First Days

She had requested a Negro roommate and I was what she got. No one asked me my preference, deciding instead to feed me the lie that informed the script the university had created for its social experiment: “Lawrence University does not discriminate on the basis of race.” According to Dean Ed Wall, I had been randomly assigned a roommate just like everyone else. So, thinking I should give Catherine a heads up, my first letter to her coyly mentioned that I had a surprise for her, which would be revealed when I sent her a photo. 

“That’s okay,” she wrote back, “I think I know what you mean.”

Indeed she did. And a lot of what she knew I wouldn’t know for another thirty years, all of it tied to the university’s policy in 1967 of making decisions for its Negro students while giving its white ones the right to choose. The Room-with-a-Negro option, available to whites only, was one example. The Meet-and-Greet-Your-Negro-Before-Classes-Start was another. Consequently, at summer’s end, I set out to meet my college room mate in the comfort of her familiar surroundings. I thought it was her eagerness to meet me that drove her invitation. Instead, it was what she was expected to do, her responsibility to help prepare a way for her own personal alien.
We had flown below the clouds for the gut-churning prop plane leg from Chicago to Lakosha. After we landed, I crept along the aisle, nearly doubled over inside the cabin that was too cramped for me to stand upright. Still working the stick of gum the captain had passed out to passengers immediately prior to takeoff, I strained for a first glimpse of Catherine.

We touched down in Lakosha in September. The psychic roar that had begun building the day I walked into Southern Bell, announced itself again as I emerged from the plane. As time passed in Wisconsin, that roar would grow thunderous and turn deafening as it became the soundtrack for my new life in a place far beyond the reaches of my brave young black girl imagination.

 
Catherine and her grandmother greeted me, all smiles and warm Wisconsin welcome. The fifteen miles to Lakosha, her hometown, flashed by in a flurry of chatter. We retired to her attic bedroom and talked all over each other until Mrs. Egan broke in to send us on an errand. 

We went to the grocery store and landed on the moon. Everything was different: the terrain, the houses, the people. I wondered how long it’d be before I bumped into something that felt a tiny bit familiar and just like that, she appeared.

She was somebody’s mother, somebody’s wife, minding her business and pushing through the door with two armloads of groceries. It took a moment for her to process me. When it finally hit her, she shrank back in horror and let loose her bags. Groceries crashed to the ground and rolled everywhere. Without a word, Catherine and I set a pattern: Stepping past her sputtering outrage, we picked our way past her purchases and entered the store.

Canned goods, gleaming fruit, fresh vegetables, milk cartons, and meat wrapped in cellophane calmed me. If we ate the same stuff, how different could we be?

I had made it halfway down the aisle before I noticed them: a pile of heads, one stacked above the other at the end of the aisle, peering around shelves of food, jostling to get a look at me. At first, I pretended I didn’t see them. But they kept staring. Suddenly, inexplicably lonely, I headed straight for them, humiliation burning my face, and I kept going until I found Catherine one aisle away. At dinner that night, she ridiculed the hostile ignorance of the woman who had lost a grip on her groceries while my meal dammed up my aching throat. I didn’t know what to do, whether to cry from relief over her empathy or pretend not to feel the humiliation of reliving the experience. I pretended it didn’t matter. 

For the rest of my stay at her home, Catherine was funny, smart, and full of wry observations about her life, her family, and her town. She bent over backwards (she was head cheerleader after all!) to make me feel at home, including snagging a dinner invitation for us with the Superintendent of Schools at his home. I acted like being a raisin in a pot of rice was nothing new. By the time we got to Appleton, we were a duo of mouthy dynamos, moving in sync.
Finally on campus, we had finished lugging our belongings to our dorm room and Catherine was downstairs seeing off her folks. Away from her rapid-fire chatter, I surveyed my situation: I was surrounded by strangers, every one of them white, while all things familiar and comforting were a galaxy away. I had never spent a night away from home when I wasn’t accompanied by my sister. Except for two separate week-long trips to camp and visits to see our grandmother or our cousins, we had never slept anywhere Mama wasn’t. What lay ahead slowly dawned on me. I had no idea what was in store for me and no one to help me figure it out. I felt like I had dropped through a bottomless hole. 
Meanwhile, Catherine’s perky energy had already infected her side of the room, transforming it into what looked like a page from a teen fashion magazine: photos, cards, banners, ribbons, buttons covered the corkboard above the bed which was itself draped with a gaily colored bedspread, mounds of pillows, a perfect backdrop for the stuffed animals that sprawled contentedly among them, taunting me. On top of her dresser, a cheerleader’s pompom lay between a photo of a boyfriend’s smiling face and her own beaming likeness beneath a beauty queen’s tiara. 
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Catherine and me, September 1967


Sitting on the edge of the bed, my feet rested atop the shining cheap black trunk that held everything we could afford to help stake my hold in a foreign outpost. Next to it sat my most prized possession: the brand new sky blue three-piece American Tourister luggage set that was Ma’s high school graduation-going-away-to-college gift to me. My sudden leap to sophistication, worldliness, and adventure signaled by a stylish tote bag, a small and large suitcase, finished off with my sleek, low profile, six-year old portable Smith-Corona typewriter, a gift from my father. Gradually, a sound seeped in from outside our door and down the corridor. I went to find the source.
She wept openly. As if calming an infant, her mother patted circles in the small of the girl’s back, then stopped to lift the hair tears had glued to her daughter’s face. As his wife brushed the moist mass from their child’s brow, the father stood off to the side, face flushed, flicking tears. Her room was between the bathroom and mine, so I sneaked a peek without being seen and crept back to my room.

When the grieving girl across the hall settled down to bouts of nose blowing, her family’s voices moved into the corridor outside my room before fading away, murmurs behind shuffling feet. In the midst of the Sunday quiet, the distraught girl’s sobs had shaken my resolve. Studying the dents and scratches on my no longer new trunk, a tiny quake flitted across my heart, slicing like a paper cut. Suddenly, I felt like crying too. Instead, I fished in my purse for the trunk key and unpacked.

With the last of my belongings in place, the room crept up on me. A sea of black tarpaper roof shingles spread out beneath our only window, separating my bed to the left from Catherine’s to the right. My side of the room still bare, the mattress covered in blue and white ticking with matching pillow; her side fluffed and gay. 


Suddenly, the crying girl’s sorrow revved up again, disrupting my inventory. Who the hell did she think she was, so determinedly inconsolable, so freely spreading the noises of her distress? She needed to shut up and leave me alone. I jerked myself up to march across the hall, stick my head in her room, and demand to know if she intended to lie there and cry all damn day or what. 

The cool metal doorknob blocked my way. Catherine’s pounding footsteps sounded her return. Dread dropped my head. Mission aborted, new resolve rushed in to take its place: No matter how lonesome, I would never let them see me cry. 
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