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Tomorrow we start shutting down the college.
 

But Professor, where will the students sleep?


Where they always sleepin the classroom.


HORSE FEATHERS
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CHAPTER 1





DONT BOTHER TO COME HOME IF YOU STILL HAVE A JOB, Livi Porterfield called to her husband as he hustled their two groggy children into the 243,000-miles-and-still-rattling Accord, to drive them to school. He blew her a kiss.


The job she referred to was on the faculty of Beet College, forty miles north of Boston, where eighteen hundred handpicked, neurotically competitive undergraduates were joined with one hundred and forty-one handpicked, neurotically competitive professors to instruct them. Beet was a typical small New England college, fortified with brick and self-regardthe sort of place people call charming when they mean sterile.


There Peace Porterfield, the youngest full professor in the schools history, taught English and American literaturewhich is ordinarily enough to mark a person for disaster. If that didnt do the trick, he also believed in what he did, being committed to an academic discipline said to have exhausted both its material and its usefulness, and patronized by institutions of higher learning like a doddering tenant no longer able to come up with the rent. And if those things didnt do him in, he believed in the value of a liberal arts education, and in colleges in general, from whose sacred waters, he further believed, civilization flowed. Need one glaze the duck? He believed in civilization.


The same may not be said of the redhead knockout Olivia Weissman-Kelleher Porterfield, M.D., Peaces wife of thirteen years and mother of Beth and Robert, their bellicose progeny of nine and seven. Livi had the face and temperament of a despotic ingnue. While she gave an occasional nod to civilization, she thought of colleges and universities ashow did she put it?fucked up beyond belief.


She waved good-bye and wished him Bad luck, Candide!what she called him when she was especially exasperated by his even temper. He needled her by adopting the nickname.


Voltaire probably pictured someone like Peace. Eyes as blue as daylight, hair the color of damp sand that flapped over his forehead. Six foot one, give or take. An athletes careful lope. And a stoic expression, created and often tested by the name his 1960s-generation parents had burdened him with. His less respectful sister Love, a parole officer in Newark, legally changed her name to Athena. Peace was more naturally serene, which came in handy at times as tense as these.


And why were these times tense? Because the board of trustees of Beet College was threatening to shut the place down. Since eight oclock that morning, they had been meeting in the Temple, the imitation Parthenon atop College Hill, under the leadership of Joel Bollovate (known as the man in the iron belly to his colleagues, competitors, and to his family as well), chairman of the board and CEO of Bollocorps, the largest developer in five of the six New England states. And why close the college? Because Chairman Bollovate reported that Beets $265 million endowment had been reduced to nothing, and the school was going broke.


Jesus, Mary, and Moses! Livi would say as often as she could. A two-hundred-and-fifty-year-old American institution down the toilet in three short years. The Bollovate legacy.


Livi lacked what is known as the patience of a saint. When the Porterfields had first arrived at Beet, she could find no openings nearby in her specialty in hand surgery, and was forced to cool her heels working in the ER at Boston North. That diversion, she hoped, would be as short-lived as her husbands employment. She looked for any opportunity to free her family from what she called the graves of academe.


But she was right about Beets distinguished place in American history. Given every advantage at its birth in 1755, the college profited from the shortcomings of institutions of higher learning that had preceded it. Harvard College was founded in 1636, but in 1718, at the urging of Cotton Mather (whose urgings were rarely ignored), a group of New England conservatives who felt Harvards standards were slipping decided to found Yale. A few years later another group, who felt Yales standards were slipping, decided to found Princeton (1746). Not long after that yet another group, detecting more slippage still, created the University of Pennsylvania (1749), then Columbia (1754), until the groups of roving college founders felt standards had slipped so much and so rapidly, they could no longer find them. It was around that time Beet came into being.


That was thanks to a gift of Nathaniel Beet (16601732), an American divine and the wealthiest pig farmer in the New England colonies. Beet bequeathed his library of one hundred books (half on religion, half on animal husbandry) and his pigs, which were of much greater dollar value, to establish a Collegium for Young Men in the Service of Almighty God and Livestockthus the college motto, Deus Libri Porci.


Beet was to be Gods beachhead on a pagan continent, created to produce the sort of young man that England and her motley intermarrying kings and queens had failed to produce since 1066a learned, ruthless Christian who knew the value of a penny. Small wonder Beet was where the term capitalist pig originated, though not as a pejorative.


Love ya, Dad! Beth and Robert shouted as Peace dropped them off, just before they shoved each other in the small of the back when Dad drove away. Then he too headed off to school, as he had done his whole life, from the age of three to thirty-sixSt. Pauls, Harvard A. B., B. Litt (Oxon.), Harvard A.M., Ph.D.; a year teaching poor and neglected kids in Sunset Park, Brooklyn (where he and Livi met); his first job, at Yale: school, school, and more school.


He drove down the dirt road, which became the macadam road, which became Main Street of the town of Beet, and he winced. If the college closed, so would the town. Everything in itthe This Little Piggy Muncheonette with its fourteen-by-twelve-by-ten-foot fiberglass shocking pink pig standing at happy attention on the roof; the Pig Out Diner; the Pen and Oink Bookshop; the Bring Home the Bacon butchers; Martys Swine & Cheese; the Pigs-in-Blankets Bed N Breakfast and its High on the Hog Lounge; and businesses with similar stage names, too many, all except the town bank, which had rejected the most obvious name for fear of appearing breakablerelied on the college for its survival. As did its citizens, who, with not much to do, depended on Beets extension courses to teach them ceramics, photography, macram, origami, quilting, quilling, and the sketching of nudes.


A fork left, a quick right, and onto the interstate that exited at the county road that exited at the old horseback highway in the woods that wound round to the high black iron gate at the college entrance. Past Gregory, the barely intelligible security guard, who welcomed him with Flingle!; past the clusters of students in jeans, sweatshirts, and baseball caps; down into faculty parking. Four years this had been his routine. When the Accords engine finally stopped wheezing, he tried to deny the accompanying sinking feeling, and applied his natural buoyancy, explaining to himself that his wave of depression was due merely to the cumulative effect of any of lifes habits.


He settled in his office to work on the latest batch of student papers. Mrs. Whiting, the department secretary, sat at her desk and sorted mail. They were the only two in the building doing what they were being paid to do. The other department members, ten in number, were gathered at the windows like winter houseflies buzzing and banging themselves against the glass, peering up at the Temple on the hill.


Standing at the Temple window, Chairman Bollovate looked down. Are we agreed? he said. He had the taut mouth of a necrophagous animal and spoke with paratactic abruptness (I go. You stay) but without the courtesies often implied by the style, and he never sounded as if he were asking a question even when he was. Are we agreed? was heard by his fellow developer trustees as We have a deal. They laughed like gunfire, especially Beets President Lewis Huey, a born picaroon who, once he determined a certain reaction was permissible, reacted with extra oomph. Then the board shook hands all round with greater gusto than the situation seemed to call for. Wholl tell them? Bollovate asked and declared.


You do it, Joel. It was your idea.


So Bollovate walked from the building and proceeded down the hill with a jouncy royal gait, such as the gait with which Henry VIII undoubtedly had waddled, or perhaps one of Nathaniels prize pigs, down toward the campus, which spread before him like a village ripe for sacking.


Directly below lay the quadrilaterals of the two Pens, Old and New, like two large stockades with five-story brick buildings occupying the four sides of each, and square lawns in the centers. The Pens contained the academic departments, classroom buildings, and Bacon Librarynot a pig joke; it was named for Francis. They were joined (or separated, depending on ones perspective) by College Hall, a long gray structure where President Huey and the deans kept their offices. Student dormitories clustered east of the Pens, and beyond them the parking lots and college gate. To the west lay the athletic fields, hockey rink, tennis courts, track, and gym. On a terrace to the north were the college museum, the Faculty Club, Health Services, the Campus Store, and frame houses for sundry societies and extracurricular activities like the student newspaper, the Pigs Eye. To the south was Lapham Auditorium, where concerts and readings were given, speeches delivered, and plays played.


Plotinus! thought Bollovate. Isolated names and words from what he defined as his wasted four years at college haunted him whenever he found himself on campus. He shivered with horror and contempt. Who the fuck was Plotinus?


The Old Pen presented itself like differentiated functions of the mindHistory, Classics, Languages, Philosophy, Mathematics, Physical Sciences, Biological Sciences, Chemical Sciences, Government, Economics, Peaces own English and American Literature, and so on. Nathaniels Tomb, the size of a toolshed, was squeezed between Philosophy and Economics.


Tiresias! Who the fuck was Tiresias?


The more recent disciplines had homes in the New Pen, and their names were painted on signs rather than carved into stone, so that they could be replaced at a moments notice. Ephemeral or not, they brought in the dollars, though apparently not enough to forestall closure. They included Communications Arts; Native American Crafts and Casino Studies; the Sensitivity and Diversity Council; the Fur and Ivory Audiovisual Center; Ethnicity, Gender, and Television Studies; Little People of Color; Humor and Meteorology; Bondage Studies; Serial Killers of the Northwest; Wiccan History; and the I Am Woman Center, connected by a walking bridge to the Tarzan Institute, which housed the Robert Bly Mans Manliness Society. Bliss Housenot a department but a counseling service for students and faculty, described by its curator Professor Donna Dalmatian as a safe haven where the mind meets the heartstood off by itself.


The New Pen was what the college had become in the Bollovate/Huey years. Before them, the Beet curriculum was like that of any self-respecting collegeboring but harmless and offering a general education that allowed the more motivated students to enter the outside world relatively unimpaired. In contrast, the new curriculum presented an array of courses and programs specifically designed for popularity. In this effort, certain members of the facultyparticularly those who deemed themselves hip to the sensitivities of undergraduatescooperated, though unwittingly, by mounting a curriculum meant to draw greater numbers of students by bucking up their self-esteem.


Postcolonial Womens Sports? Livi erupted when shed heard of the latest. Are you shittin me?


Two results ensued, both unfortunate: The outside world showed not the faintest interest in bucking up the self-esteem of anyone, so the student who was prepared for four years to think well of him-or herself did not get a job or soon lost one, causing an extreme drop in self-esteem and the onset of lifelong psychiatric attention. And the college lost money anyway, which would have been less upsetting had anyone recalled that the institution was supposed to be nonprofit. Bollovate himself had no such recollection. More than once he told President Huey, The property alone is worth more than anything the deep thinkers are doing, or ever did! Ha ha ha!


Peace continued to grade papers in his office, until his friend Derek Manning blustered in.


I told you so, said Manning. The bottom line. As soon as that phrase crept into the language, country was cooked. He strode back and forth in front of Peaces desk.


Manning held the Samuel Beer Professorship in Public Policy, and like the Harvard scholar for whom the chair was named, was the straightest of shooters. He was built like a boxer and had a boxers noseearned legitimately when he was growing up, or trying to, as the one Jewish kid on an Italian block in Providence. The fight of his life, however, hed lost two years earlier, when his thirty-three-year-old wife Margaret died of Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease, akin to mad cow. It caused an encephalopathy, beginning with headaches, moving to disorientation, then loss of motor function and body function. Her dying took eight months. The terrible suddenness of the disease, mixed with the mystery and futility, gave Manning a look that seemed grim and combative at first glance, but when one searched it, showed fear. Yet he had a proleptic gift for argument and a forward tilt that read: Do you really want to start with me?


Usually Peace did nothe liked him too muchexcept on the basketball court, where the younger, taller Professor Porterfield creamed the forty-six-year-old Manning one-on-one, four out of five.


Will you please sit down! Youre freaking me out.


Look at them, will you?continuing to pace and pointing to the office window. Our esteemed colleagues panting like dogs, waiting for a sign from Joel Bollovate to tell them about the rest of their lives. The Day of the Bollovate. A hundred and forty-one people study and overeducate themselves for decades, only to wind up at the mercy of a man like that. He sang, Money money money money money.


Stop! Peace covered his ears.


Tell me, said Manning. Do you really think anyone would care if Beet went out of business? And thats the way most people would think of itgoing out of business. Would anyone care if every college in the country went out of business? I mean honestly. I know what people always say, what they tell the pollsters about the importance of education. Our number-one priority. But if you gave them the choice of tearing down all the colleges and putting Starbucks in their places, or better still, offered them one hundred smackers for every college torn down, dont you think theyd line up around the block?


I do not.


Really? He rubbed his thumb and index finger together in the gimme sign. There are four thousand colleges in America.


Boethius!Bollovate shuffled onWho the fuck was Boethius?


Beet occupied no more than 210 acres, but within its precincts it became an inescapable maze. The Pens were enclosed, the classroom and department buildings nearly touching. The dorms were rectangles, the length of one bisecting the breadth of another, and creating an alphabet of horizontal Ts with the two lines unattached. Once autumn arrived, one could barely see daylightfor the trees, and for the high chimneys, many to a building, which seemed to serve as lookouts for attacks. Even when high noon was blasting all the rest of Massachusetts, Beet remained a network of penumbral corridors that went everywhere and nowhere, there being many more paths than destinations, as if they had been laid in anticipation of every possible walkers itinerary, with several extra thrown in to confound them. It was a world unto itself, equipped with its own sun, which never blared brighter than a platinum haze, and its own moon, which was russet and wore a veil.


I dont get you, said Manning. You sit there as though you had nothing on your mind but those papers.


Because I can do something about them.


Oh, yes. I forget. Youre the pure teacher. But its not natural. Wheres the gnashing of teeth, the cursing out of the pricks?


You handle that.


From the year of its establishment, darkness seemed to have found a home in Beet College. Dark pink for the brick buildings, dark green for the doorjambs and the benches, dark iron for the hinges, dark stone for Nathaniels Tomb; darkness in the piceous roots of trees that broke through the earth like bones through skin. Darkness in the impermeable forest surrounding the college, and in the Atlantic, too, three miles to the southeast yet audible at night.


Livi loved the sound of its churning. Like traffic going somewhere else, she sighed.


Darkness even in the Temple, whence Bollovate made his slow descent and which, though composed of alabaster, seemed to absorb the light and turn it to the color of tarnished silver. High on the hill it squatted, with its frieze of piglets on the tympanum above the cornice, and its acroterion made up of a three-foot-high pig on its hind legs, the entire structure looking like a proud white pig itself, yet still emitting that haughty gloom the Puritans gathered up from the smoke-choked huts and cottages of the seventeenth-century English countryside and brought to the New World to guarantee its continuity.


I knew it, I knew it! Theyre definitely closing us down, said Manning, as he traced the trustees leaden steps. If they had intended to keep us open, they would never tell the faculty first.


That was the general opinion of all who flattened their faces against the windows of Beet that morning, including the dither of deans (the collective noun was coined some years earlier by a professor of Romance languages named Wilcox, who ran off with a wild and brilliant sophomore named Maud). Many grew excited. Hungry for honors, no matter how dubious, they sought even this oneto receive the bad news personally and be the first of the last people standing.


And yet, as usual, the Beet intelligentsia misjudged the situation. For if Bollovate planned to deliver the announcement of Beets closing, he never would have bothered to tell the faculty himself. He held an even lower opinion of Beets professoriate than he did of the administration. He held a very low opinion of Beet altogether. When President Huey appointed him to chair the board, hed asked what exactly a college trustee was entrusted with. Was the board supposed to keep the college going no matter how much money it was spilling? Or was a trustee one entrusted to make the hard, unsentimental choice of getting off the pot when the pot was leaking shit? (The metaphor was his.) Actually, he asked those things as second thoughts. His first was, Whats in it for me? Huey had heard the question as rhetorical.


Governments are shaped by pretenses, my boy. Noble pretenses. Now Manning leaned over Peaces desk. If you studied something practical, if you didnt bury that fair-haired head of yours in the airy-fairy land of literature [slowing up so as to pronounce every letter], youd see what I mean. America announced ambitions like liberty, equality, all that glorious crap, so we could try to live up to them. But set the bottom line as the goal of the country, and what do we become? A nation of pork bellies. He pointed to the window. And there it is now, fat and sassy, rolling down the hill.


You and Livi ought to get together. She hates the college as much as you do.


In a heartbeat. Will you keep the kids?


By now Bollovate had directed his royal progress toward the Old Penprofessors in the New Pen moaned and sighedand had limited his possibilities to three pathways, a choice of one of three departments at which to make his announcement.


But just as History and Social Anthropology were working themselves into a tizzy, he swung the iron belly toward English and American Literature and entered. The department members coagulated about him like rock star groupies. He scanned his surroundings, as if calculating square footage.


Professor Porterfield? he asked the crowd. They pointed to a closed door. He did not bother to knock. Professor Porterfield? Manning shook his head. Professor Porterfield?addressing the right man at last.


Peace stood. Manning edged toward escape.


Im pleased to tell you, said Bollovate, that the trustees have decided not to close the college just yet. You know how much the place means to us all. [Manning coughed.] But given the empty state of the endowment, we cannot survive beyond the end of term unless we can turn things around in a hurry. So we voted to use the remaining weeks to ask the faculty to come up with a new curriculum. Something bold and different [two more coughs from Manning]. Attract more paying undergraduates, more grants, more alumni gifts. [He frowned as if sincerely.] Of course, it also has to be intellectually worthwhile [three of Mannings loudest coughs]. If the faculty can produce a curriculum like that, we might stay open indefinitely.


Arent we at capacity right now? Peace asked.


Technically, yes, said Bollovate. Depends on how you define capacity. The board sees the college as a growth industry. We figure we can take four to five hundred more undergraduates without straining the system.


How will you house and feed them? Peace asked.


Leave those concerns to us bean counters, Bollovate chortled. He reached up and clasped Peace by the shoulders. Think big, Professor!


Peace said nothing but wondered if it were possible to raise the numbers and hold the standards. Yet the prospect of a new curriculum intrigued him.


We still have time to save our asses, said Bollovate.


Thats great, Mr. Bollovate, said Peace. But what does this have to do with me?


We want you to chair the new curriculum committee.


Me?a squint mixing surprise with suspicion. But there are so many better people. People who have more experience. Like Professor Manning herewho suddenly was not here, but halfway out the door, smiling sadly with his back turned.


Youre the one the trustees want, said Bollovate. And youre the right man for the job. Everyone says so. They say you have ideals. Do you have ideals, Professor?


Oh, does he ever! said Manning, walking away.


Ideals. Theyre so important, said Bollovate. Dont you think so? He gave Peace his Im-very-concerned look. Id like to say think it over, Professor. But theres no time. Yes or no? In or out?


Afterward, Peace phoned Livi at the hospital.


So it wasnt bad news. It was worse, she said. By the way, were having goose for dinner. How do you like it cooked?












CHAPTER 2





SHITSHITSHITSHITSHIT! SAID THE POET MATHA POLITE (pron. Pole-eet) when she learned of the trustees decision and of Professor Porterfields assignment to save Beet from extinction. This knowledge came to her approximately two minutes after it had come to Peace himself, since nothing moves faster than a rumor in a college, even when the rumor proves true and is not about sex.


Matha first shouted her reaction to herself, then to the group of her fellow student radicals gathered in her dorm room in Chillingworth. (All the dorms had names that froze the bloodChillingworth, Fordyce, Snowe, Coldenham, Sleeting, and Frost.) They lolled on the floor and on the bed, under posters of Che, Dr. Dre, Oprah, and Simon Cowell, and listened to their leader. Shitshitshitshitshit! she said again. This turn of affairs represented a catastrophe.


Okay. She rubbed her hands together. If theyre not going to close the college, then well do it for them!met with murmurs of assent and one or two yeahs.


If ambition had a face, it would be Mathas. It was small and tight about the skull, masked by an expression blending mere competence with want. Her hair was the color of mixed nuts, worn short and close like a helmet. Her eyes were brown and burned like coals in ash, but without light until she had need of it. Her mouth looked poised and loaded like a crossbow; the whole head pushed forward as if about to fire. It was her stridency that accounted for her appeal, both sexual and political, and her gift of fury. In high school she tried out for Lady Macbeth but lost the role because she was too ruthless.


Matha! Did you hear? Profesor Porterfield is going to save the collegea shout from outside the dorm, directly below her window.


Is that Akim? asked Peter Bagtoothian, the one bona fide thug in Mathas group. May I go down and kill him?


Hes just hot for me. We have more important business.


Matha was a transfer student from Magnolia Blossom College in Balloo, Virginia, her hometown, and reigned as Queen of the May Flowers, the highest honor Magnolia Blossom bestowed. At her coronation shed worn a pale blue antebellum ball gown with yellow rosettes at the breasts and spread her hoop skirts on the college green like Arabian tents, as ladies-in-waiting dried the beads of perspiration on her brow, waving wide white pleated fans. In those days, she was a different Matha Polite. She kept horses, owned an impressive collection of expensive pearls given her by various beaus of excellent if profligate local breeding, was elected social chairperson of her sorority, and looked forward to a life in a big white pillared Georgian house in Balloo similar to that of her mama and daddy, where she would decorate dinner party invitations with floret embossments, prance to church on the arm of her handsome chosen husband-to-be, Dawb Dubelle, and primp her daughters for their comings-out at the Balloo Cotton Cotillion, where she too came out, as had her older sister Kathy, her mama Luelle, and her grandmamma Bluelle before her.


At the time, she also spoke with a thick-as-custard southern alto, with which, it was said, she could coax the male birds from their nests, and often did. A girl like you could sell a man anything, honey, her father, Beaulieu Polite, the most successful real estate broker in Virginia, told her more than once. Id hate to think where Id be if you were my competition, girl!


Oh, Daddy! Matha would trill and laugh and stand on her tippy toes to give her father a kiss on the cheek. I leave all that to yourself, and of course to dear Kathy. No one could ever compete with you. And besides, what would a teeny little thing like me know about the mans world of big business. Real estate! I swan!


Matha!


Akim! She opened the window. Shut the fuck upand slammed it down.


Her suitor stood his ground and pined.


Akim Ben Laden was the official campus nutcase. Born Arthur Horowitz, hed changed his name and other things in rebellion against his father, a conservative rabbi from Scarsdale who had beaten his son in chess relentlessly ever since he taught him the game at the age of two, with nary a smile, either sympathetic or gloating. He also insisted they play every night after supper, sitting across from each other at the dining room table cleared of kosher plates, where Akim would grow grimmer and grimmer year after year, and his father would sit statue-still wearing a green eyeshade beneath his black yarmulke. In the last game they were ever to play, so intent on his winning streak was the humorless if focused rabbi, hed failed to notice that his son was wearing a white kaffiyeh, a blue terrycloth bathrobe, and green talaria sandals with little leather wings at the ankles, which became his signature outfit.


Shortly afterward, Akim founded the Arab League at Scarsdale High School, along with the Loyal Sons of Mohammed and the OPEC Social Club. Of all these extracurricular groups, he was the only member, as even the Muslim students at Scarsdale were leery of him, especially after he called himself a half-Sunni and half-Shia Iraqi, and was given to kicking in the door of his own locker. He was also tossed out of several mosques because hed never figured out the correct way to face Mecca. At graduation, he received a sound beating at the hands of a bunch of Arab and Jewish boys, the only such cooperative venture in local memory.


Matha! My love!


Im not kidding, Akim!opening and slamming the window again.


Matha hated her sister Kathy, the most aggressive real estate agent on Long Islands East End, which was saying something. But in her hidden heart she envied her sisters success in business and hoped to eclipse her. She was nineteen years younger than Kathy. Beaulieu and Luelle, once theyd observed the development of their firstborn child, had been reluctant to create another. Their second daughter was named in the hospital, when Luelle was watching the Today show. She was suffering from postpartum depression, which accounted for her emotional reaction to the appearance of the up-and-coming Martha Stewart. Luelle was overcome with admiration for the pies Ms. Stewart was effortlessly baking, particularly the peach, and she hoped that if she named her baby Martha, the girl would grow up to be someone of equal stature and importance.


Well close down this place tighter n shit! said Matha, who never uttered what Daddy called cuss words back home but, liberated at Beet, cursed a blue streak. Only sometimes she would get overexcited, and the words were misapplied. Tighter n shit!


So, shed transferred in her junior year, shortly after the unfortunate business with Professor Portebelloe of Magnolia Blossoms Comparative Literature Department (the scandal drove Dawb into solitary despair in an A-frame in the Blue Ridge Mountains, where he carved pickaninny dolls from balsa wood and beheaded them). Portebelloe was kicked out, but Matha got a note from her doctor, her uncle Delray, explaining she was afflicted with gerontophilia, and was not accountable for her actions.


A fistful of pebbles rattled the window. Bagtoothian was startled. Couldnt I kill him? he asked Matha. Itd only take a minute.


Until her arrival at Beet she had never set foot north of Port Deposit, Maryland, and yet it took her no more than two weeks to shedor, as it turned out, to temporarily place in storageher southern accent, replace it with a shrill and clipped Yankee voice, start writing poetry, and most important to her, call herself Matha, a name of her invention that seemed both hard and precise and feminine toothe female Math, a bouquet made of numbers. Not only was the name exotic, it was worlds removed from the name she was born with. (What would those sophisticated northern intellectuals make of Martha Stewart Polite?) She insinuated herself into Beets student radical movement, which she could tell required leadership. It had appealed to her at once, since she could see that underneath their scowls, the students were not all that different from the ones shed left behind at Magnolia Blossom.


The Beet radicals of today, a much smaller group than the radical students of the 1960s, had no Vietnam to march against. They were uninterested in Iraq because they could not be drafted to fight there. They had no minorities to defend, because they didnt want to.


From time to time the radicals would amuse themselves by testing the sympathy limits of the faculty or simply stirring the pot. Theyd tell the people at the Robert Bly Mans Manliness Society that Marigold Jefferson of the I Am Woman Center was entertaining its members by screening Deliverance. They compared everyone they disagreed with to Hitler. It was Mathas group that agitated for the latest entry in the course catalogNippocano Studies: Where Tokyo Meets Tijuana. Theyd meant it as a gag, but once established, it was oversubscribed.


Their favorite faculty sympathizer was Tufts Godwin, who headed the Sensitivity and Diversity Council and who was known as Professor Sensodyne behind his back. They would come to him with some concocted grievance against another professor, any other professor, whose tongue slipped, causing him to say Miss rather than Ms., or who referred to a woman as beautiful. They would get Professor Sensodyne to insist that the insulting party make a public apology on the lawn of the Old Pen or take a course in sensitivity training. They would show Godwin their appreciation, but with niggardly zeal. Last spring, BWAP (Beet Women Against Pigs) voted him the Professor Most Sensitive to Womens Issues. But when he showed up to accept the trophya plaster-of-paris bust of Rosie ODonnell inscribed Noli me tangerethe women refused to allow him into the meeting because he was a man. Professor Sensodyne said he understood perfectly.


Hes such a shithole! said Matha.


Then there was the matter of niggardly zeal itself, which phrase had been used in a lecture by a careless astronomy professor a couple of years back, and which almost got him fired for his vocabulary. Like all such incidents, this one flared from dustup to furor in less than a day, mainly because rather than letting bad enough alone, the accused made the grave error of trying to explain himself by calling a public meeting to which he brought Websters Dictionary to supply the correct definition of niggardly. The black students at Beet, all eighty-seven, werent bothered by the professors usage, and had not raised an eyebrow, much less a voice, against the man. But the Beet radicals, all white, and all five of them, arrived at the meeting in blackface, called for the professors head, and nearly got it, showing niggardly zeal.


Matha! Come down! Live with me. Im moving to a cave! We can be happy in a cave!


None of these issues was sincerely meant because the students passions went elsewhere.


What the new radicals at Beet wanted to do was nothingnot to attach themselves to any existing political movement or party, not to do public service and read Harry Potter to blind kids, or teach The Wheels on the Bus to old people with spittle on their faces, not to put up a Habitat for Humanity house for some dimwit in New Orleans who couldnt understand a weather report, not to go help some struggling mosquito-ridden country in Africa, or some bird-flu-infected country in Asia, not to build new democratic institutions or to infiltrate existing institutions or companies and radicalize them from the inside or to take the antipodal direction and live on communes, make babies named for vegetables, and smoke dope. Their aims were at once minimal and anarchic. Since in their estimation there was no cause worth marching for and no America waiting to welcome them to its employ, they figured why not simply stopquit classes, quit college, and if possible go home and live with ones folks? That vision plus the pleasant prospect of doing nothing with ones life is what the students were willing to fight for.


Or do we want to spend another year on Will and Grace?


She invoked a recent cause clbre. A Beet graduate had complained in a lawsuit against the Department of Ethnicity, Gender, and Television Studies that, upon applying for a position at Microsoft, hed presented his honors thesis, No Transgender Asians on Will and Grace: An Oversight or an Insult? The human resources official not only laughed out loud but called in her coworkers and bosses, Bill Gates among them, to share the fun. Okay, said Gates after the laughter had subsided. What did you really study?


Akim tried to sound adamant. I shall stand here until you love me!


Matha filled an ice bucket with hot water from the bathroom, reopened the window, and hit her suitor bulls-eye, drenching his kaffiyeh.


I am yours forever! he yelled back.


The nihilistic line appealed to Matha mightily; essentially it was what shed practiced at Magnolia Blossom, minus the ball gowns and the flowers. Writing poetry was new for her, though, and something of an afterthought. She soon realized looks and southern charm were not the appropriate tools for advancement at a place like Beet. To call oneself a poet, on the other handwhich was all one needed to be oneworked out just fine. Her poetry was marked by synecdoche when it was not marked by catachresis or plain impenetrability, which is why shed avoided Professor Porterfields courses, or any of the advanced writing workshops where the students were serious and might give her stuff close reading. On the narrow territory of Beets outer fringes, however, Matha was the It girl, and on a morning as momentous as this one, it was to her that Beets radicals turned for direction.


What do you like mean? asked Dickie Goldvasser, sole heir to the Goldvasser tungsten fortune in Elko County, Nevada, and who hoped family connections might one day get him into law school. He had hair like shredded carrots and a fearful and astonished gaze. Like what do you mean, well do it for them? Close the college? May I ask how?


The tried-and-true approach, Matha said. Well disrupt the place. Today is October 16. Weve got a little over two months to create time-wasting disturbances.


Lets kidnap Latin, said Bagtoothian, meaning Latin the Pig, the school mascot, a picture-perfect Large White who was taken to escaping his pen, galumphing around campus, and peeing everywhere with the range and power of a golf course sprinkler. If he pisses on us well kill him and eat him.


Were not killing anybody, said Matha, to Bagtoothians distress. She considered. Well occupy a building! If the tactic was good enough in the sixties, its good enough for us.


But it wasnt good enough in the sixties, Dickie protested. It never worked. Not at Harvard
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