would one day be. Little-known philosophical/philological journals published in Trieste, Taiwan, Tel Aviv, Buenos Aires, Winnipeg—if M. visited a university to participate in a symposium, and if he was approached by the editor of a journal there, he’d given his papers freely, prodigiously. Like a man with gold coins spilling from his pockets.

She was so much narrower, more intensely focused. She would learn generosity from her mentor.

Fascinating to K., she was discovering how elements in M.’s earliest work had been pursued, or dropped, as M. developed his major theories of the natural “instability” and “drift” of language; in a curious reversal, M. changed course altogether in his early thirties, influenced by an older contemporary, Donald Davidson, whom he credited in a footnote, but only minimally. (In later work, M. cited Davidson, sometimes critically, but not Davidson’s early work.) K. was intrigued by discovering old, seemingly lost papers of M.’s in areas of logical positivism he’d evidently forgotten, or had repudiated; for two or three years, he published papers on Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations, but never again; by the time of his major work, when M. was in his midforties, he’d lost all connection with this early work. Yet, K. came to think, M. had taken a wrong turn, for all his brilliance. An earlier position he’d taken on “the limits of language” in contradistinction to Wittgenstein had been sound, essentially.

Thrilling to K., she would pursue this early theory, perhaps. She and M. might work together on related problems. As his protégée S. L. Karrell would be of great assistance to M.; if he wished, she could collate articles of his that had been published in journals, to prepare them for book publication; she could edit, revise; she could draw up bibliographies, prepare footnotes, assemble indices, always tedious tasks. Their names would be linked. Their names would appear together on the spines of books yet to be written.

It’s customary for older philosophers to include younger philosophers as joint authors of their papers; the protocol is, the younger philosopher’s name precedes the elder. But all in the profession understand who is the protégée, who is the mentor.

One day, K. would (possibly) (surely) be M.’s literary executor. Decades from now. M. would live into his midnineties, like his revered mentor W. V. Quine. Like Bertrand Russell. She would see to it that she lived beyond her mentor, to care for him if she was required.
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But then, something went wrong.

Why, how?—K. would never know.

No less brilliant than ever, indeed more confident. Willing to speak in class, to answer M.’s provocative questions. Somewhat daringly, perhaps, K. once alluded to certain early theories of Professor M.’s, of which no one else in the seminar was likely to know, and that M. himself had (possibly) forgotten. She’d cited Davidson, Quine. Is the body, to the consciousness inhabiting it, an “abstract object”—can we have an a priori understanding of our physical beings? She’d quoted Wittgenstein: Can we have knowledge beyond language? Is there a knowledge, or is there just—knowledge? Haltingly she’d spoken, softly, yet daringly as only M. would know; he’d had to ask her to repeat what she’d said; and then he’d simply stared at her along the length of the dull-polished table as if not hearing
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