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  Old Meats




  FROM THE OUTSIDE it was clear that the building known generally as “Old Meats” had eased under the hegemony of the horticulture department.

  Its southern approach, once a featureless slope of green lawn, was now an undulating perennial border whose two arms embraced a small formal garden defined by a carefully clipped and fragrant

  boxwood hedge. In front of that, an expanse of annuals flowed down the hillside and spilled across flat ground in a tide of August reds, golds, and yellows. Here and there, discreetly placed

  experimentals tested the climate. Right up against the long windowless southern wall of Old Meats, someone, sometime, without benefit of application, grant, permission from administration or

  grounds crew, without even the passing back and forth of a memo, someone had planted, then espaliered, a row of apricot and peach trees. In midsummer, just at the end of summer session, they were

  seen to bear fruit—heavy burnished apricots and big peaches swollen with juice that later disappeared and never seemed to reappear on the salad bars or the dessert bars in any of the dorms or

  fraternity houses. Nor were they sold at any hort department fund-raising sale, the way apples, Christmas trees, and bedding plants were. They just appeared and disappeared, unnoticed by most

  though legendary to the few who had stolen fruit, who kept an eye on the seed catalogues, wondering when these cultivars, the Moo U. cultivars, might be introduced to the open market.




  In fact, though it stood much in the way of foot traffic from the Bovine Confinement Complex, the Business College, the Chemistry building, the foreign travel office, and graduate student

  housing, and though, as generations of freshman geographers had found, it stood on the exact geographical center of the campus (unless you included the recently constructed Vet School two miles to

  the south, which threw everything off), and though it was large and blocky, Old Meats had disappeared from the perceptions of the university population at large. This was fine with the horticulture

  department, for certain unnamed members and their student cadres had just this summer laid out an extension of the perennial border to the east, curving in wanton floral revelry toward Old

  Meats’ unused loading dock and Ames Road. So much, said the Chairman in private meetings with the rest of his faculty, for their assigned garden site, out by the physical plant and the

  bus barn, on a dead-end road that no one travelled unless lost. Guerrilla action, as he often remarked to the woman everyone including their children thought was his wife and whom he had met in SDS

  at the Chicago convention in 1969, was as protean and changeable as the needs of the people.




  It was also true, however, that Bob Carlson, sophomore work-study student, was as invisible to the horticulturists, though he passed them every day, as Old Meats was to the rest of the campus.

  No busy digger or mulcher ever noticed him unlock the door beside the loading dock and enter, though he did it openly and in full view, often carrying bulky sacks. To them, Old Meats was a hillock

  in the center of the campus, a field for covering with vines and flowers; to Bob, it was a convenient job, an extension of his life on the farm, but instead of helping his dad feed and care for a

  thousand sows and their offspring, Bob tended to only one hog, a Landrace boar named Earl Butz. Right on Earl’s pen, Bob had taped up a sign that read, “Get big or get out.” Every

  time Bob saw that sign it gave him a chuckle. It was just the sort of joke his dad would appreciate, even though, of course, he had agreed to tell no one, not even his dad, about Earl, Earl’s

  venue, a sparkling new, clean, air-conditioned, and profoundly well-ventilated Ritz-Carlton of a room, or Earl’s business, which was eating, only eating, and forever eating.




  Just now, as Bob entered, Earl Butz was at the trough, but he noted Bob’s arrival, acknowledging the young man with a flick of his ears and a switch of his little tail. Earl Butz was a

  good worker, who applied himself to his assigned task with both will and enjoyment. Already today he had cleaned the back end of his trough, and now he was working industriously toward the front,

  offering the low-pitched hog noises that expressed his suitability to his lot in life. Earl Butz had been eating for eighteen months, which was just exactly how old he was. He was white, white as

  cream cheese or sugar, and fastidious. Bob had noticed that every day, during his breaks from eating, he liked to nose and kick clean straw into a nice nest near the trough and far from the

  toileting area. Earl Butz also liked a bath, and had no objection to the lifting and cleaning of his trotters. He was an agreeable hog, and Bob liked him. At Christmas, Bob had purchased some

  large, sturdy red toys (a big ball, a hoop that hung from a ceiling beam, and a blanket) from a kennel catalogue. They had been Earl Butz’ first toys, and he played with them when he could

  fit the time into his work schedule.




  Bob filled his trough, emptied and refilled his water reservoir, and scratched his back with a stick. He had been tending Earl Butz since November. He visited him five times every day, and Dr.

  Bo Jones, Earl’s owner, said that he was the best caretaker they’d found. Bob took the compliment for what it was, a testament to the fact that he felt more comfortable with Earl than

  he did with anyone else he had met since coming to the university. He had his own reasons for not telling his dad about Earl Butz, and they all revolved around the worry his family would experience

  when they found out that although he was doing fine in his classes, and eating and sleeping well, he had made no friends among the twenty-four thousand other students on the campus, and spent the

  time he should have spent at parties and bars in his room writing letters to kids from his high school, five letters to girls for every one to a guy, since girls liked to get them and always wrote

  back, and guys, well, it was hard to tell about guys. They all, at their jobs and colleges, seemed to be partying hearty and getting lucky on a regular schedule.




  It was this very knowledge, that all his old friends were having the time of their lives, wherever they were, that had finally kept Bob on the campus all summer. His dad, though he missed the

  help with the farmwork, couldn’t sneer at the money—more than Bob would make at the A & W at home, and a real bite in the tuition bill. And, of course, it had never occurred to Dr.

  Bo Jones that Bob would even think of abandoning Earl Butz. The rapidity with which the two had become associated, even twinned, in Dr. Bo Jones’ mind would have astounded him, had he thought

  about it. But he was not in the habit of introspection.




  “Hog,” he said, “is a mysterious creature, not much studied in the wild, owing to viciousness and elusiveness. Can’t get the papers, you know, to take yourself to

  Uzbekistan, even if you had the funding. Never been a hog that lived a natural lifespan. Never been an old hog. Hog too useful. Hog too useful to be known on his own terms, you know. What can I do

  with this hog, when can I eat it, what can I make of this hog, how does this hog profiteth me, always intervenes between man and hog. When I die, they’re going to say that Dr. Bo Jones found

  out something about hog.”




  What the doctor was busy finding out about Earl Butz was how big he might grow if allowed to eat at will for all of his natural lifespan. To that end, he was fed corn, alfalfa, middlings, wheat,

  peanuts, soybeans, barley, a taste of molasses, and skim milk powder on a schedule devised by Dr. Bo Jones and contained in a secret file labelled “16TONS.Doc” on his home computer. Its

  companion file, into which he entered, late at night, the results of Earl Butz’ weigh-ins and other tests, was labelled “WHTYUGT.Doc.” Bob had never seen a printout of either

  file. He just received weekly instructions and turned in weekly test scores. It was a job. Dr. Bo Jones wasn’t unlike some of the eccentric farmers you might meet back home. Bob considered

  that reassuring.




  He spent about half an hour with Earl Butz. This time of day, Earl was pretty busy. Mornings he was more playful. By ten, when Bob always returned for a last check, Earl would have turned in,

  sleeping soundly, his mounded bulk rolled up against the orange metal slats of his pen as if for comfort.




  Outside of Earl’s pen, Old Meats was dim and empty. The classes in slaughtering and meat cutting that had once been held there were long removed to the purview of the junior college forty

  miles away, along with hotel cooking, barbering, auto mechanics, cosmetology, and everything else that Bob’s dad and uncles would have considered respectable work. These days, no parade of

  animals marched to the holding pen and then, one by one, to the slaughtering floor. The meat locker was just a room now, its heavy door removed. The white enamel demonstration tables, still bolted

  to the cement in the stage area of the teaching amphitheater, canted dustily toward the center drain. No water ran from either spigot at the back of the area, nor from the faucets into the long,

  enamelled washing basin, nor had any use been found around the university for this equipment. Possibly it was not inventoried on any computer in any office, and had, therefore, ceased to exist.




  Out in the twilight, Bob saw that the horticulturists had retreated for the day. Shadows lengthened across the lawns toward a warm August dusk. Where a woman was walking alone from the Ames Road

  parking lot, within days thousands of students and hundreds of faculty would be traversing the paths and sidewalks. Bob was looking forward to getting to know the new apartment-mates he had found

  in May, but maybe he preferred this sight. The woman’s dark, thick hair was piled in a loose bun. She wore a vibrant orange and yellow skirt, long and fluid, a crisp white sleeveless blouse

  with a sharply pointed collar, and orange shoes tied around slender ankles. Her summer tan stood out against the white of her blouse, and she didn’t look like any T-shirted undergraduate or

  crisply permed sorority girl Bob had ever seen on the campus. He wondered if she knew how she looked, if she had planned to look that way, or if, as often happened to him, she might come upon a

  mirror or a plate glass window and surprise herself with the way her dressing effort for the day had turned out. At least she would be pleasantly surprised. Bob’s usual experience ran quite

  the other way. She opened the door to Stillwater Hall, and disappeared inside.
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  More Than Seven Thousand New Customers Every August




  

    

      UNDERGRADUATE CATALOGUE, 1970–71: The experimental dormitory, Dubuque House, offers freshman students new and enlightening responsibilities

      for living, studying, and socializing in an unusually well-integrated and modern living situation. At Dubuque House, white students and Afro-American students plan meals together, share

      housekeeping duties, and largely govern themselves, free of the more customary houseparents. Most importantly, these students learn to respect each other, and to find common ground for lasting

      friendships. Because students prepare their own meals and maintain their own grounds and living quarters, the college is able to offer a 5 percent rebate on tuition and room and board

      expenses.




      UNDERGRADUATE CATALOGUE, 1989–90: Unique to universities of this size and type, Dubuque House offers undergraduate women the opportunity to

      experience multicultural diversity on a daily basis. Activities and house governance promote debate and self-determination—no rules are imposed by the university administration except

      basic rules of conformity to campus-wide standards of upkeep. Originally a beautifully maintained and elegant mansion that predates the university itself, Dubuque House is a uniquely homey and

      noninstitutional place for undergraduate women to live, but more importantly, it is a place for women of all ethnicities and backgrounds to come together in cooperation and respect. Physically

      challenged students will find that Dubuque House is well suited to their special needs. Because students prepare their own meals and maintain their own grounds and living quarters, and because

      the university is deeply committed to the ideals of multicultural diversity that Dubuque House represents, a 20 percent rebate on tuition and room and board is offered to Dubuque House

      students. Assignment is on a first come, first served basis.


    


  




  IN SPITE OF the detailed Let’s Get to Know Each Other booklet that the university had sent to each student on the fifteenth of July, the

  only thing Mary Jackson really knew about her roommates and the other Dubuque House students was that they probably couldn’t have afforded the university if they didn’t live in Dubuque

  House. Certainly, she could not have. Living in Dubuque House lowered her expenses below even what they would have been at the University of Illinois, where she would have had in-state tuition, and

  so she was here, sitting on her bunk with her suitcases, watching her roommates arrive and smiling every time one of them or one of their parents looked her way. Her bus from Chicago had gotten in

  at seven a.m. but she tried hard not to show the effects of her long night—four hours in the bus station because her sister had to drop her off before going to work, then ten hours on the bus

  next to a very small white man in dark blue Keds who stared at the ceiling with his eyes open and kept his hands folded in his lap the whole time, even when they stopped for a snack and a rest-room

  break. His likeness to a corpse had been contradicted only by his occasional giggles, unaccompanied by movement or change of any kind, and toward the middle of the night, Mary had begun to wonder

  if he were some sort of a robot or mechanical man being sent secretly from one lab to another, more cheaply on the bus than by UPS Next Day Air.




  Without seeming to, disguised by apparent perusal of the catalogue, Mary was glancing at Keri, Sherri, and Diane, who bustled back and forth as if they owned the place already, and knew each

  other already. In fact, Sherri’s mother unconsciously claimed all three of them as her daughters, because she called each of them “honey.” To Mary, she had said, “Oh,

  you’re Mary. From Chicago. Hello, dear.”




  They had CD players and little TVs—well, Sherri had a little TV—and lighted makeup mirrors. Their parents had brought them, though Sherri’s mother and father were the only ones

  still around, and they were dressed better than their parents, as if merely enrolling in college had raised their socioeconomic status. Mary had nice clothes, too, ones she had worked hard for over

  the summer, clerking in a drugstore, and chosen carefully, but it was clear in an instant’s acquaintance with Sherri, Keri, and Diane that her clothes were nothing like theirs—too urban

  and eastern, as if she had consulted New York editions of Mademoiselle and Glamour and they had consulted special midwestern editions. Her sister had told her to wait and buy when she

  got to school, but the windows at Marshall Field’s had been too seductive, the experience of riding the El north and walking into that mythic emporium with money in her pocket too

  irresistible. Now her clothing budget was used up and she would just have to wear what she’d brought, no matter what.




  She looked around. Their room was nice, though, with moldings and deep closets and big windows. Big enough for four—not like rooms in the new dorms. The university meant to have students

  in Dubuque House, and that was for sure.




  As for Sherri, whose desperate wish was that her father would leave and take her mother with him, she had memorized word for word Mary’s self-portrait in the Let’s Get to Know

  Each Other booklet, as well as the self-portraits of Keri and Diane and of every other girl who looked nice or fun. Mary had written, “I am the first girl in my family to go to college,

  and the only girl in my high school class to go out of state. I have never been out in the country! I have never seen a cow or a pig! My hobbies are reading, shopping, and planning to travel. I

  would like to go to Africa, India, Japan, and Hawaii. I plan to major in statistics and to become an actuary. I am really looking forward to meeting all the girls in Dubuque House.”




  Sherri’s own self-portrait read, “I grew up in a small rural community. One-fourth of my high school class will be going to the same university as me, so I chose Dubuque House

  because I figure I won’t see any of them over here. I have lost sixty-two pounds in the last year. I have a photographic memory, and I was a straight-A student in my high school. I hope to

  major in early childhood development. I have twelve younger brothers and sisters, so four in a room will seem kind of lonely to me. I do not plan to have any children of my own after I get

  married.” Glancing up from time to time to where Mary was stretched out, going over her course catalogue, Sherri wondered what her secrets were. Sherri herself had three. One of them was that

  she had let her boyfriend Darryl go all the way with her just last night, and then broken up with him anyway. The second was that she had stolen her sister Patty’s new rose-colored sweater,

  which might not be discovered until mid-October, if she was lucky. The third was that Mary frightened her, even though she didn’t want that to be true, and actually blamed it on Darryl, whose

  attitudes about most things were far from enlightened and he wasn’t the sort of boyfriend that the new thin her intended to have any truck with in the future. Somebody foreign was what she

  was thinking lately.




  It was true that Mary had a secret. Her secret was that she felt blue and not especially hopeful. The confidence and anticipation that had brought her here now looked like a series of

  misjudgments, and the obstacles she had seen to going elsewhere, even to staying in Chicago and going to junior college, which she had disdained, now seemed flimsy and self-created. She lifted up

  her catalogue so the others couldn’t see her.




  Diane’s secret, hidden behind a manner of energetic, practically electric friendliness, was that she would be out of here and into a sorority as soon as she could. Her very unpacking and

  arranging, which she accomplished with her customary organized alacrity, was a cover for how soon she would be out of this room, this dorm, this world of girlish uncertainty and unformed style. A

  sorority, particularly Phi Delta Pi, say, or Delta Delta Delta, was where you perfected your manners, where you learned how to talk to strangers, men and women, but especially men, with just the

  right mixture of enthusiasm, courtesy, and flirtatiousness, where you learned how to pass a tray without servility and to give orders without giving offense. In a sorority, techniques for pleasing

  men without giving in to them were part of a traditional wisdom that your very skin drank up like Oil of Olay. The right sorority, in short, was the first step to a successful executive career. Of

  course there would be classes and the acquisition of actual knowledge, but plenty of women had that and were still stuck in middle management. Diane didn’t intend to tolerate such a fate.

  Diane’s mother, who had gone to some experimental college in upstate New York in the sixties, had made living in Dubuque House a condition of Diane’s matriculation, and maybe it

  wouldn’t be so soon that she could find the money to live at a sorority house. But Diane knew very well that her mother, who majored in Techniques of Social Activism and Political Disruption,

  was remarkably susceptible to those charms of persuasion and intimidation that would be so useful in the future, that sorority girls knew all about. In the meantime, and while thinking all of this,

  she kept up a pleasant stream of conversation with the other girls and with Mrs. Johnson, who saw that this girl Diane was organized and outgoing but not pushy and self-centered the way so many

  girls were these days, and she thought what a nice friend Diane would be for Sherri.




  Sherri thought Diane was going to drive her crazy inside of a week, she was just like her sister Patty, who was always sucking up to Mom so that you wanted to blow biscuits and Mom ate it right

  up until you wondered if the woman was of normal human intelligence, but she had to admit that Diane had a terrific haircut, very short around the sides, but long and springy on top. Her hair was

  something Sherri worked on every day, and intended to color tonight or tomorrow, as soon as she could, because there was an ad on the radio that said in the nineties color was an important part of

  a good haircut and maybe her mother had never covered her gray hair and did look exactly like she had borne thirteen children, but an eighteen-year-old college girl had to establish high standards

  from the outset, and if that weren’t true, then why had she lost sixty-two pounds to begin with?




  As for Keri, Mrs. Johnson pegged her as one of those very pretty but vapid girls who went to college because they didn’t have anything else to do with their time. She was sweet enough, the

  way she took the last bunk, though she had gotten there second, and she tried, rather ineffectually, to engage the black girl in conversation. She was the kind of girl with her future written all

  over her, just like so many women Mrs. Johnson knew, with well-to-do husbands and children who ran wild, women who never raised their voices, but always threw up their hands. They hid out at the

  country club and voted Democratic and seemed to think that keeping their figures was a sufficient lifetime accomplishment. Certainly it wasn’t their fault that they were like

  that—society LET them be like that instead of shaking them up once in a while—but it was a useless sort of girl, in the view of Mrs. Johnson, and at least Sherri, with all her

  sullenness and complaining and fighting with her sisters, had some gumption, and if she could keep her weight down, which Mrs. Johnson would NOT mention before leaving, because Sherri was right

  that it was her own business, but if she could keep her weight down and make the right friends, she would do well enough in college, though an intellectual she most assuredly was not, and maybe

  find herself, which discovery Mrs. Johnson hoped to God would happen soon, like before Thanksgiving, because another summer like this one would do her in.




  Now Sherri’s dad had finished hanging her bulletin board, and she tacked up pictures of the enormous sibship one by one, Patty, sixteen, down to Lizzie, eighteen months, and silence fell

  over the six people in the room as she did this.




  They were a pleasant-looking family, thought Keri.




  To Mary, they looked like twelve pictures taken at different ages of the same white person with blue eyes and light brown hair.




  Diane wondered if Mrs. Johnson had understood what was making her pregnant.




  Mrs. Johnson had no general thought, except that it was time to get home, and Mr. Johnson was trying not to cry in front of all these women, but really, leaving your oldest girl at college, a

  college as big as a small city, just leaving her there—he went out into the corridor.




  “Don’t rush off, Hal. Sherri, go give your dad a kiss good-bye, he’s taking this kind of hard. Then come back here and find that sweater of Patty’s because I know you

  took it.”




  Keri thought her secret was safe. No one from her high school had come to this university—they’d all stayed in Iowa. So, for one thing, she could tell everyone she was from West Des

  Moines, and for another, she would never have to refer once to her year’s reign, now just ended, as Warren County Pork Queen.




  







  3




  The Midwest




  TIMOTHY MONAHAN, associate professor of English and teacher of fiction writing, had never returned to the campus more than

  twelve hours before the beginning of his first class, and often cut it closer than that, to two hours, or even ten minutes. His profession as a novelist, he thought, gave him that kind of leeway

  for eccentricity, and although he was not in fact as eccentric as he might have wished and as certain writers he knew actually were, what did not come naturally could be cultivated, as he often

  told his students to their everlasting benefit.




  This year, it happened that the beginning of the semester overlapped Bread Loaf by three days, so that he had to cut it very close, both to give as much of himself to his Bread Loaf students as

  he could and to begin his university students on the right foot, which he didn’t trust any of his colleagues to do for him. He had spent the entire summer on the East Coast, and had left

  Vermont about four the previous afternoon. His foot heavy on the accelerator, he had stopped for only two hours just before dawn and taken a short nap.




  That nap had, in fact, been rather eerie. He had pulled into some parking lot just off the interstate when it was still the “dark night of the soul,” as Fitzgerald had called it, and

  stretched out as well as he could across the bucket seats of his perfectly maintained ’79 Saab. He had awakened suddenly, uncomfortably, and with a sense of urgency. The first thing he had

  seen upon lifting his head was two cars across the lot, pulled up side by side, the driver’s windows adjacent. A package was passed. Tim lowered his head. The cars sped away in opposite

  directions. A drug deal, fair enough, that wasn’t the eerie part. The eerie part was the way something pinkish gray, some blanket-like, bowl-like thing arched above him, and met the ground

  very low down on every side. He could not for the life of him figure out what this was, and his heart began to pound, until he realized it was the sky meeting the flat of the land. He sat up. He

  was back in the Midwest. He rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and noted this sensation for later inclusion in a book. He reached between the seats and started the car, but his heart was still

  pounding.




  Even so, the summer had gone well, carrying him from writers’ conference to writers’ conference, the best known being Bread Loaf, Wesleyan, and Warren Wilson, but it was not for him

  to disdain the others, as they had supported him since the tenth of June with only a one-week break at his mother’s house on the Cape. Wesleyan was the exposition, followed by Maine,

  Nantucket, Virginia Beach, Sea Island, Asheville, Camden, and Vassar as the rising action. Then Bread Loaf was the climax, his first time there, and he dared to think he’d made a pretty good

  impression on both students and administrators, drinking enough, but not too much, flirting enough, but not too much, getting discreetly laid but sticking to one person, and one who was nearly his

  own age and nearly his own rank in the Bread Loaf hierarchy. Discretion was, perhaps, the lesser part of eccentricity, but then at Bread Loaf, discretion was eccentricity. He’d found the

  atmosphere markedly invigorating.




  And distinctly different from the atmosphere of the revered agricultural and technical institution of higher learning that had turned out to be his employment fate. Not Yale (where Hersey had

  been), not Princeton (where Oates still was), not the University of Michigan (Delbanco), or of Wisconsin (where Lorrie Moore got to enjoy the fabled pleasures of Madison), not Duke (Reynolds

  Price), or Iowa (Frank Conroy). Even so, a good job, an enviable job, two courses a semester, little committee work. The advertisement that had attracted his application eight years before had

  attracted 213 other, unsuccessful applications. Seventy-two from writers who had one book, as he had had, twelve from writers with two books. These were figures he was always cognizant of, never

  mentioned, but also never forgot. Reciting them to himself was his charm against his besetting sin of envy.




  He stopped off at the house he had rented for the eight years, a two-bedroom bungalow of some charm across from the campus, carried in a suitcase, showered, changed, and emerged. An hour till

  class, time enough to walk. He cut through the student union, where the dishes offered for lunch were bar-b-qued beef w/ sauce on bun, scalloped potatoes w/ ham, pork loin sand., and vegetarian

  steamed vegetables w/ rice. No clams, bluefish, duckling, or crabcakes in sight. As he neared Stillwater Hall, the numbers of people he knew and greeted thickened, until he had, in fact, spoken to

  ten or twelve friends, two women he had dated, and one woman he had lived with for two years. Such as it was, this was home. He accepted that.




  He picked up his class lists and sorted the summer’s first-class mail from flyers, memos, and brochures.




  He spoke in a friendly but not fawning way to the chairman.




  He flirted with the secretaries, all of which, he knew, were on to him.




  He made a lunch date with the woman he had lived with for two years, who had followed him into the office, and with whom he was on very good terms, especially since she was married now, to a guy

  in Soils Science, and, by the look of her, about three months pregnant (he could always tell, but he would let her tell him).




  At last he strolled down the stairs toward his classroom in the basement and the sixteen strangers he would know far too intimately by the end of the semester.




  Here it was that he gazed upon a sight he had never seen in Stillwater Hall, the sight of a beautiful dark-haired girl with the natural exotic grace that midwestern women never had. She was

  replacing a pin in her hair, then she was picking up her briefcase, which students never carried, so he deduced that she was some kind of faculty member, then she was putting her hand on the knob

  of the classroom door right next to his classroom door, and then he was saying, “Can I help you?” and she was saying, “No,” and he was saying, “I’d certainly

  like to,” and she was throwing him an amused glance, and he was thinking that forty-five classes in the semester were forty-five chances to make a favorable impression, and he had better take

  his time, and if she heard his class through the wall laughing that would be a good start, so he went in and told a joke and they did laugh, and it did reach the ears of Cecelia Sanchez and she did

  smile.




  Cecelia Sanchez, assistant professor of foreign languages and teacher of Spanish, too found the Midwest eerie, but it was not only the flatness that threw her. Each day of the past two weeks she

  would have picked a different source of dislocation. Right now it seemed eerie to look out on twenty-one blond heads, in rows of five, unrelieved by a single brunette. Last night she’d

  thought the humidity was going to suffocate her. A few nights before, her rented duplex had seemed uncannily muffled by trees. Sometimes it seemed that everyone she saw, everyone in every room, was

  determined to be very very quiet. In the almost empty streets there was no shouting, no music. When she went into stores, the customers seemed to be gliding around on tires. Salespeople appeared

  beside her, smiling significantly, murmuring, apparently ready to flee. No one wanted to negotiate or even talk about a purchase. You were supposed to make up your mind in some kind of mysterious

  vacuum. The smiling itself made Cecelia uneasy, because it didn’t seem to lead to anything, and whatever the distinctions were between types of smiles, they were so fine that she

  couldn’t make them out. On all sides, her neighbors were dead quiet, the hum of air conditioners substituting for conversation and argument. She saw men in gas stations exchanging sentences a

  single word long and understanding what they were getting at.




  This was her second class today. In the first class, a second-year group that met at eight a.m., the students sat silent and attentive, their faces straight, their posture excellent. They raised

  their hands and waited to be called upon. The girls wore so little makeup that the one set of plum-colored lips, and perfectly outlined and filled in they were, belonging to a heavyset girl in the

  front row, throbbed like a beacon. Cecelia had not been able to take her eyes off them, and that, too, made her feel weird.




  Though only twenty-six, Cecelia had never thought herself provincial—her parents were from Costa Rica and Mexico. She had lived in L.A. and San Francisco. She had been married to an Anglo

  and spent time with his family in Oregon, and that white family had talked and argued plenty. She had even known transplanted midwesterners—now that she thought about it, it was they who had

  rolled their eyes in amazement when she’d revealed the location of her new job. But she’d been so relieved to get a good job, a job like there used to be in the old days, before the era

  of a course here and a course there, all for little money and no benefits, that she hadn’t paid any attention. A job away from Scott, the Former, and her parents, who’d had less

  sympathy with her divorce than with her marriage, and little enough with that. Anyway, what could be bad about a town with low rents and no crime? And it wasn’t exactly bad, it was just quiet

  and dreamlike; except for the humidity (which did give her hair a wonderful bounce), it was a cool, Anglo, keep-your-distance-and-we’ll-all-get-along kind of heavenly vision, where, as she

  had overheard in the departmental office, someone’s wallet had been found on the street and turned in to the police, who called and said they’d send it over in a squad car, the officers

  didn’t have anything better to do at the moment. It was true that no one had asked her more than the most perfunctory questions about herself and that even good friends at parties she’d

  gone to talked to each other about the weather, their gardens, and the athletic teams with a detailed interest that dumfounded her, but the blankness of this was maybe a fair exchange for the

  anxieties and conflicts of home.




  She read the roll. The students, like those in the earlier class, expressed their presence with a slight change of posture or the lifting of a finger or chin. She counted them all present,

  baffled at how she was supposed to read the roll-sheet and detect their gestures at the same time. Then she had an idea. She said, “For the first two weeks, I would like you to sit

  alphabetically, starting here.” She tensed for the inevitable wise-guy remark—“Hey, Professor, what’s an alphabet?”—the sort of smirking, half-charming,

  getting-to-know-you-getting-to-know-all-about-you remark at least one of her students of the last three years would have shouted out, but it didn’t come. She pointed to the front desk to her

  left, then read out the roll again. All but one of the blonds noiselessly took their places. She said, “Yes?”




  “I’m a late add?” said the leftover girl. “The registrar sent me over here for permission? Because the class was full?”




  “Name?”




  “Lydia Henderson.” Lydia’s voice surged out, musical and vibrant.




  “That’s fine.” She assigned the girl a seat.




  “Hola,” she said. The semester had begun.
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  The Common Wisdom




  IT WAS well known among the citizens of the state that the university had pots of money and that there were highly paid faculty members in every

  department who had once taught Marxism and now taught something called deconstructionism which was only Marxism gone underground in preparation for emergence at a time of national weakness.




  It was well known among the legislators that the faculty as a whole was determined to undermine the moral and commercial well-being of the state, and that supporting a large and nationally

  famous university with state monies was exactly analogous to raising a nest of vipers in your own bed.




  It was well known among the faculty that the governor and the state legislature had lost interest in education some twenty years before and that it was only a matter of time before all classes

  would be taught as lectures, all exams given as computer-graded multiple choice, all subscriptions to professional journals at the library stopped, and all research time given up to committee work

  and administrative red tape. All the best faculty were known to be looking for other jobs, and this was known to be a matter of indifference to the state board of governors.




  It was well known among the secretaries in every office and every department that the faculty and administrators could, in fact, run the Xerox and even the ditto machines. They were just too

  lazy to do so.




  It was well known among the janitorial staff that if you wanted to maintain your belief in human nature, it was better never, ever to look, even by chance, into any wastebasket, but to adopt a

  technique of lifting and twisting the garbage bag in one motion and tossing it without even remarking to yourself that it was unusual in weight or bulk or odor.




  It was well known among the students that the dormitories, like airlines, were always overbooked, and that temporary quarters in corridors and common rooms happened by design rather than

  accident. It was also well known to the students that there had been three axe murders on the campus the year before, that the victims’ names had started with “A” or

  “M,” and that the murderer had never been found, and that the university would do anything to hush these crimes up. It was well known to the students that the chili served in the dorms

  every Thursday noon contained all the various kinds of leftover meat from the preceding week, even meat left on plates. Some students found it tasty anyway. It was a further tenet of popular

  student belief that the bars stopped checking IDs at midnight Fridays and Saturdays. This happened, in fact, to be true.




  It was well known to all members of the campus population that other, unnamed groups reaped unimagined monetary advantages in comparison to the monetary disadvantages of one’s own group,

  and that if funds were distributed fairly, according to real merit, for once, some people would have another think coming.




  IVAR HARSTAD, the provost, knew all these things and plenty more. Only his secretary, Mrs. Walker, whom he called “Mrs.

  Walker,” while she addressed him as “Ivar,” had been around the campus longer and knew more. One of the things that Ivar knew about Mrs. Walker was that she would only tell him

  what she knew if he asked the right question, so he spent a portion of his time meditating over what he might ask Mrs. Walker and how he might phrase the question. He understood that this was much

  like being married, but he had no firsthand knowledge of that. He lived with his twin brother, Nils, the dean of ag extension, in a large brick house with two sunporches in the best neighborhood in

  town. One thing he knew was that he and Nils bore the disrespectful appellation of “the Albino Nordic Twins,” but Mrs. Walker had assured him that this moniker was no longer in

  widespread usage, since Jacob Grunwald, who had put this name about as a disgruntled seeker after the job Ivar had now held for fourteen years, was long gone elsewhere, and had in fact died of the

  heart attack he deserved.




  Foremost in the provost’s internal data bank just now were the results of his morning meeting with the President of the university and His inner circle of administrative advisors. They

  were not positive results, did not redound to the university’s professed goal of excellence in every area, or even the provost’s own secret goal of adequacy in most areas. Cutbacks, on

  top of cutbacks already made, were in the air, though no one had yet used the word, which was a technical term and a magical charm to be used only at the time when items in the budget were actually

  being crossed off. It was a technical term in that you could refer to “shifting resources” and “reallocating funds” right up to the moment you told some guy that his

  research assistant was being fired and his new lab equipment was not being ordered, and it was a magical charm because it instantly transformed the past into a special, golden epoch, the grand

  place that all things had been cut back from.




  One thing that Ivar had noticed at the meeting was the way that the president and his right-hand and left-hand men, Jack Parker, federal grant specialist, and Bob Brown, human cipher, pushed

  back from the table as the word “cutback” entered the discussion. It was clear from their manner that the actual cutting back would be beneath the three of them—they were adopting

  a regrettable-but-necessary-I’m-leaving-for-the-airport-right-after-the-meeting sort of detachment. It was perhaps for this reason that the actual amount to be cut from the budget had not

  seemed to faze them—the three of them dealt only in numbers. What the numbers would buy, whether copying machines or assistant professors, they did not precisely know. Or at least, the

  president and Jack Parker, a hawk-nosed man with close-set eyes who Mrs. Walker told Ivar had once been a private investigator, did not know. Bob Brown, balding, round-faced, ever-smiling, seemed

  to know either everything or nothing. In his two years on the campus (at a salary higher than Ivar’s own) he had not yet divulged what he did know. His only distinct characteristic was his

  habit of referring to the students as “our customers.”




  Though his computer screen was shining with color and information, Ivar was biting the eraser of his pencil and marking in little tiny writing on a little tiny piece of paper, etching the little

  tiny names of enormous corporations, potential investors of great big sums of money. Like everyone else at the meeting, he was preparing a list for Elaine Dobbs-Jellinek, associate vice-president

  for development, whose whole job was made up of the sort of approaching, stroking, grooming, and teasing that these corporate contracts, or “grants,” demanded. Until the advent of Jack

  Parker, she had approached, stroked, groomed, and teased the federal government, too, but now Jack did that, spending most of his time in Washington, D.C., where, Ivar couldn’t help

  imagining, the first thing he did when he got to his hotel room, before he even cast his glittering gaze around the room for evidence of hostile intrusion, was to pull out his .357 Magnum and set

  it on the table beside his bed. Elaine’s beat was corporate headquarters in places like Wichita and Fargo, where university-trained engineers and agronomists had built empires based on flow

  valves and grain sorghum.




  Associations of mutual interest between the university and the corporations were natural, inevitable, and widely accepted. According to the state legislature, they were to be actively pursued.

  The legislature, in fact, was already counting the “resources” that could be “allocated” elsewhere in state government when corporations began picking up more of the tab for

  higher education, so success in finding this money would certainly convince them that further experiments in driving the university into the arms of the private sector would be warranted, that

  actually paying for the university out of state funds was irresponsible, or even immoral, or even criminal (robbing widows and children, etc., to fatten sleek professors who couldn’t find

  real employment, etc.).




  Ivar stared at the tiny scrap and counted the names, ticking each with the tip of his pencil. Fifteen names that only he could read. Then he pressed the button on his phone. Mrs. Walker’s

  voice came through like the voice of God. He said, “Mrs. Walker, tell me again the amount of the possible reallocation.”




  “Seven million.” That made it true.




  “This early in the fiscal year.”




  “This early in the fiscal year.”




  “Thank you.”




  “You’re welcome.”




  No single donor had ever come up with seven million, except for a named building with a bust of said donor bigger than life in the lobby. But though perhaps somewhere some billionaire on his

  deathbed was longing for a respectable home for his wealth, Ivar hadn’t heard of any.




  Good-bye to Nuclear Engineering.




  Good-bye to Women’s Studies.




  Good-bye to Clothing Design and Fiber Science.




  Good-bye to Broadcast Journalism and the university radio station.




  Good-bye to Oceanography.




  Good-bye to the Geological Station in Colorado.




  Good-bye to the university chamber orchestra.




  Good-bye to every secretary hired in the last six months.




  Good-bye to Xeroxing, hello to dittoing.




  Ivar turned his paper over and wrote down another name, then another. He sighed.




  It was all true, what everybody knew, all true about the Marxists and the vipers and the indifference of the legislature. Only the axe murders weren’t true. Those, he had heard, took place

  on some campus in northern California.
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  Secular Humanism




  MARLY HELLMICH did have a semester of college. What she remembered most clearly was how her freshman English teacher wrote the

  words “critical thinking” on the board, and then, after some discussion, during which all of the students, including Marly, expressed discomfort with the idea of “critical

  thinking,” the teacher had written the phrase “Critical thinking is to a liberal education as faith is to religion.” After the semester, Marly understood that the converse was

  true also—faith is to a liberal education as critical thinking is to religion, irrelevant and even damaging. The wiser course, she had decided, was to cast her lot with faith and forget

  liberal education, and that was what she had done, and she had felt much better for it, while at the same time noting the irony that her unskilled labor was worth more to the university than it was

  to any of the other employers in town. And so she had spent all of her adulthood in the arms of the university after all, serving the cause of critical thinking, or at least the critical thinkers,

  with what, some days, seemed like all her strength.




  Father saw the university as a set of one-way streets in the middle of town that sometimes were confusing, and always snarled traffic. When he used to drive more, he would come home perennially

  surprised—“I don’t know what they’re doing down there, but it took me twenty minutes to get through.” Marly’s brother, who worked in a feed mill in a nearby

  town, saw the conspiracy of secular humanism moving forward at the university every day on every front by measurable degrees. Computers, he told her, had been designed specifically to forward the

  progress of secular humanism—“Christians had to count one thing at a time, so they went slow. The secular humanists weren’t going to stand for that, nosiree. The computer is the

  atom bomb of secular humanism. You ever seen a computer that acknowledges the Lord? The computer is the greatest false prophet there ever was. I wouldn’t touch a computer with a

  fork.”




  Marly’s view was more complex. What she saw was a stream of people who often didn’t acknowledge her, and so felt free to look and act with complete unself-consciousness as they were

  passing down the food line. Almost the only thing she was ever called upon to say was “Lift your tray, please, the plates are hot.” Almost the only thing anyone ever said to her was

  “I’ll take some of the pork,” or whatever. Almost everyone was slow, as if contemplating the food put them into a dream, and a lot of people had to be prompted to choose. A few

  had the irritating habit of throwing their trays onto the top of the steam table and saying, “I don’t care, just put something on it,” thereby leaving the choice to her. People

  started eating while they were waiting in line.




  But of course food behavior wasn’t the end of it. Boys walked through the line pushing trays with one hand and feeling their girlfriends’ rear ends with the other. Couples kissed

  passionately every time the line paused. Fingers went to noses, hands to rears. Once in a while someone absentmindedly stuck a fork handle or a pencil in his ear and twirled it. Tears streamed, and

  not only down the faces of women and girls. There were bursts of laughter at nothing. People sang and muttered. People pushed trays, their own and those around them, off the tray rails. Food was

  spilled, plates were broken, tempers were lost, apologies were made (or sometimes not). People fell down, even though the busboys were careful to clean up and to set out the “Slippery

  Floor” sign. People read books and had arguments in line. On more than one occasion, food had been thrown as soon as she served it.




  Once, fifteen years ago or so, a man had stuck his fork right into the back of the man ahead of him, as far as it would go. Everyone in line had started saying, “Oh my God oh my God oh my

  God.” Blood might have spurted out, except that it was winter, and the victim’s tweed sport jacket had soaked up most of it. The commons supervisor had come out and taken charge,

  calling an ambulance and the police. She had walked the victim over to a table, and he had sat there, very straight, wincing but not talking. The supervisor wouldn’t let anyone pull out the

  fork. Marly never understood why. Another time, late on the dinner line when there weren’t many people in the food area, three fraternity pledges had exposed themselves to her. She had just

  lifted the plates onto their trays when they stepped back and there were their penises, dangling like little purses in front of their jeans. “Thelma!” she had called out, and when the

  supervisor appeared and the boys were hurriedly zipping up, she had said, “These boys have something to show you.” Then she had looked them, especially the biggest, who was first in

  line, right in the eye, and said, “Do it again, NOW!” and they had done it, and Thelma had turned them in to campus police and they had been expelled from school.




  There were all physical types, from the blackest Africans to the palest northern Europeans (probably Nils Harstad, the dean of extension, who was a member of her church, defined this end of the

  spectrum), from the tallest—maybe seven feet—to the shortest, maybe three. They rolled through in wheelchairs, hobbled through on crutches, lifted their trays with hooks (farm

  accidents, most of those), carried white canes, followed guide dogs, watched her lips, wore hearing aids. They twitched and hunched and limped, or they seemed to dance. Breathtaking beauties of

  both sexes passed through the line. People who were quite the opposite of that did, too. There were girls who had shaved their heads and boys who had hair to their waists, and vice versa. A few had

  tattoos on their faces, more had them on their arms. People in thousand-dollar suits stood next to people in tom sweats and T-shirts, but everyone had on shoes and shirts. That was a health rule

  and the only sort of uniformity. Most of them spoke English, but probably she had heard, or even been addressed in, every major language in the world. She just kept smiling, because here exactly

  was her task, the task set by Jesus, to love the sinner even though you might hate the sin. Or, as she interpreted it, even though people were crabby and snappish and impolite and angry with each

  other and weird and hard to look at, being either enviable or grotesque, even though they were lusty and argumentative, and even though she had seen people eat some of the food that was supposed to

  be weighed at the checkout, stealing routinely, and right in front of her as if she weren’t there, she DID, mostly, love them as she knew she ought to.




  What she really liked to think about was how far they had come to walk through her line—not only from all corners of the campus, but also from all corners of the world. She liked to think

  about them setting out, all on their own, one by one, from thousands of different spots, tracing meandering courses on their feet, in cars, on buses and trains, on airplanes of course. She liked to

  think how predictable it was, that at seven a.m. and eleven-thirty a.m. and five p.m., so many would be taken by the same urge, and then streams of them would converge on the commons, and in spite

  of all their differences, they would all be after the same appeasement of the same appetite, and then they would leave, no longer like converging liquids but like the dissipating atoms of a

  gas.




  She worked hard and she didn’t like her job. She was tired of her coworkers and beginning to fear the sight of Jane and Amanda, two older women who’d been ladling food since the

  Second World War. She was so hungry to quit her job that she could taste it, but she didn’t see the people she had served over the years as participants in a secular humanist conspiracy.

  There were too many of them and they were too wrapped up in their appetites to be as focused as her brother thought they were. If secular humanism arose out of their activities—and surely it

  did, that was the evidence according to every preacher—it arose from a natural mixing of desires and appetites, the way an odor arises from a natural mixing of flavors. The secular humanists

  and the critical thinkers didn’t really offend her, maybe not as much as they should have. It was easier, once you were among them, to accept and even enjoy their flow.
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  Creative Writing




  

    

      Assignment: Dialogue—dialogue is one of those elements of fiction writing that is at least as much of a skill as a talent, but you need to train yourselves to listen

      carefully when people are speaking, and to hear how they choose to phrase things as well as what they want to say. Eavesdropping is a habit fiction writers get into. Fiction writing will lead

      you into a number of socially unacceptable practices.




      Your assignment is to eavesdrop upon and to write down about two pages of dialogue. Do not use a tape recorder. I want this dialogue to be filtered through your ear and your hand. Try the

      commons, your dorm dining room, the TV room at your fraternity. You’ll find a place. To protect the innocent AND the guilty, do not use names or describe the speakers. “Girl

      1” and “Boy 1,” etc., are good enough. No copies necessary, we will read these aloud.


    


  




  GARY OLSON positioned his desk a little closer than usual to the door of his room and turned off the CD player. Then he switched

  on his computer and opened a file labelled “CWASS.Doc.” Bob, he knew, was quietly working on statistics problems—he’d checked that with a trip to the bathroom. Lyle and

  Lydia, his quarry, were lounging on Lyle’s bed just the other side of the door. He could see their feet, hers bare, his sporting thin dark green socks that Gary thought typical of Lyle, whose

  idea of style was anything his mom sent from home. Gary himself wore only white athletic socks and Air Jordans. He turned the screen a little so that even if Lyle or Lydia looked in the doorway,

  they wouldn’t be able to see what he was writing.




  

    

      

        

          GIRL: I’m hungry. Are you hungry?




          BOY: You had that ice cream cone.




          GIRL: That was just dessert.




          (Silence)




          GIRL: Are we going to that party tomorrow night?




          BOY: What party?




          GIRL: You never listen.




          BOY: I was listening. I know what party. I was just joking.




          GIRL: What party?




          BOY: That friend of yours in, uh—




          GIRL: On Auburn Terrace. Melissa, on Auburn Terrace. I’m, like, talking to you all the time, and you’re, like, thinking about something

          else. It never fails.




          BOY: You know where it is, why should I? You’ll remind me no matter what.




          GIRL: What’s that supposed to mean?




          BOY: Nothing. Did you put on some weight?




          GIRL: No. (Pause) Yes. Just, like, two pounds, though. You can’t tell. Can you tell?




          BOY: A little.




          GIRL: You can’t tell. You’re guessing. Does it look bad? Where do you see it?




          BOY: Around here.




          GIRL: Here? or here? Exactly where?




          (The bedsprings creaked)




          GIRL: I don’t see it. Well, maybe a little here.




          BOY: The back looks worse.




          GIRL: What back? What do you mean?




          (Pause)




          BOY: Your ass.




          GIRL: My ass looks bad from the back?




          BOY: It doesn’t look bad.




          GIRL: You said it looked bad.




          BOY: I said it looked worse, not bad yet.




          GIRL: Almost bad?




          BOY: No, no. Not even almost bad.




          GIRL: How long till bad? On a scale of one to ten, where ten is bad.




          BOY: Shit.




          GIRL: Tell me.




          BOY: Just lose the two pounds.




          GIRL: It’s water weight. It’ll go away by itself.




          BOY: (unintelligible)




          GIRL: What?




          BOY: Nothing.




          GIRL: Tell me.




          BOY: You’ll get mad.




          GIRL: No, I won’t.




          [Gary thought, Yes, Lydia, you will.]




          BOY: It better.




          GIRL: It better what?




          BOY: It better go away.




          [Gary thought, What a dope.]




          (Silence)




          (Silence)




          GIRL: You asshole.




          BOY: Me asshole! You asked!




          GIRL: I didn’t push. Really you wanted to tell me. You think I’m fat.




          BOY: No, I don’t. You’re fine.




          GIRL: Fine but not good, right?




          [Gary thought, Two pages, that’s enough.]


        


      


    


  




  He saved his file and printed it out, secreted it in his binder, turned off the computer. He didn’t feel too bad, not as bad as he usually felt, trying NOT to hear Lyle

  and Lydia talk. Maybe Mr. Monahan was right about how if you faced up to some horror and wrote about it, you felt better about it, you made it yours, and smaller than you. Horror was exactly the

  word for Lyle and Lydia. Bob said not to pay any attention, but Bob spent most of his time with a hog somewhere.




  Lydia appeared in the doorway and smiled at him. She had a great rolling voice and beautiful smile, she was petite and her hair was thick and honey-colored. Given a choice, Gary would have put

  her in a much different story.
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  Homo Economicus




  DR. LIONEL GIFT, distinguished professor of economics, was, as everyone including Dr. Gift himself

  agreed, a deeply principled man. His first principle was that all men, not excluding himself, had an insatiable desire for consumer goods, and that it was no coincidence that what all men had an

  insatiable desire for was known as “goods,” for goods were good, which was why all men had an insatiable desire for them. In this desire, all men copied the example of their Maker, Who

  was so Prodigious and Prodigal in His production of goods that His inner purpose could only be the limitless desire to own the billions and billions of light-years, galaxies, solar systems, worlds,

  life-forms, molecules, atoms, and subatomic particles that He had produced. Perfect in the balance He incarnated of production and consumption, He represented a model that the human race not only

  COULD strive for, but MUST strive for. In this, his private theology, Dr. Gift felt that he had reconciled faith and relativity, self and the vastness of time and space. In fact, every time

  astronomers demonstrated that there was more out there, and that it was farther away than anyone had thought, every time a physicist successfully quantified vastness, or even minuteness, for that

  matter, Dr. Gift felt a genuine thrill, the thrill of toiling toward the holy.




  At the same time, men were not perfect in their insatiability. While in the large, it never failed them, in the small, they tended to jump from one item to the other, wanting today a steak and

  tomorrow a tomato and the next day chicken Kiev. As far as insatiability was concerned, the spirit may be willing, but the flesh was weak, time was limited, the purity of desire was fettered by

  circumstances. You could say, though, and Dr. Gift often did say, that this was our very humanness, this was what made us interesting, from the point of view of economics, and even poignant, in a

  sense. And it certainly provided the avenue for getting ahead. Our differing desires put us into different markets, and that allowed for creativity, entrepreneurship, original thinking, progress.

  It was an inspiring cosmology that drew Dr. Gift out of himself, spirit-wise. His clear and potent explanation of these and other principles of economics to beginning students (or

  “customers”—Dr. Gift felt that Bob Brown’s habitual appellation for the matriculators at the university was both subtle and inspired) had won Dr. Gift two university

  teaching awards, and he was always ready to remark that these meant more to him than all the other prizes and citations of his long career, more than the photographs of himself with presidents and

  prime ministers that were scattered around his office, more than everything except the money and consumer goods that the money had bought him over the years. To value those goods above all was, of

  course, in line with his deepest principles. Other universities were always after Dr. Gift, but he made the principled stand that as long as this university paid him the most money (enabling the

  consumption of the most goods), here was where he would stay.




  Like God’s, Dr. Gift’s condition as a male was uncontaminated by any infusion of the female. He was unmarried, had never desired children, and devoted himself to teaching, research,

  and consulting. He was a busy man, and the highest-paid faculty member, by far, on the campus.




  There were whole countries that Dr. Gift had made what they were today. So far they were small countries—Costa Rica was the only one most people had heard of, so he stopped mentioning the

  others because he always had to say what they used to be called or where they were near, which, he thought, diminished their importance and therefore his accomplishment, but Costa Rica everyone

  knew about. Costa Rica was a paradise, and in gratitude for what he had done for them, the Costa Rican government had given Dr. Gift a house overlooking a very nice beach on the western coast. This

  boon illustrated another of Dr. Gift’s principles, that gifts were consumption of another kind, but still consumption, still a manifestation of insatiable desire—payment for services

  already rendered, or down payment for services to be rendered later. The longer he lived, the better deal the house would turn out to be for the Costa Rican government, because the cost of

  maintenance of the property had been transferred to him, while the sense of obligation (or repayment) that he now felt and that they could assert both privately and publicly could be drawn upon for

  many years to come. It was true, as the Chinese said, that the acceptance of a gift should never be undertaken lightly. But Dr. Gift felt that strong principles and a clear understanding of costs

  and benefits forearmed a recipient against economic surprises.




  In addition to his other work, Dr. Gift had been chair of the university promotion and tenure committee for the last two years. It was the most sensitive committee on the campus, the one most

  fraught with politics. The benefits of every positive decision were modest, the costs of every negative one potentially disastrous. It was a small committee, but it needed a strong and principled

  leader. What repaid Dr. Gift for his time and hard work were the connections he made and strengthened with other important members of the university community, whose specialized knowledge could be

  had at lower cost if they felt a personal tie with him. Another thing he told his customers was that one of the great accounting unknowns of the modern age was how to value knowledge. It was an

  exciting field.




  One profitable practice, in Dr. Gift’s view, was meeting with the committee once or twice before any departmental materials were referred to it, and so he sent out a memo calling a meeting

  in the second week of classes, and so he reserved the economics seminar room, and so he sat at the head of the walnut seminar table and watched the other members file in.




  Dr. Helen Levy, professor of foreign languages (French and Italian), set down her thermos of black coffee and nudged her briefcase under the table with her foot. She considered this meeting the

  real beginning of the school year because this committee, which she had sat on the previous year, had a way of burdening your life. She glanced around, smiling at each member as he or she came in.

  The group, for the first time ever, was a miracle of political correctness, an unstable compound that on this overwhelmingly white, male campus would mutate after this year to the more usual, and

  more comfortable, ratio of all white men except for one “designated minority.” This year, though! Helen smiled right at old Gift, the complacent fool. His habit of oily pontification,

  with which he had greased every conflict last year, greased it and greased it until out of misplaced deference or simple fatigue the committee had given in, that habit wouldn’t do him a bit

  of good this year. Helen had sat on other committees with all of these people, deplored all the time spent in meaningless argument, but this time, however fatuous in substance, the effects she

  foresaw in balking old Gift would be splendid indeed. She said, “Well, Lionel, have a pleasant vacation?”




  “Vacation?”




  “Summer recess.”




  “Oh, yes. Well, the weather was pleasant, but of course my work proceeds seamlessly, year-around. ”




  “Getting and spending?” Helen smiled.




  “More or less, yes. On many levels, yes. A cogent way of putting it.”




  Dr. William Garcia, professor of psychology, could see them taking up their roles as soon as they walked into the meeting room. Father Lionel, humorless, even, you might say, witless, big with

  gravity though actually a rather small man. Mother Levy, full of a feminine power that was profound but essentially reactive, bringing sustenance in the form of coffee to the meeting, which she

  would certainly offer around at some point. Sister Bell, the youngest, perhaps the most brilliant, probably (and she hadn’t even opened her mouth, and Garcia had never actually met her

  before) the most recalcitrant (though she would experience her recalcitrance as authentic rebellion). Brother John Vernon Cates, a black man who had fled to science and would fruitlessly strive to

  bring “facts” to bear on every conflict between Mom and Dad. And finally himself, of course, a lifelong mediator—he could already feel the tension and it already hurt him. He was

  better in groups of boys, as he had been great, in his youth, on the playground, big enough, quick enough, good-looking enough, well-meaning enough, good at sports. Most men, in fact, were

  competent in groups that mimicked the playground, incompetent in groups that mimicked the family; that was why all-male committees ran the most smoothly. He had published a paper about it in the

  Journal of Social Psychology that had been cited in fourteen other papers. He was not sanguine about this year’s committee work, foresaw a tangle of controversies involving every

  member’s whole personality structure, with appeals to professionalism (which often worked in groups of men) ineffectual and resented. He said, “Professor Levy. Weren’t we on the

  parking committee together some years ago? I seem to remember that.”




  “Oh! The parking committee! I thought the perk for that would be a special permit or something. Do you know I got ten tickets that year? Would you like a cup of coffee? There are some cups

  over there. This is a nice French roast.”




  Garcia shook his head. “This late in the day, it disagrees with me.”




  There, they had done it. She had made him her son, and he had made her his mom, and made himself sickly, to boot. He could say almost anything for the rest of the semester, and she would

  probably agree with it. He looked at old Gift, who was grinning, as usual. Did they call economics the dismal science? They should have saved the term for psychology.




  Dr. Margaret Bell, a brand-new full professor of English at thirty-four years old, who had been the most heavily recruited faculty member in the history of the English department eight years

  before, thought that serving on committees with Cates the Chemist was the bane of her existence. Student Judicial Committee, Minority Student Affairs Steering Committee, Black Studies Hiring

  Committee, Dean Search Committee, Black Awareness Month Committee, Library Committee, Faculty Senate Salary Committee. She had served on eight university-wide or college-wide committees that took

  up an average of four hours per week. When she had called her dissertation advisor at Harvard and complained about this, she had been told, “You have two courses of action and you have to

  pursue them both. Draw the line at one committee per year, and work to hire more black faculty members so that you can spread the wealth around.” Well, she had gotten used to the committee

  work, and often used the time to think through knotty logical points in papers she was writing, but she hadn’t gotten used to Cates the Chemist, who had the least amount of personality she

  had ever encountered in a man, much less a black man. After years with him, listening to him talk, following the train of his thoughts, she had diagnosed his problem as some sort of brain damage

  that had left him without instincts. His entire response to every stimulus was cerebral and had to be thought through. Dr. Bell, who urged her students to call her “Margaret,” thought

  it one of the weirdest disabilities she had ever seen, and she might have regarded it with dispassionate interest except that he also considered it his responsibility to discount the instincts of

  others and draw the regard of the committee back to “facts.” He always did this in measured tones, usually after she had spoken, as if in reaction to some wild irrationality that she

  represented. In social situations, he was overly formal, as if all he had to offer was exceptional manners. His wife was from Ghana, a pleasant woman but hard to get to know, and amused at

  Margaret’s single status. Her usual greeting when they met was “And how old are you now, Miss Bell?” as if she had some sort of right, earned through marriage, to take an interest

  in Margaret’s personal life. Margaret knew she was from a village, one of the twenty-seven children of a man with five wives, so she had decided this interest was kindly, but even

  Margaret’s mother had given up asking her about men, so where did Cates the Chemist’s Wife get off? Margaret pursed her lips and said to Helen Levy, “I heard you spent the summer

  in the French Alps?”




  “A month, just a month, but delicious. How about you?”




  “I did an NEH seminar at Princeton with Carol Gilligan.”




  “I’m impressed. How was it?”




  “I’m still suspicious, reluctant, full of doubts, but the seminar was great.”




  “Ready?” orated Dr. Lionel Gift.




  John Vernon Cates looked at him and wondered by what strange and tortured intellectual process economics had come to be known as a science.




  Meanwhile, Dr. Gift had sized them up. Of the four, Garcia and Cates were the most likely to bring in a corporate grant large enough to dent the budgetary shortfall the provost had told him

  about. Cates’ lifetime figure was pretty impressive. More corporations were interested in atomic clusters than you might suspect. Garcia wasn’t far behind Cates, because he sometimes

  studied corporate life, and corporations loved to be found interesting and worthy of study. He glanced at Bell. An unknown quantity, and he was a little afraid of black women, anyway. So he said,

  “Helen? How about taking notes today.”




  Professor Levy lifted toward him her coldest smile, and said, “Lionel, forget it.”




  They stared at each other until Dr. Garcia, with a sigh of resignation, took out a pen and a yellow pad.
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  The First Memo




  FOR MANY YEARS, the chairman of the horticulture department, known to himself as “Chairman X,” had lobbied to change the start date of the

  fall semester to September 10, the average first frost date for the university’s climatic region. Chairman X was an observant man, and he had noticed that one day every year, right around the

  first frost date, everyone on the campus woke up refreshed, the local news media referred to “good sleeping weather,” and the work of the semester moved into high gear. For the

  horticulture department, of course, this sense of new beginnings was mixed with the end of the growing season. The plant succession that had begun in March with snowdrops and early crocuses would

  soon flicker out in a blaze of orange chrysanthemums and show its last pinpoints of color in bittersweet and ash berries hanging like embers in the general misty brown of the world. That was

  the time to be sitting indoors and reading books, the time to be glancing out windows and reflecting, and even if the university population at large didn’t know that, their bodies felt it.

  Nevertheless, Chairman X had let his efforts in this direction slide. The task of putting thirty-two thousand people in touch with their senses was finally beyond him.




  It was, in fact, September 10, always an important date to him, as was May 20, at the other end of the season, when he noticed that something was going on in Old Meats. There were, of course, no

  lighted windows, no vehicular activity. There was only the sight of a student entering the door beside the loading dock, using a key. When Chairman X tried the lock a few minutes later, the door

  did not budge. Chairman X resumed his inspection of the perennial border, which was still blooming vigorously because the first frost was later than average this year, but he did not move on to the

  experimental beds, instead returning to the beginning of the perennial border. His inspection had now become a pretense, and he self-consciously fingered leaves and stems and blossoms, looking for

  signs of parasites or disease. He had already decided, for example, that planting delphiniums annually was becoming too much trouble, and that perhaps delphiniums referred too cravenly to eastern

  and English gardens. Perhaps it was time to break away more decisively from that model. Taking up the delphiniums once and for all would constitute a statement about where this garden was, what

  that meant. He straightened up. A boy in a blue shirt, certainly the same student who had gone into Old Meats, was walking away from the building, already a good fifty paces off. Chairman X called,

  “Hey!” but the boy didn’t hear him, or at least didn’t stop, and Chairman X decided not to run after him, only to note him, and to resolve that he would get to the bottom of

  this mystery. Actually, Chairman X was surprised to discover in himself this sense of jealous proprietorship over Old Meats, but that’s the way it was, wasn’t it? Even the ugliest and

  most worthless pieces of property had the power to set your feet upon the capitalist road.




  When most people thought of the campus, they thought of the buildings and their distinctive features—the bell tower of Lafayette Hall across the quad from the complementary dome of

  Columbus Hall, one housing higher administration, the other housing the school of agriculture. Other buildings ranged from these in two casual arms—Auburn Hall, Pullman Hall, Corvallis Hall,

  the Frankfort College of Engineering, Ithaca Hall, the Clemson School of Art and Design. Some of these buildings were notable for their architecture, others notable because they needed to be

  rebuilt and modernized, but as a group they made a harmonious backdrop, to Chairman X, for the many grand trees that had been planted among them, maples, oaks, Russian olives, redbuds, dogwoods,

  dark glades of Douglas fir. For a week in spring, pink and white crab apples planted everywhere made a fragrant heaven of the campus. The early tree man who had planned and planted all these trees

  had been an unsung genius. It had, in fact, taken Chairman X a whole semester, off and on, to find out his name, which was Michael Hailey. Shortly thereafter, the horticulture department had raised

  the funds for a granite bench to be placed in the fir glade, inscribed “to the shade of Michael Hailey, who gave us this shade.”




  But not only did Chairman X rarely consider the buildings as an important factor on the campus, he never considered the campus as anything but an arbitrary thought, a passing microclimate. What

  he felt and saw were the larger, gently rolling sweep of the deep geosyncline far below (still, in fact, rising, though infinitesimally), the layers of rock and aquifer (Bozeman shales, Burlington

  limestones, with upthrusting Laramie sandstones) above that, the skin of subsoil and topsoil above that, then the whispering interface between earth and atmosphere, and the humid, thick air that

  was prey to every weather system sweeping from the west. And above that the jet stream, above that the sidereal realm of the astronomy department.




  The mutable, almost fluid landscape where the campus sat like a stone in a stream rolled gently downward from the northwest to the southeast, a hospitable slope that ended in low bluffs

  overlooking the Orono River. All the ponds and creeks on the campus emptied into a tributary of the Orono, the Red Stick, which ended in a small man-made lake, Red Stick Lake. Most of the time, the

  Army Corps of Engineers allowed moderate flow from there into the Orono. To the west, low morainal hills rose in a semicircle, and Chairman X had found many rare plants in the thin hardwood forests

  that clad those slopes. The earliest white settlers in the region had known clearly enough that the hills were better for hunting than plowing, and for that Chairman X gave thanks.




  The campus tempted most of its denizens to nest—to crawl into their books and projects and committee work and pull their self-absorption over their heads like bedcovers, but Chairman X

  never lost the sense of that slope, and the sweep of forces across it. Whatever was produced on the campus, from toxic waste to ideas, flowed uncontrollably into the world, and, frankly, it made

  him nervous. Even those whose lives consisted of giving advice to everyone from home orchardists to national governments around the world displayed this odd sleepiness, in the view of Chairman X,

  but of course his view, often expressed, was not a popular one. The Lady X, the woman he would have been married to by now if they had remembered to get married and found a convenient time (in a

  few years, when the children would be at summer camp?), told him that he was misinterpreting the midwestern demeanor from the perspective of his own East Coast impatience, but as usual, he felt,

  she was too forgiving. She didn’t know Nils Harstad, after all, the dean of extension and everything Chairman X deplored.
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