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Zoe Stewart was dismayed when she got back to
her assigned dorm room and discovered her two roommates had
arrived. She’d hoped to meet them one by one, and to be there to
sort of ‘welcome them’ to a room she’d already taken possession of.
That would give her a chance to make friends with the first girl
before the second girl arrived.

The very last thing she wanted was to have
the other two make friends and have her be the ‘outsider.’ But the
first clue she had of their arrival was hearing their laughter just
as she opened the door, and their happy voices talking together.
And things only got worse when she pushed the door open and stepped
inside.

The other two girls were black.

Zoe didn’t consider herself racist, by any
means. In fact, she came from an extremely liberal family. But
she’d lived her life in the suburbs of Boston and gone to a private
school. She had spent very little time around black girls in her
life and immediately worried that she would say or do something
offensive to them out of ignorance.

Besides, they both being Black meant they
were likely to make friends with each other and leave her as an
outsider. Which she had mostly been in high school, as well.

She was already stressed out, leaving her
safe, predictable life where everything was scheduled and
supervised for – the great unknown! This would just add more
stress. And Zoe didn’t like stress. She liked things to be properly
ordered and scheduled, so she wasn’t confronted with unpleasant
surprises.

That was why she liked numbers. Zoe had
always been a math whiz, which, along with her love of reading,
shyness, and near-sightedness, had made her something of an
outsider at school. And helping other girls with their homework (or
sometimes just doing it for them) had not noticeably improved her
popularity or gotten her invited to more parties.

Which she somewhat regretted, but she’d kept
busy on the internet playing games, or reading her many books, or
doing puzzles, which she also liked. She also liked tinkering with
her computer, exploring the manual for both the operating system
and various apps to see exactly how they worked and what they might
do for her.

The triple dorm was equipped with three
windows along the far wall. There was a built-in set of desks along
the wall underneath them. Two bunk beds were on opposite sides of
the wall near the desks, except one of them was actually a loft bed
atop a wooden storage unit that had a set of three rows of
drawers.

Closer to the doorway, there was an open area
with a small sofa and upholstered chair, as well as a coffee table.
The door to the bathroom was on the left, and a tall, wooden
armoire was against the wall on the left, with two more on the
right.

Zoe had already claimed the loft bed and put
her bedding in place, as well as a variety of personal items along
the narrow shelf in the wall there, along with her e-reader. She’d
also set up her laptop on one of the desks, and put her school
things – pencils, pens, paper, file folders, and the like into the
drawers. And, of course, she’d put her clothes into one of the rows
of drawers and one of the armoires.

Walking in on the two girls there who were
sitting on the edge of the lower bunk bed and obviously enjoying
discussing something intimidated her from the start. It felt like
she was intruding. Plus, she immediately worried they’d be
disappointed that she wasn’t another black girl. Or, failing that,
immediately judge her to be a nerd.

That wasn’t merely because of her large
glasses. They were plastic-framed, very round, for most of their
circumference, but slightly less so on top, to soften the
resemblance to Harry Potter. They were also rather large.
Certainly, larger than Harry’s.

“Uhm, hi,” she said shyly as the two looked
at her.

“Hey,” one of the girls said, getting up
immediately and smiling.

She was a tall, lighter-skinned black girl
with shoulder-length hair. She looked distressingly confident,
casual, and cool, none of which Zoe would have used to describe
herself.

“I’m Zoe,” she said.

“I’m Tina. This is Jade.” She gestured at the
other girl, who had not stood.

The other girl was darker, slender, short,
and had very short hair. She also looked somewhat less enthusiastic
to see a blonde, bespectacled roommate.

“I’m taking Psychology,” Tina said. “Jade is
taking African American Studies.”

Zoe immediately thought that she’d better be
extra careful around Jade. Anyone taking that was likely to be very
much aware of and disapproving of blonde girls and their white
privilege.

“I’m a Math major,” she replied.

She expected to get raised eyebrows and was
not disappointed. She just hoped they wouldn’t instantly dismiss
her as a nerd.

“Better you than me, girl,” Tina said. “I
barely got through math at school.”

“Then I can help you with your math in
psychology,” Zoe said brightly.

The other two laughed.

“There ain’t no math in psychology, blonde
girl,” Jade said dismissively.
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