

	
	






Black Girl / White Girl

A NOVEL

Joyce Carol Oates

[image: logo]








in memoriam, Minette






Contents


Part I




Crack



Shame




Secret Passageway




What Good




The Norton Anthology of American Literature




Safe House




Suspicion




Suspects




Weeping




Emergency?




Blueberry






Part II




Black Girl/White Girl




Guts




The Enemy




O Come Let Us Adore Him




Sick




Notes on My Roommate Minette Swift






Part III




Happy Christmas




Holidays




New Year 1975




Testimony




New Year




Niggr




Bare




In the Night




The Incident




Midwinter




Separate




Revenge




Rumor!




Loss




Research




Stradegy




Black Girl/White Girl




Stone Cottage




In the Night




Unexpected!




Lost Gift




Remains




No Shadow




Do Not Enter Do Not Enter




Too Late




Confidential




Epilogue




Some Truths






About the Author



Other Ecco Books by Joyce Carol Oates



Credits



Copyright



About the Publisher























I have decided to begin a text without a title. It will be an exploration, I think. An inquiry into the death of my college roommate Minette Swift who died fifteen years ago this week: on the eve of her nineteenth birthday which was April 11, 1975.

Minette did not die a natural death nor did Minette die an easy death. Every day of my life since Minettes death I have thought of Minette in the anguish of her final minutes for I was the one to have saved her, yet I did not. And no one has known this.

The coroner for Montgomery County, Pennsylvania, declared with no ambiguity the precise medical reasons for Minettes death and who the agent of her death was, such facts are not the object of my inquiry.

For facts can be made to distort, to lie. The most insidious of lies is through omission.

Many facts were omitted, and other facts obscured, at the time of Minettes death. I was one of those who obscured facts for there was the wish to protect my name and there was the wish to protect Minette after her death.

There was the unvoiced wish to protect Minettes family, and there was the unvoiced wish to protect Schuyler College. There was the wishunvoiced, desperateto protect the white faces surrounding Minette.

Fifteen years! All this time, I have been alive. I have been living, I have even acquired a professional reputation in my field, and Minette Swift has been dead. I have been aging, and Minette Swift has remained nineteen. I am a woman of middle age, Minette is still a girl.

I wonder at the strangeness of this! Who deserves to live, and who deserves to die. I wonder at the justice.


Some truths are lies my father Maximilian Meade has said. My father was a man who acquired fame and notoriety for such inflammatory statements, that fill some of us with rage. No truths can be lies is my preferred belief.

And so I begin, my text without a title in the service of justice.











Part / I












Crack



Ohhh God.

I was wakened by this cry. I was wakened instantly.

It must have been Minette, my roommate. On the other side of my bedroom door. Minette Swift, in the outer room. This wasnt the first time Id been abruptly wakened by Minette talking to herself, sometimes scolding herself, or praying. Ohhh God was one of her half-grunts/half-moans.

Immediately I was out of bed, and opening my door.

Minette?

My roommate was standing with her back to me, oblivious of me. She was standing very still, as if paralyzed. Her head was tilted back at an awkward angle and she was staring at the window above her desk, where a crack had appeared in the upper half of the pane. Minette turned vaguely toward me, without seeming to have heard me. Her eyes were widened in wordless panic behind her childish pink plastic glasses and her lips moved soundlessly.

Minette? Whats wrong?

I had to suppose it was the window. There was a shock in seeing it, a visceral reaction: where no crack had been, now there was an elaborate spiderweb crack that looked as if the slightest touch would cause it to shatter and fall in pieces on your head.

The previous night, wed had a severe thunderstorm watch for most of Montgomery County, Pennsylvania, which had included the 1,200 acres of land on the banks of the Schuylkill belonging to Schuyler College where Minette and I were freshmen. Local news bulletins had reiterated the warnings for hours and when Minette and I had finally turned out our lights, the worst of the storm appeared to have passed.

Each of us had a small bedroom that opened out onto our sparely furnished study room. Each of us had a college-issued desk and each desk was positioned precisely beneath a window built into perpendicular walls. It was the larger of the two windows, Minettes window, that had been damaged in the night by the fierce gusting wind.

At least, I assumed that the damage had been done by the wind.

But Minette seemed frightened, wary. She must have heard my question and must have noticed me standing only a few feet away but she ignored me, staring and blinking up at the window in the way of a stubborn child. Minette was one whom emotion gripped powerfully, and even as emotion faded, as adrenaline fades, still Minette seemed to wish to cling to her state of arousal. Coming upon her at such a moment was to feel not only unwanted but also invisible.

I thought She has forgotten she isnt alone. I should have turned tactfully aside as Id learned as a young child to turn aside wishing not to see the eccentric behavior of adults, sparing both them and me.

Id been born in 1956. My mother had liked to speak of me as a love child of the 1960s, the decade that had defined my parents generation.

Minette spoke softly at last. It was like her to reply in a near-inaudible murmur to a question after so long a pause youd forgotten what you had asked.

got eyes, you cn see.

Meaning, I could see perfectly well what was wrong: Minettes window was cracked.

I said, It must have been the storm, Minette. Dont get too close, the glass might shatter

I hadnt meant to sound bossy. It was my mothers eager blundering way.

Minette sucked in her breath. Gave the belt of her bathrobe a tug, to make sure it was tight enough. (It was. It was very tight. Minettes belts and sashes were always as tight as she could bear them.) She said, again softly, but laughing, as if the fearful humor of the situation had to be acknowledged, I wasnt going to, thanks! Im not some damn old fool. Behind the lenses of her pink plastic glasses Minettes eyes shone beautifully vexed, as if Id suggested she might perform an act not only dangerous but demeaning.

Minette had to be upset, shed said damn. Minette Swift was a ministers daughter and a devout Christian who never swore and was offended by what she called swear words in the mouths of others.

In Haven House, as at Schuyler College generally, in the fall of 1974, Minette Swift was often offended.

I told Minette that I would report the cracked window to our resident advisor Dana Johnson. Wiping at her eyes, Minette murmured a near-inaudible Thanks. Her nappy hair gleamed like wires in the sunshine pouring through the window moist from the previous nights rain, and the smooth eggplant-dark skin of her face was minutely furrowed at her hairline. I would have liked to touch her arm, to assure her that there was no danger from the cracked window, but I dared not approach her, I knew it wasnt a good time.

We were suite mates but not yet friends.



While Minette was using the bathroom in the hall, I dragged my desk chair to her window to examine the crack. It did resemble a cobweb, intricate in its design, lace-like, beautifully splotched with jewel-like drops of moisture and illuminated by the stark sunshine. I felt the temptation to touch it, to see if it might break.

I pressed the flat of my hand against the crack. Stretching my fingers wide.

Still, the glass didnt break.

Several feet beyond the window was an old oak tree with thick gnarled limbs. One of these had split in the storm and hung down broken, its pale raw wood like bone piercing flesh. I was reminded uneasily of one of my fathers photographs, on a wall of his study in our home in Chadds Ford: a framed glossy photo of a young black man whod been beaten by heavily armed Los Angeles riot police in April 1968 following the assassination of the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr. The young black man lay on filthy pavement streaming blood from head wounds, writhing in agony, the stark white bone of his right arm grotesquely piercing his flesh at the elbow. Whenever I entered my fathers study in his absence it was this photograph that immediately drew my eye though I would instruct myself each time No! Dont look.

It seemed clear that the broken oak limb had been blown against Minettes window in the night. Wed been lucky, the glass had not shattered and been blown into the room.

Minettes desktop was wonderfully neat. There was a geometrical precision to its appearance, like a Mondrian painting. Her textbooks were arranged sensibly upright so that you could see their spines, not haphazardly tossed down amid papers or strewn-about articles of clothing as in most college residences. Minettes newly purchased Smith Corona electric typewriter was kept closedto guard against dustwhen Minette wasnt using it. Her family photographs were arranged in an embracing arc: Minette and parents, Minette and younger sister, Minette smiling gat-toothed and radiant in high school cap and billowing gown so white as to appear blinding. I was astonished that Minette could smile so happily, so unguardedly, for smiles from my roommate had been rare in my presence.

Smile! Just bare your teeth, its easy. Like me.

My mothers advice. If you didnt know Veronica, youd think she was joking.

Standing on my chair above Minettes desk, I turned to survey our study room. This was a new perspective. My desk, bookshelves, furnishings were in the less attractive part of the room, my window was conspicuously smaller than Minettes window, emitting less light. Earlier this month when freshmen arrived on the Schuyler campus, I had been the first to occupy the suite and it seemed natural to me, to claim the less attractive part of the room for my own. At our home in Chadds Ford, Pennsylvania, in our famously run-down French manor house on sixty acres, I lived in a large room with twelve-foot ceilings and six tall windows, a carpetless hardwood floor as badly scarified as an ice rink, clattering radiators in cold weather and curlicues of frost on my windowpanes, a room of funky mismatched furniture and shelves, stacks, piles of books, a way of life as spartan as the lives of my parents Veronica and Max. At boarding school in Massachusetts Id taken pride living in small cramped spaces without complaint, and in Haven Hall with its Merit Scholars and work-scholarship residents I was eager to fit myself into such a space for I hated the possibility of being perceived as a spoiled, privileged white girl of my class.

Veronica had helped me move into Haven House, shed approved of the choices Id made. We both knew that my roommate was a Merit Scholar from Washington, D.C., daughter of a black minister, though we hadnt yet met Minette Swift and her family. I wanted to think that Veronica would report on my selflessness to my father (who was in federal court in Los Angeles at that time, arguing a civil rights case). It was a matter of shame and chagrin with my parents, that my older brother Rickie had broken away from the ideals of the Meades to take an undergraduate major in finance at the University of Pennsylvania; that Rickie was indifferent to social justicerevolutionbearing witness for the oppressedand had tormented my father by seeming to support the Vietnam War (making the world safe for democracy and capitalism) though, of course, Rickie hadnt enlisted in any branch of the armed services. Veronica and Max had more reason to be hopeful of me and wished to take pride in me though I knew that I was not an altogether reliable vessel for such hopes. (I was impulsive, but shy. I was well meaning, but clumsy. I wanted to do the right thing, but wasnt always sure how.) Still I imagined Veronica saying to Max on the phone that evening Our daughter is one of us, instinctively generous. Oh Max, Genna is the real thing!

And Max would say Why are you surprised? Genna is our gem.

The window above my desk overlooked a crumbling brick wall of the residence next door. Minettes window, resplendent in morning sunshine, had an aerial view of the historic Schuyler campus: a corner of the quadrangle of tall, sculpted-looking plane trees and carefully tended grass; the dazzlingly white eighteenth-century bell tower of Schuyler Chapel; the aged-brick facade of the Federalist mansion once owned by the college founder, the Presidents House, sometimes called Elias Meade House.

Last name Meade? A coincidence?


It was rare that anyone asked. Usually I murmured yes. I could not bear to be revealed as a descendant of the college founder.

Minette had never asked. For a while, I dont think shed even remembered my name, for the names of most people seemed to drift past her unnoted, of not much significance. In our early days as roommates Id been embarrassed several times to realize that Minette so little observed me, shed mistaken another red-haired girl in Haven House for me and sat with her in the dining hall. When wed first met, as Minette was moving into our room, shed been distracted by the presence of her parents in the crowded space and hadnt taken any notice of which side of the room I had left for her. Her first remarks about the room, and about Haven House, were breathless and vehement: Sposed to be some landmark but ohhhh my goodness looks like its falling down on our heads. The steep, narrow stairs to the third floor had just about wore out her parents and her and the weird slant of her bedroom ceiling was like something in a ghost movie. The elder Swifts fretted that their daughter had to live on the topmost floor of an old wood-frame house, what if there was a fire?the fire escape outside the window was rusted and looked as if it would collapse if you dared step out on it.

See, I got to live in Haven House. Its my scholrship.

Even Minette Swifts scholarship, which enabled her to attend a prestigious liberal arts college with a tuition as high as tuitions at Ivy League universities, seemed to be a vexation!

Seeing the startled look on my face, Minette relented, with a short little laugh: Course, I am grateful. My, yes.

Almost, Minette winked. Yet in the same moment looked away, before I could react.

Minette Swift! Her face fascinated me, it was the most striking face Id ever seen close up, on one so young: fierce, sharp-boned, round, rather flat, with dark skin that looked stretched tight to bursting. You felt that, if you dared to touch that skin, your fingers would dart away, burnt. Her hair was wedge-shaped, stiff and jutting like wires, smelling of natural oils. Her eyes were small and deep-set and evasive and yet beautiful, thick-lashed. Her shell-pink plastic glasses gave her a look of prim grade-school innocence. The first time Id seen Minette Swift, on Orientation Day, before Id known that we were to be roommates, Minette had been wearing one of her starched, dazzling-white, long-sleeved cotton blouses with a gold cross at her throat; her skirt was the gray of metal filings, and flared unstylishly at the hips; her waist, fleshy, thick, was yet tightly belted in a black patent-leather belt that looked as if it might hamper her breathing. Except for her wide hips and sloping breasts Minette might have been a precocious twelve-year-old schoolgirl dressed by her mother for a special occasion. She looked nothing like the several stylish black girls whod been my classmates at the Cornwall Academy, daughters of lawyers, doctors, politicians, and well-to-do businessmen.

From the start, Minette was an enigma to me. A riddle, and a dazzlement. I felt clumsy in her presence not knowing when she was being serious or not-so-serious. Minette made droll remarks, but without smiling; it was her way to frown, if I laughed, as if in rebuke of my response, but perhaps it was a playful sort of rebuke, which I could not decode. As if we were playing basketball, and Minette was dribbling the ball away from me, and I was following eagerly in her wake, and Minette paused suddenly to turn, and to toss the ball at me, or to feign tossing it at me, so that I stumbled over my own feet. At other times, when I tried to talk to Minette, she seemed uncomfortable, and answered in monosyllables. I had to wonder if shed have been happier with another roommate, a dark-skinned girl, instead of me.

I thought I will make her like me. I will!

Eventually Minette told me that, except for summer Bible camp, shed never had to share a room with anyone before. Had to share was uttered in a tone meant to be neutral but Minettes lips curled in disdain. (Still less had she had to share a room with a white girl, I supposed.) Shed graduated with honors from Booker T. Washington High School of Arts, Sciences, and MusicAbout the best there is, of the public schoolsin Washington, D.C., and shed always lived at home. At Schuyler College, Haven Hall was one of the older residences, known as the most integrated in bringing together young women of diverse races, religions, ethnic and cultural backgrounds; Haven Hall was billed as a haven for the most serious, brainy students. Yet Minette didnt appear especially impressed, as, in her droll, frequently sarcastic way, she wasnt especially impressed with Schuyler College traditions and rituals. Know what my daddy calls this kind of thing?white Mickey Mouse. Minette snorted with laughter, I tried to join her, not knowing if this was the right response. For wasnt I white, and part of the joke? Or, since Minette was confiding in me, which Minette rarely did, maybe for the occasion I wasnt somehow white, and therefore privileged? I said, At the prep school I went to, there was all this tradition, too, some of it was okay but some of it my voice trailed off, I heard myself sounding clumsily eager, was just, what the girls called it, bullshit.

The girls. As if, even in this moment of awkward camaraderie, I couldnt bring myself to say we.

Minette laughed: Yah. White bullshit.

I laughed with Minette, I think I laughed. I wasnt sure what I was laughing at, but I laughed.

In fact, Id always felt privileged to be a student at my prep school and I certainly felt privileged to be a student at Schuyler. Max and Veronica had drilled it into my head since Id been capable of comprehending words that Id damn better be grateful for whatever I had in the world of tragic inequities compounded by human greed (as Max would say) as Id been trained to finish every meal I began and, if possible, to clean up neatly after myself in whatever kitchen in which the meal was prepared. Though Max allowed Veronica to wait on him, and to keep his things relatively in order, Max believed on principle that it was immoral, it was obscene, to allow anyone to wait on him. The Meade family property at Chadds Ford included a baronial old house of at least twenty rooms and a former stable converted into a guest house, yet my parents were reluctant to hire and exploit local help to keep these properties maintained; the grounds were overgrown; fallen tree limbs, sometimes fallen trees lay haphazard and scattered where theyd fallen, for months. The ideal was to avoid unnecessary consumption of resources or labor by living frugally and fending for ourselves when we could.


Unlike Minette Swift, I wasnt attending Schuyler on a scholarship. My tuition was being paid in full. (By my parents? Or by a Meade relative? This wasnt clear.)

I took care to carry my chair back to my desk and to replace it exactly as it had been. If Minette suspected that Id been looming over her desk, shed have been offended. Though often in her absence I drifted into her side of the room not to touch anything but simply to stand in Minettes space as if somehow, by magic, I might know what it was like to be Minette Swift, for whom a likeness of Jesus Christ was framed like her family photographs and arranged on her desk in an orderly row.

Minettes Jesus Christ was, so strangely, a very pale-skinned Caucasian man with long wavy dark hair, smoldering dark eyes, and reddened lips. He wore what appeared to be a purple satin robe and his right hand was uplifted in a blessing like a greeting.

Sometimes at her desk Minette whispered or murmured beneath her breath. I knew that I wasnt supposed to hear, these were private utterances, possibly prayers. Minettes prayer to herself before eating was a simple murmured Thank you, Jesus! with downcast eyes.

Daydreaming at my desk, glancing up from my work I would find myself mesmerized by a poster on the wall beside my roommates desk: at least four feet long, two feet wide, a beautiful gilt cross on a luminescent background, with, in the foreground, blood-red letters:

I AM THE WAY THE TRUTH AND THE LIFE

CHRISTIAN YOUTH FELLOWSHIP

June 6, 1974
 Washington, D.C.

Max, who detested Christianity, believed it was tragic farce that, through a cruel accident of history, black Africans seized and brought to America as chattel, forcibly converted to the white slavers hypocritical pseudo-religion, had not repudiated the religion when theyd been freed. It was utterly confounding, perplexing! It was a God-damned riddle! One of the ironies of Christianity was, of course, that it had been in its earliest, most vigorous phase, a slave religion; a revolutionary religion; but had quickly become a religion of rapacious white masters lacking all Christian charity, especially for those whose skins were darker than theirs. Especially, Max was upset by the willingness, the childlike eagerness, of so many American blacks to align themselves with a religion that preached pacifism (while waging war), heaven-after-death (while seizing and exploiting the worlds resources), hellfire for the damned (while imagining themselves saved): exactly as Marx named it, the opiate of the people.

I understood that Max was probably right. Still, I hoped that Minette would wish to convert me. When I saw her frowning over her Bible before bed, when I heard her ardent whispered praying, fragments of gospel songs and hymns she sung under her breath with such pleasure, I felt a pang of envy, and anticipation. Clearly, there had to be more here than Max knew.



Minette? Are you

But by the time I returned from reporting the cracked window to our RA, Minette was nowhere in sight. Id had the impression that Minette was going to wait for me in the front parlor, but she was gone.

I ran to the dining hall, two blocks away. How bright and beautiful everything was, after the storm of the previous night. The very air looked washed clean. Droplets of moisture shone on leaves, pavement. Everywhere was storm debris I leapt over on the sidewalk. My heart beat in my chest with a strange enchantment. The way. The truth. The life. Though I could not believe in Minette Swifts savior yet I might believe in another kind of salvation. I thought I can be a good person. I can be a way of happiness to others. Minette and I had shared the waning edge of Hurricane Audrey, that had, at its worst, along the coast of North Carolina, blown 115 miles an hour. We hadnt been in any actual danger (had we?) and wed been in separate rooms through most of the night, but still wed been together, one day we might look back upon the experience

I was an ardent impetuous girl with eager eyes and a frizzy mane of burnt-apricot hair like dandelion seed. Lean, lanky, supple as a whippet, Max observed. Whoever smiled at me, I smiled back at.

Love me! Trust me! I am so lonely!

At first, in the dining hall, I couldnt find Minette. And then I found her, trying not to be disappointed that Minette was sitting at a remote table, her back to the room. She wants to be alone I thought. Yet, I carried my breakfast tray to her.

Girls from Haven Hall often sat together. Yet not Minette, who kept herself detached from our neighbors. It had been commented upon, that Minette Swift made no special effort to befriend other black girls. Once, in the dining hall, Id seen her stare coldly at one of the popular black girls on campus, whod dared to approach Minette Swift as if she knew her: Minette disliked what she called familiaritypushiness.

When I sat across from Minette at the table, Minette glanced up at me with a faint twist of her lips and a mumbled Hlo. As she might have greeted a sister, with no display of enthusiasm yet without disdain. Minettes analytic geometry text was open beside her breakfast tray, she was frowning as she underlined equations.

Minette identified herself with some pride as a math major, pre-law. Shed told me that her father intended for her to become a tax lawyer so that she could assist him with the finances of his church, the Temple Vale of the World Tabernacle of Jesus Christ. This church, Minette had told me, was every year growing bigger. It was crucial for Minette to excel in math, but to her shock, shed received only a C- on the first test in Introductory Geometry and Calculus, her lowest math grade ever.

Impulsively Id told Minette that math wasnt a strong subject of mine. I had managed to get As in prep school but hadnt any natural gift. If I did, Id have tried to help her.

Minette stared at me in genuine surprise. As if my offer, that wasnt really an offer, had touched her, deeply. Almost inaudibly shed murmured, Thank you. Some time later when Id thought the subject had been dropped she added, in a prim voice, not meeting my eye, that Jesus was all the help she needed, with anything in her life.

Now, when I told Minette that Id reported the cracked window to our resident advisor, she frowned, and shivered, and looked away. Almost inaudibly she murmured what sounded like Thankyou.

I recalled Max warning me, when wed first learned that I would be rooming with a black girl from Washington, D.C., that there were areas in my roommates life, her family-background life, that I must not pry into, for I would likely discover something that would upset me.

What Max meant, he hadnt said. It was Maxs way to hint of menace and unease, without explaining. As if the world, so seemingly clear and guileless in its appearances, yet held secret crevices, cracks, unimaginable interiors, opaque to our knowledge.

I thought A cracked window. A broken window. Glass breaking.

I thought Shes frightened. I must help her.

Sitting with Minette in the dining hall, I felt both protective and awkward. Though I could see that she probably wanted to concentrate on her math text, yet I felt the need to make conversation with her. I asked if shed been able to sleep much the night before, with all the wind howling, and Minette swung her head in a way to suggest maybe yes, maybe no. I felt foolish talking of weather like someone for whom words had only literal meanings, in conversation with one for whom words had deeper and more secret meanings, yet could not bear to simply sit in silence with Minette, as if there were a rift between us. When she was agitated, Minette ate compulsively: shed soaked several pieces of pulpy French bread in maple syrup and butter, and with this she would drink a full glass of whole milk and two or three cups of coffee whitened with cream and sugar. Her jaws worked rapaciously even as she hunched over her textbook and a piece of notebook paper folded lengthwise, covered in equations.

Another time I wished that I knew more about math, that Minette and I were taking the same course and might commiserate with each other.

Just then, two girls from Haven House with whom I was friendly (oh, I was friendly with anyone and everyone, who encouraged me with a smile!) came to sit at our table. These were white girls who, like me, were somewhat in awe of Minette Swift, whose efforts to befriend her had been met with a coolness that was sometimes polite and sometimes not so polite. This morning, Minette barely acknowledged them and took no part in our conversation about Hurricane Audrey. I told them about the cracked window, where a broken tree limb had been blown. Minette hadnt appeared to be listening but a moment later she shut her book, pushed back her chair and carried away her tray without a word. Her face was shut like a fist, she seemed furious. Left behind, the three of us looked after her bewildered.

Three white girls. Looking after a black girl, bewildered.

Is something wrong with Minette this morning?

This morning! Any morning.

Quickly I said, The storm kept her awake. Shes afraid of hurricanes. Her family is from South Carolina

Girls in Haven Hall sometimes asked me about my roommate: what was she like, when you got to know her? I was evasive in answering. I did not want to confess that I had not yet gotten to know my roommate and felt at times that, as the weeks passed, I was coming to know her less and less.

In the freshman class at Schuyler, Minette Swift was emerging as something of an enigma: a black girl who didnt act black. A girl with a strong personality who was generally admired and respected but not, so far, much liked.

I was upset, seeing that Minette was upset. I left my hardly touched breakfast and hurried after her. At a table near the door where trays were piled, she was wrapping what remained of her syrupy French toast in paper napkins, to take back to the room. Seeing me, she grimaced and shoved her pink plastic glasses against the bridge of her nose. Her voice trembled. Ohhh whyd you tell them. Give them the satisfaction!

Minette sounded hurt, vexed. I had no idea what she was talking about.

Satisfaction? Why?

Scuse me, you know why.

Minette turned from me, as if trying not to cry. I had never seen her so shaken and would recall, afterward, that this was the last time I would see my roommate in so unguarded and vulnerable a state. I would recall this exchange, and think She trusted me, and I let her down. Out of ignorance, stupidity.

I left the dining hall hurriedly, with Minette. I wanted to apologize but wasnt sure what I had done wrong. Minette hated the possibility of being talked about, maybe that was it. She had a younger sister named Jewel who was always into my business and I felt at such times that Minette thought of me as a kind of Jewel, with exasperation yet not without affection. Or so I wished to think.

We walked in silence back to the residence. I was astonished at the storm damage, which was worse than Id seemed to notice on the way to the dining hall. Several of the stately old plane trees had been split, destroyed. A beautiful juniper pine lay fallen ignominiously in a heap. A tree service crew had set up barriers in a street where a gigantic oak had fallen. Everywhere were broken-off parts of trees, wet leaves blown into gutters, crevices and corners. And wet leaves stuck to our shoes like tongues.

Minette walked head-on, eyes straight forward, unwavering. She seemed scarcely to be taking notice of the storm damage. Her forehead furrowed cruelly, she was lost in her own thoughts. I felt a prick of alarm, I seemed to be losing my roommate. I was determined to be cheerful: through my years at boarding school Id combated homesickness, loneliness and sorrow and a general fear of all-thats-to-come by being cheerful, which means mainly talking, smiling and talking and drawing out others, in an effort to make them cheerful, too.

Another time, I told Minette that her window would be repaired good as new, probably that afternoon.

Minette stared at me. Her fleshy lips trembled.

You say so! And what goodll that do, they will only break it again.


When will we meet your roommate, Genna? At Thanksgiving? Christmas? It would be wonderful if Minettes parents can visit, too. We have plenty of room, we would love to meet the Swifts, I hope youve made Minette understand how welcome she would be at Chadds Ford?
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