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prologue


“Hoosier Hysteria” is the term the people of Indiana have coined to describe their almost fanatic enthusiasm for the sport of basketball. For me, however, the expression has come to represent something entirely different: the turmoil I witnessed during the 1963–’64 school year at Indiana University.


Back then, Indiana was on the brink of a social revolution that was already sweeping through the rest of the country—a movement that questioned traditional conservative values and was therefore seen by some as a threat to the American Way of Life.


In the early 1960s, long before such global issues as ecology, the nuclear arms race, and our right to intervene in the political affairs of other nations became commonplace concerns, the subject of contention was civil rights. And although we now take it for granted, it was then a disturbing new development that college campuses all across the country were beginning to serve as lightning rods for controversy, places where conflicting philosophies met head-on, sometimes with disastrous results.


At Indiana University, the reaction to these changes was what I will always think of as Hoosier Hysteria.




chapter 1: arrival


“Are you next?”


At least, that’s what I might have heard.


But I was fogbound, lost in a daydream in which I was reliving my recent and apparently miraculous escape from New York and my difficult family . . .


Arising before dawn after hours of restless tossing, then sleep-walking through my early morning routine in a weird state of hyper-exhausted excitement that lent an aura of trance-like unreality to everything I beheld.


Watching the familiar faces of my father, mother, and kid sister fade into anonymity against the gray backdrop of the Idylwild Airport terminal, and striding resolutely away toward the exit gate like a latter-day Orpheus, afraid to turn back for fear that this impossible moment might suddenly dissolve into a heart-breaking mirage.


Fidgeting through a tedious plane flight—seamless segue to the interior of a Greyhound bus, where, motion-rocked and drugged into a semi-slumber by an unsavory cocktail of human sweat mixed with diesel fumes, I endured a mind-numbing interlude as mile after mile of flat midwestern farmland scrolled past the windows with hypnotic regularity, like endlessly-repeating wallpaper.


And at last: climbing stiffly from the bus into a leafy green and limestone oasis, anticipating relief, only to be assaulted by a stupefying blast of heat and humidity. Heart-flutter of confusion as I struggled to get my bearings—standing, bewildered, amidst the steadily growing pile of trunks and boxes the driver was extracting from the bowels of his bus as pedestrians streamed by.


And somehow—eventually—finding my destination, Morrison Hall, where I joined a crowd of new arrivals, all of us packed into the lobby like a herd of restless, slow-moving cattle . . .


“ARE YOU NEXT?” the voice repeated, this time loud enough to jolt me back to the present.


Startled, I looked up.


Directly in front of me was a sturdy oak table—(“It’s the registration desk, Stupid!” a scornful inner voice that sounded suspiciously like my mother’s informed me)—and on the far side of this barrier sat three women, all of them eyeing me expectantly.


Behind me—a hasty backward glance confirmed this— stretched a disorganized line of strangers: young women accompanied by attentive escorts who must certainly be their parents. And although each face wore an identical mask of bored resignation, judging from the intense buzz of whispered conversations, there was excitement simmering just beneath the surface.


Surely I should still be back there among them, daydreaming the afternoon away.


However, all evidence seemed to indicate otherwise.


Reluctantly, I returned my attention to the ladies behind the table. “Were you speaking to me?”


“I most certainly was!” It was the oldest, the one in the middle, who answered.


She radiated dignified authority, from the iron-gray hair that was skinned back from her unsmiling face, to the square black bifocals with their long silver chain, to the masculine cut of her tweed suit, which emphasized all the harsh, bony angles of her body. Ramrod-straight posture suggested a no-nonsense personality, someone who was accustomed to having things done her way.


“I . . . I’m sorry,” I blurted out, painfully aware that a blush was staining my cheeks. Criticism, however familiar, never failed to sting.


“Then don’t just stand there gawking! Step forward, young lady—that’s right—and speak up. Who are you and where are your parents?”


My cheeks grew even hotter. “My parents. Well actually, they ahhh . . . they ummm . . . they’re not here.”


“I beg your pardon!”


I tried to smile, but my mouth twisted into something that didn’t feel at all right. “That’s right. I came alone.”


“Impossible! Our new girls are always accompanied by their parents. It’s the rule.” She glared at me, as if expecting my parents to suddenly materialize out of thin air at her command.


I gritted my teeth and kept my mouth shut.


“Well, where are they?” she insisted.


It was the one question I’d hoped she wouldn’t ask.


And what was she going to do when she realized that I wasn’t going to answer it? Would she tell me to go back home and not return unless I brought my parents?


Could she do that?


The silence stretched on.


Finally—apparently understanding that I wasn’t going to respond—she turned to her companions, a frown distorting her otherwise handsome features, and gestured them into a fiercely hissed private debate that made me think of angry bees.


Freed from her intense scrutiny, I stole another furtive peek back the way I had come, licking suddenly dry lips, uncomfortably aware that I was hemmed in to the point of claustrophobia by a murmuring gaggle of teenage girls, each firmly anchored in this time and place by the weighty presence of her parents. And here I was, cast up like so much human flotsam on the distant shores of this dim Gothic vault of a room, where unfamiliar accents echoed like sirens’ songs in my ears.


Despite the stifling heat, I shivered. What was to become of me?


Suddenly, as abruptly as it had begun, the women’s conference ended and my interrogator’s fierce gaze returned to challenge me.


She cleared her throat. “I hope you realize that this is highly irregular. Your presence here today, unchaperoned, goes against everything our school stands for.” Her eyes blazed with righteous indignation. “Your parents have been extremely negligent: they are responsible for your well-being, yet they have obviously failed to provide for it. I cannot imagine what they were thinking when they permitted you to come here alone.”


I knew exactly what my parents had been thinking, but it was information I would never willingly divulge—at least, not to her and certainly not under these circumstances.


“We are required to meet certain standards.” My nemesis’s expression grew ever more stern. “In fact, we insist upon it.”


This was it: back to New York. So much for my Great Escape.


“I . . . I’m sorry,” I stammered, blinking back tears. “I—”


“However,” she droned on over my attempted apology, “since you’ve come so far and because I have the authority to do so, I have decided to go ahead and register you anyway.”


A gasp of sheer relief burst from my lips, and I caught a glimpse of what might have been pity fleeting across her face.


But after this momentary sign of weakness, the woman immediately looked away, transferring her attention to the tidy stack of papers that lay on the table before her—and for the next several moments she bent over them, seemingly engrossed in the task of reorganizing them into what was, if possible, even more precise order.


When at last she looked up, it was to address me in a clipped, extremely formal tone of voice, as if she were reciting from a script. “Welcome to Indiana University, and welcome to Morrison Hall. I am Mrs. Brown, the supervisor of this dormitory.”


I could feel the knots of tension in my neck and shoulders begin, ever so slightly, to ease. Apparently the worst was over.


“This”—gesturing to the pudgy little woman in a flower print dress who was seated to her right—“is my assistant, Miss Smalley.”


Silver curls bobbing around her chubby face, her companion tittered a nervous hello.


“And this is Miss Bell, counselor for the freshman girls. She is here to help if you have any problems with your school-work or with acclimating to life at the university.”


Unlike her dowdy counterpart, Miss Bell was stylishly dressed in a navy blue suit with bright red piping and a ruffled white blouse. Dark-haired and twenty-something, she wore a great deal more makeup than I thought was attractive. Her crimson lips parted in a gooey smile as she examined me with undisguised interest, and when she spoke I heard an utterly familiar yet completely unexpected nasal New Jersey twang. “Yes, do come see me any time. Feel free to chat about whatever’s bothering you. I know how confusing freshman life can be.”


“We hope you will come to think of Miss Bell as a substitute mother,” Mrs. Brown thought fit to add.


I struggled to suppress a nervous snicker. Miss Bell was far too young to be anyone’s mother, especially mine, and she was obviously a pussycat in comparison to my own contentious parent.


But I didn’t tell them so. Instead, I silently exulted: I did it! I made it here on my own, and they aren’t going to send me back! And for the first time, I admitted to myself that until that very moment I hadn’t really believed that my plan to leave home could possibly succeed.


“Well, now that you know who we are,” Mrs. Brown was saying, “why don’t you tell us your name?”


“Oh, sure. It’s Meri—Meri Henriques.”


“How unusual!” Her haughty demeanor was definitely thawing. “I’m afraid you’ll have to spell that for us.”


As I did so, her two assistants began shuffling through a pile of documents, searching, I supposed, for whatever information the school might already possess about me.


Meanwhile, Mrs. Brown was chattering on: “A very unusual name. It doesn’t sound American. Are you foreign, Dear? Is that why your parents aren’t with you?”


Her question made my stomach seize up all over again. It wasn’t her suggestion that I might be foreign—although I did sense a definite tinge of xenophobic disapproval in her voice—but rather because her curiosity was leading us back to the dreaded topic of my parents.


“I’m from New York,” I hastened to say, hoping to deflect her question. “Although I suspect some people might think that’s a foreign country.”


No one even cracked a smile in response to my rather feeble attempt at humor. But instead of letting the subject die a natural death, which was what I would certainly have preferred, I found myself blurting out, “Actually, my parents didn’t come because they knew I’d be okay on my own. After all, it is pretty expensive, traveling all the way here, even for one person.” And then I held my breath, waiting to see how Mrs. Brown would react.


“It certainly must be,” she agreed, apparently willing to accept this half- or perhaps even quarter-truth.


Just then, Miss Bell saved me from making any further awkward confessions by requesting the medical forms I’d brought from home. Unfortunately, these documents were very much the worse for wear: while standing in line, I had been absentmindedly rolling and unrolling them, venting nervous energy. The resulting cylinder now resembled nothing so much as a battered, slightly soggy mailing tube.


“Sorry.” Cheeks burning, I held out the mangled papers.


With an ill-concealed look of disgust, Miss Bell claimed my much-abused offering, then handed me a registration card. “Sign here.” She pointed with a perfectly manicured, blood-red fingernail. “I’ll explain more about this tonight, at your dorm orientation meeting.”


I glanced over at the third woman, expecting some equivalent request, but the drab Miss Smalley was oblivious to our transactions; instead, she continued to paw eagerly through her own set of papers. I seemed to recall, somewhere back in the mists of my daydream-induced fog, that I might have overheard her giving the girl ahead of me a room assignment.


Meanwhile, Mrs. Brown resumed our discussion of my origins as if nothing had intervened. “New York!” she mused. “That is a long way to travel, especially on your own. You must be a very brave girl.”


“Oh, not really,” I protested. “I just knew that, one way or another, I had to get away from . . .” My voice trailed off. This was the closest to the truth I had yet come in our brief encounter.


But Mrs. Brown continued on, unaware that I had almost blurted out an important admission about my personal history. “In fact,” she was saying, “most of our girls come to us from within the state. You see, despite our university status, we like to think of ourselves as a down-home country school. Now I realize you girls from the East Coast are often surprised by this, but in fact we—”


Someone gasped.


My eyes flew to Miss Smalley, who had until now been perfectly silent. Her face was chalk-white and she stared, goggle-eyed, at a piece of paper that was clutched in her shaking hands.


“Oh, no!” she quavered. “This is dreadful!”


“Really, Miss Smalley! How many times have I warned you never to interrupt when I’m—”


“But Mrs. Brown—”


“That is enough!”


“Mrs. Brown!”


Were those actually tears in Miss Smalley’s eyes?


“What is it?”


“Meri Henriques is in room 312!”


“Which is no reason to barge in on—”


“Room 312!” Miss Smalley insisted. “That means her roommate is Katherine Gates.”


Slowly, like a trio of cheap wind-up dolls, all three faces swiveled in my direction. And each face wore an identical expression of disbelief and horror.


For an instant I felt nothing—and then my heart began to pound, and suddenly I was having trouble breathing. “What? Is . . . is something . . . wrong?” was all I could manage to squeak out.


No one answered; they just stared.


It was as if each of them had in a single instant been granted her own personal glimpse of the innermost circle of Dante’s Inferno. Or Armageddon.


But why? Was it something I’d said?


Like a mouse in a maze, my mind raced in panicky circles, around and through our recent conversation, searching in vain for a clue—any clue—something that would explain this disastrous turn of events.


“What’s wrong?” I whispered.


Still no response.


I studied their faces, sensing their fear.


Of what?


Certainly not of me!


A chill shivered down my spine.


In a frantic gestalt, my thoughts leapt to Katherine Gates: the girl who was destined to be my roommate. Somehow there had to be a connection . . . After all, I reasoned, until this latest development these women had been fairly friendly—at least, once we’d gotten past our initial awkward start.


So who was Katherine Gates?


The mere mention of her name (or was it her name in conjunction with mine?) seemed to strike terror in the hearts of these seemingly omnipotent women. Obviously she was someone important—someone they had to please.


But why? What kind of power could a mere college coed hold over three such formidable adults?


Abruptly, my anxious mind conjured up a highly improbable explanation: months earlier, when I had filled out the school’s housing application, I had stated that I had no preference as to roommate—that anyone would be acceptable. Suppose Katherine was more particular? And suppose, like me, she hadn’t been consulted about who her roommate would be? In that case, if she was extremely important and exceptionally fussy, these women might very well be worried, particularly if they suspected she wouldn’t approve.


But why would they think that? Our conversation had only lasted a few minutes, scarcely long enough for them to have formed any kind of opinion—either positive or negative—of my personality.


Could they really have decided this quickly?


Would Katherine?


I stifled a sob.


Abruptly, as if someone had just fired off a shotgun behind their backs, the women jolted into action, all of them talking at once.


“Oh dear, what are we going to do?” Miss Smalley groaned in a barely audible whisper.


“Yes, what should we do?” Miss Bell echoed. “We can’t send her up there alone. It wouldn’t be right . . .” She said this even as her eyes begged Mrs. Brown to disagree.


At which point Mrs. Brown seemed to rally. Drawing herself up even straighter in her chair, she announced, “You are quite right, Miss Bell: it would be very wrong of us to make her face this alone.” Improbably, she sighed. “In any case, I wouldn’t like to create a situation where someone could later accuse us of having failed to do our duty, or of not having tried our best to make this work out.”


What on earth were they talking about?


“Ummm . . .” I began in a shaky voice. “Excuse me, Mrs. Brown, I was wondering . . .”


Ignoring me completely, Mrs. Brown removed her spectacles and stood up. Her accomplices rose in puppet-like unison. Distaste and fatalistic resignation etched harsh lines on their faces.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” Mrs. Brown said, loudly and with great dignity, “I wish to make an announcement.”


In an instant the lobby was eerily quiet, and I realized with dismay that many of the people around us must have been eavesdropping on our conversation. Everywhere I looked, eyes devoured me with avid expectation.


“Please accept my apologies,” Mrs. Brown was saying. “A minor problem has come up at the registration desk . . .”


A minor problem! I thought, and very nearly blurted out. What would a major problem be like, I wondered?


“. . . and as a result, it seems we will have to close the desk for a short time. I’m sorry if this causes you any inconvenience.”


Surreptitiously, I ran sweaty palms down the sides of my skirt. What were they going to do to me?


“And now, if you will excuse us—”


“But she hasn’t finished signing in!” Miss Bell hissed.


“She can do it later.” Stepping out from behind the registration desk, Mrs. Brown headed toward me with the inevitability of a boulder rolling downhill.


I backed hastily away, stumbling over the feet of the people behind me. But as I turned around to apologize, Mrs. Brown seized my wrist in a steely grip, as if she expected me to try to escape.


Nothing could have been farther from my mind.


“Miss Smalley,” Mrs. Brown commanded, “take her other arm. Miss Bell, get her things.”


Too shocked to resist, let alone formulate a protest, I watched in dismay as Miss Smalley scurried over to place a timid hand on my free arm, while Miss Bell picked up my bulging duffel bag and violin case.


“Did you bring anything else?” Mrs. Brown suddenly demanded of me.


“N . . . no,” I managed to stammer out. “We . . . My parents sent my trunk on ahead.”


“Good.”


Without another word, they marched me across the lobby. Upon reaching the elevator, Mrs. Brown jabbed the UP button, while I just stood there, head down, blinking back tears.


I felt like a condemned prisoner.


My parents were right, I told myself. I should never have come here! I WANT TO GO HOME!!! This last thought threatened to erupt in a loud wail, but the arrival of the elevator saved me from making a fool of myself.


The women hustled me inside and, mercifully, the doors slid closed, shutting out the sea of curious eyes looking in.


No one said a word.


They’re crazy—all of them! my internal soliloquy continued. This place is run by a bunch of lunatics!


But rather than protest my ill treatment, rather than demand answers as I might have done if I’d had even the least shred of self-confidence, I simply stood there, bracketed by my captors, passive and cowed, and desperately wishing that I was somewhere—anywhere—else.


But the next moment, I almost stopped breathing, struck by an astonishing insight, one that almost certainly explained their bizarre behavior.


They found out I’m Jewish! By sheer force of will, I managed not to babble my revelation aloud. My mother was right: she warned me this school might have a quota!


Months earlier, when I had filled out the school’s housing application, my mother had insisted that I not answer any questions about (among other things) my religious affiliations. “None” or “no preference,” she had instructed me to reply to every single personal inquiry. At the time it had seemed like a silly evasion or perhaps even paranoia, but I hadn’t dared to tell her so.


Now I was no longer sure.


And since I’m already here, I continued to theorize, it’s too late for them to get rid of me—quota or not. No wonder they’re angry!


But how did they guess? I asked myself. I don’t think I look Jewish . . . And just like that, another variation on this absurd theme popped into my mind: Maybe they don’t know I’m Jewish. Maybe I’m in trouble because of the way I answered their stupid questions . . . Maybe they’re afraid I’m an atheist—which might be even worse than being a Jew!


However, I lacked the nerve to inquire.


In ominous silence, the elevator ascended past the second floor.


Still, if that’s the problem, my thoughts hurtled on, how does Katherine Gates fit in? Is she some kind of religious nut—or maybe even anti-Semitic?


The elevator creaked to a stop and the doors opened on a small, innocuous-looking lounge. We had arrived at the third floor.


“Does anyone know if Meri’s trunk is here?” Mrs. Brown suddenly asked. It was the first thing anyone had said since we’d left the lobby, and I flinched at the unexpected sound of her voice.


“No, but I’ll check,” Miss Bell volunteered. And then she giggled: laughter that definitely verged on hysteria. “More important, I’ll find out if Katherine’s there.”


“Be careful!” was Mrs. Brown’s cryptic warning—which sent Miss Bell scurrying off down the hall like a scalded cat.


Following this exchange, the rest of us stood in silence for what must have been in reality less than a minute, although it felt like forever—until at last Miss Bell reappeared, jogging gracelessly around the corner.


“The coast is clear,” she panted, and for the first time since our aborted conversation in the lobby, she actually smiled.


“Excellent.” Mrs. Brown tugged on my arm, urging me forward. “Let’s get this over with.”


But all of a sudden, I had had enough. Every muscle in my body stiffened and I refused to budge another step. It was time to ask some long-overdue questions.


“Excuse me, Mrs. Brown,” I began, determined to be polite despite all that had happened, “if you don’t mind, I’d like to know what’s . . .”


Her only response was to tighten her grip on my arm and drag me down the hall. From the way all three women avoided looking at or speaking to me, I might as well have been an invisible deaf-mute.


“And even though there’s no sign of Katherine,” Miss Bell continued, “Meri’s trunk is already in the room.”


“Excellent.” Mrs. Brown sounded grimly satisfied. “Now no one can say we haven’t done our best to try to smooth things over—and it’s obviously far too late to make any changes.”


We arrived in front of a varnished wooden door that was standing slightly ajar but otherwise looked no different from any of the others we had just hurried past.


Except for the number.


Room 312.


“Here we are, Dear,” Mrs. Brown announced, finally deigning to acknowledge my existence. Reaching past me, she pushed the door fully open. “This is your room and, as we have already informed you, your roommate is Katherine Gates.”


Before I could reply, she released me, literally shoving me across the threshold into a small, vacant room. She had surprising strength for such a skinny old lady.


I tripped over the edge of a frayed rag rug and fought to regain my balance.


“Good-bye,” I heard from behind my back. “And good luck.”


I whirled around to confront them, choking on a torrent of hurt, angry questions, blinded by tears.


But they were gone.


I rushed to the doorway, but the hall outside my room was eerily silent, totally devoid of any signs of life—as if what had just happened had been a figment of my imagination.


As if my three tormentors had never existed.


I started to shake.


“YOU’RE CRAZY!” I shrieked, hoping that my cries would somehow reach the ears of my vanished captors. “DO YOU HEAR ME? CRAZY!!!”


My tirade echoed down the empty corridor, past a long row of closed doors.


Abruptly I turned and stumbled back into the room.


“They’re crazy!” I sobbed aloud, if only to hear the comforting sound of a familiar voice. “All of them.”


The only response was silence, washing over me from the bare, impersonal walls, floating on dust motes suspended in the late-afternoon sunlight.


“Or else I am.”




chapter 2: pixie


I stood alone in the center of the room, bracing myself for whatever might come next. But no one even walked past my door. Although common sense insisted that there had to be other people nearby, going about the business of moving in, just then the entire dormitory seemed deserted.


I might as well have been standing on the moon.


Where was everyone, I wondered? Didn’t anyone care what happened to me?


Apparently not.


My hands wouldn’t stop shaking. I clenched them into fists to deny my vulnerability. “It’s not fair!” I wanted to yell, loud enough so those awful women, wherever they were, would have to listen. “Why me?”


But I didn’t. Instead, with a sigh, I slumped down into a tattered beige armchair, drained and utterly defeated.


What had I done to deserve this?


My teary eyes scanned the room, barely registering its features. The walls were painted an uninspired light gray-green. Sunlight slanted in through a narrow, multi-paned window, sketching leafy patterns on one of the unmade beds. Muted voices and then—improbably—laughter drifted up from the courtyard outside.


It all seemed so ordinary!


Gnawing steadily on my fingernails, I retraced the day’s events, going over the steps that had led to the debacle in the lobby. It occurred to me that if what Miss Bell had blurted out just before they had taken me upstairs was true, the women hadn’t even given me a chance to register properly.


Somehow the thought was reassuring.


So it’s possible they’ve mixed me up with someone else—a glimmer hope returned—and everything that happened down there was just a stupid mistake. I stood up. Maybe I should go back downstairs and try to straighten out this mess. When those ladies realize what they’ve done, they’ll be so embarrassed they won’t know what to say. They might even let me start all over again . . .


My stomach threatened to revolt at the thought.


On the other hand, if I take my time and unpack, they’re bound to figure it out for themselves. Why, I wouldn’t be surprised if they came back any minute now to apologize . . .


I glanced down at my torn and bleeding fingernails. Disgusting, I chided myself, echoing my mother’s accusations. Stop worrying and get busy.


So I began to examine the room with renewed interest.


It was very small and impersonal—perhaps the pale walls and lack of decoration made it seem so—and it contained two of everything: two beds, two desks, two dressers, and two closets. Oddly, there was only one armchair: the one in which I had been sitting. The only other accessory—besides my duffel bag and violin case—was my battered green trunk, veteran of four summers at my beloved Allegheny Music Festival.


Further exploration revealed a narrow door leading into a minuscule washroom, barely large enough to turn around in, which contained a white porcelain sink, a postcard-sized mirror, and a wall-hung telephone. Passing through a second, equally narrow doorway, I discovered another room that was the mirror image of my own. There, on one of the unmade beds, was an open suitcase, but its owner was nowhere in sight. Disappointed, yet also vaguely relieved, I returned to my room.


And then I just stood there.


Short of returning to New York—which did not feel like a viable option despite all that had happened—moving in seemed like the most appropriate course of action.


But how to begin? Which part of our limited space would my absent roommate want to claim as her own? The very thought of her was enough to set off another assault on my fingernails.


I vaguely remembered overhearing the Registration ladies telling the girl ahead of me that most freshmen were assigned senior roommates to help them adjust to dorm life. I also recalled hearing something about college seniors having special privileges. Did these include the right to arrange our room—and if that was the case, would Katherine expect me to wait for her to show up?


But to do so would surely be to court disaster, for I knew that if I stood around much longer doing nothing, I would start rehashing my traumatic reception down in the lobby, or thinking about my parents, or worrying about beginning classes next week—and I didn’t want to deal with any of those issues just now.


So I made a bold decision: I would sort out the room to my own satisfaction, and if Katherine didn’t like it—I gave a mental shrug—well, we could always change it.


First, the beds: I assigned my absent roommate the one by the window. It was certainly the nicest corner of the room, and hopefully my generosity would go a long way toward making up for the fact that I was proceeding without her permission. Of course, she might be predisposed to dislike me no matter what I might or might not do . . .


But that was negative thinking. Time to get on with business.


Very well: Katherine would have the right-hand bed. However, that put the armchair on my side of the room. Would she think I was trying to monopolize it?


Just in case, I assigned her the larger, left-hand closet, which should have been mine.


My trunk was open and I was standing in my closet, hanging up a dress, when I heard footsteps in the hall outside and then someone entering the room.


I froze; even my stomach seemed to have turned to ice.


“Hello?” called an unfamiliar female voice. (Thank God it wasn’t one of those awful Registration ladies, come back to torture me!) “Who’s here?”


“I am.” Backing out of the closet, I turned to greet my visitor.


A slim girl stood alone in the center of the room. Her golden skin glowed like rich amber honey, and her hair was reddish-brown. A pointy chin, a wide, generous mouth, a turned-up nose, and surprised-looking eyebrows completed the picture.


“Mischief Personified,” was my first impression. Definitely someone interesting.


“Hi,” I answered. And then, in all innocence: “Who are you?”


“Katherine Gates, if it’s any of your business.” Her scowl was fearsome. “What the hell are you doing in my room?”


I took a hasty step backwards, shocked by her hostility. No wonder the Registration ladies had been worried: Katherine was definitely not the friendly sort!


Still, politeness seemed the best approach . . .


“Hello, Katherine,” I said, holding out my hand, willing it to not tremble. “I’m Meri Henriques, your roommate.”


“My WHAT!?”


“Roommate. Meri Henriques.” I clenched my teeth to stop my lips from quivering. “I’m glad to meet you.”


Please like me, Katherine, I begged her silently.


She stared at my outstretched hand as if it was a foreign object. “Well, I’ll be . . .” she breathed, apparently speaking more to herself than to me. “They finally did it.”


My hand dropped back to my side. “Finally did what?”


“Did what!?” she echoed in disbelief. “Did this. Put us in a room together!” She was watching me with narrowed eyes, waiting to see what my response would be.


But I was mystified—as mystified by her reaction to me as I was by everything else that had happened to me that strange, disturbing day. And she must have realized it, because after a long moment she added with bitter intensity, “Well, aren’t you surprised to find out that you have a Negro roommate?”


“No . . .” I hesitated. “Why? Should I be?”


For an instant her face registered disbelief, or perhaps even astonishment, and her expressive eyebrows shot up another notch. Then she did the last thing I was expecting: she burst out with a tremendous whoop of laughter and plopped down in the armchair. “Well, I’ll be damned!” she repeated, shaking her head.


Just then, Miss Bell tore past our door as if her nylons were on fire. Her eyes and mouth were wide open, and her face was frozen in an expression that could only be described as “Cartoon Caricature of Horror.”


I bolted for the doorway, determined to stop her. If I could just get my hands on her, I would shake her until her teeth rattled, and not let go until she’d given me a sensible explanation for this outrageous situation.


But she was gone by the time I reached the hall.


I was still standing there, feeling like a fool, searching in vain for a glimpse of my elusive quarry, when everything that had happened to me that fateful day finally caught up with me in a rush. Without warning, exhaustion, fear, and anger boiled over in an eruption of truly volcanic proportions. Doing an abrupt about-face, I turned and strode back into the room.


“That’s it; I’ve had enough!” I barked. Balling my hands into fists, I loomed over Katherine, who was still sitting in that damn armchair, grinning like the Cheshire Cat. “What the hell is going on around here?”


Maddeningly, she began to chuckle like a teakettle that was threatening to boil over.


How dare they—first those stupid Registration ladies, and now Katherine Gates—treat me this way!


“This place is a lunatic asylum!” I shrieked, losing it completely. “Why won’t anyone tell me what the hell is going on here?”


Katherine’s laughter abruptly subsided. “You mean you really don’t know?”


“Know what?” Her apparent evasion only made me angrier.


“Wow, I can hardly believe it!” She scrambled to her feet. With a grand sweep of an arm, she announced: “Welcome to the first integrated dormitory room in the history of Indiana University.”


I gaped. “You’re kidding!”


“Nope.”


“But this is 1963! This is America!” I protested. “It isn’t possible!”


“Oh, it’s possible all right.”


“But I’ve been going to a music festival in Pennsylvania every summer for the past four years. We live on a college campus, and all the dorms are integrated. Everyone knows skin color’s no big deal.”


“It sure as hell is here!” Abruptly, her good humor vanished, and I wondered if we were going to have a fight after all. “This isn’t Pennsylvania, and it sure as hell isn’t any music festival! This is the Midwest, and pretty far south at that—which means conservative. Ultraconservative, in case you haven’t heard.”


“That’s crazy! Why would anyone care about that stuff?”


“People care all right! Listen, the administration of this school is so conservative they’re in trouble with the Federal government.”


An uneasy chill shivered up my spine. “What kind of trouble?”


“Money trouble—because IU is one of the schools that gets federal funding. And you don’t get the cash unless you’re integrated. President Kennedy’s threatened to use his executive power to cut off the school’s funds if they don’t change their policies.”


“He can really do that?”


“You better believe it! At first the school tried to get around him by admitting the minimum number of negro students and putting us all together in a couple of funky old Quonset huts way over on the other side of campus. But that didn’t wash with Kennedy. So the next semester, the school was forced to let some of us live in this dormitory, and they put six of us all together in one lousy room that was originally meant for three people.” She snorted in disgust. “And you know what President Kennedy said to that?”


By now I was so stunned that all I could do was shake my head.


“Word came down to the school administration that as far as Kennedy was concerned, nothing they’d done so far remotely resembled integration. So you can just imagine what they think of him around here . . . Anyway, I guess the school must have finally realized they’d have to give in—because here I am. And here you are . . .” She eyed me warily.


Was this it: the end of a possible friendship before it had really even begun?


“I can hardly believe it,” I admitted. “Things like this can’t happen.”


“They happen here. All the time. Listen, didn’t anyone mention the racial problems when you visited the school?”


I looked away, embarrassed, avoiding her intense gaze.


“You must have at least heard a rumor,” she persisted. “What about the orientation programs—you know, the ones they give for prospective students? Those campus tours. Didn’t you hear about any of this when you came to check out the school?”


“Well, I ummm . . .” I hesitated, not really wanting to admit the truth. “Actually, I didn’t. Check out the school, that is. I just applied, and I was accepted. So this is the first time I’ve been here. I hardly know anything at all about this place.”


“Well, I’ll be . . .” She sank back into her armchair. “But you’re supposed to visit! That’s why they have visitors’ days.”


“I know that—but my parents wouldn’t let me.” Once again, to my chagrin, I could feel my cheeks burning. “As a matter of fact, they didn’t want me to come here at all—not even today. They thought I should go to a local college and live at home. In fact, they’re so angry I decided to come here, they said I’d have to figure out a way to get to Indiana on my own. It’s a miracle I managed to get away.”


“Your parents didn’t bring you?”


I shook my head. “And even if they’d wanted to, they couldn’t have afforded it.”


“What on earth made you decide to come to IU?”


“A lot of my friends at the Music Festival are from the Midwest, and a couple of them study in the music department here. I thought I liked Midwesterners,” I admitted, feeling like a fool. “And Indiana seemed a nice long way from New York. At the time it seemed like a good idea . . .”


“You mean none of your so-called friends warned you about this place?”


“Not a word.”


“Some friends!”


“Yeah.” I was sure she could hear the disgust in my voice.


“So I guess Indiana’s turned out a little different than you expected.”


“That’s the understatement of the century!”


Suddenly, her face lit up with a grin.


“It isn’t funny, Katherine!” I scolded, struggling to suppress a smile of my own in response to hers. “You wouldn’t believe what happened downstairs when I tried to register.”


“Oh, yes, I would. What a joke on Mrs. Brown and her gang: you coming here, all set to get integrated and not knowing it—and your parents staying home. Oh boy, those Registration ladies must be having fits!” She shifted in the armchair, still watching me, but with interest now rather than suspicion. “Where are you from, anyway, that you’ve managed to lead such a sheltered life?”


“Great Neck—it’s just outside New York City.”


“Well, that explains everything! My friend Rachel—you’ll meet her for sure later on—she’s from New York, too. And she’s like you: she says she couldn’t care less whether I’m green and purple or black and blue!” Her throaty chuckles seemed to percolate upward from some warm internal reservoir.


But I was far too shocked by what she’d just told me to find anything in this situation the least bit humorous.


Could her story really be true?


I was about to question her further, but she was already speaking.


“Hey, you know what Rachel did at the end of last semester? She told Mrs. Brown that since the dormitories were going to be integrated sooner or later, she wanted it on the record that she was requesting me as a roommate. She says I should have seen the look on Mrs. Brown’s face—says she wished she’d had a camera! Of course, Mrs. Brown turned her down, but Rachel says at least she tried, and that’s what counts.”


Just then, Miss Bell shot past our door again, this time traveling in the opposite direction.


“What the hell’s the matter with her?” I demanded, gesturing toward the now-empty doorway. “She looks like she’s seen a ghost.”


“Miss Bell?” If possible, Katherine looked even more mischievous. “Why, she and those Registration ladies are terrified.”


“Of what?”


“They’re afraid you and I are going to start tearing each other to pieces!” Her bubbly chuckles erupted, as welcome as sunshine after a thunderstorm.


I sank down on my bed. Shocked as I was, I was also relieved. None of that horrible business downstairs was my fault! And Katherine didn’t hate me, I was certain of that.


What a weird place Indiana University was turning out to be, with racial problems I’d never dreamed were possible. I would later realize that my run-in at the Registration Desk was my first encounter with what I would eventually come to think of as “Hoosier Hysteria.” But for now I was just beginning to work out my feelings about Katherine’s revelations.


“But I have Negro friends at home,” I mused aloud, more to myself than to Katherine. “At the music festival, too. So what? Everyone knows it’s what you are inside that counts—not what you look like on the outside.”


“That’s not what they believe around here.”


I glanced up, startled and rather embarrassed that she’d caught me thinking aloud. “Did they really make you live in a Quonset hut?”


“They most certainly did! And it was pretty damn grim: cold as hell in winter, and ratty as an old barn. One nasty bathroom—if that’s what you call it—for every twenty people, and about as far away as possible from everything that matters on campus.” Her smile was rueful. “It’s funny though, after a while it sort of began to feel like home. We actually had some pretty good times there until—”


Footsteps sounded in the adjoining room, interrupting her reminiscences. “Pixie,” someone called out, “is that you?”


“Sure is. Come on over, Cara.”


The footsteps grew louder as the voice continued, “Pixie, you won’t believe what’s happened. I ran into Old Lady Brown downstairs, and she told me they’re giving us white—”


The voice cut off abruptly as a slim, strikingly beautiful young black woman entered our room. Her wiry hair was cropped short in the first afro I had ever seen, and she moved with a dancer’s grace. But the moment she noticed me, all traces of amusement vanished from her face, quickly replaced by guilty dread.


“It’s okay, Cara,” my roommate hastened to assure her. “Meri’s from New York—she’s like Rachel. Meri, this is Caralene Jones, our suitemate.”


I stood up and offered my hand. I had been told by my black friends back home (and I was soon to learn this as immutable truth) that this unhesitating willingness to touch hands—this simple act of decency—was akin to a secret sign among liberal young people of the 60s; “I accept you,” the gesture said. “I acknowledge you as my equal.”


For a long moment, Caralene scrutinized me with golden, almond-shaped eyes—and then, apparently accepting both my peace gesture and her friend’s assessment of me, she relaxed visibly, smiled, and shook my hand.


“Girl, I never thought I’d live to see this day,” she admitted, turning to Katherine. “You should see those ladies down in the lobby—they’re practically pissing their panties.”


“I’m not surprised. Meri says they gave her a really bad time.”


“I’ll tell you all about it . . . later,” I hastily amended.


Grinning, Caralene sat down on the edge of Katherine’s bed. “Gosh, I wonder who my roommate’s going to be?”


“It might be another freshman like Meri,” Katherine suggested. “Or you might get really lucky, and it will turn out to be Rachel.”


“Not much chance of that. No: mine’s bound to be a freshman, too.”


We were all silent for several moments, then Caralene said, “Sorry I barged in on you like that, Pixie. I didn’t mean to interrupt your conversation.”


“No problem. I was just telling Meri about our former lives as Quonset hut residents.”


“Good old Trees.” Her expression was bittersweet. “A real pretty name for a pretty awful place. You know, according to Booker T., those things were scheduled to be torn down years ago, right after the war, but instead they were ‘converted’ into handy dormitories when the school was forced to admit us.” She sighed. “Still, I’m gonna miss old Quonset Hut Five.”


A mischievous smile lit up my roommate’s face. “Hey, Cara, don’t pout. Isn’t this place what you’d call real class?”


Caralene laughed. “Sure is—and only two people per room at that!”


“I bet you never thought you’d get to see the inside of one of these dorm rooms, either.”


Which made all three of us laugh.


Now it was Miss Smalley’s turn to monitor our progress. The pudgy woman went by in a hurry, puffing loudly.


We deliberately ignored her.


I turned to Katherine. “How come Caralene calls you ‘Pixie’?”


“Katherine’s official, but I’m Pixie to my friends.”


“Okay, now you’ve got to tell her why,” Caralene teased.


“Certainly. You see, Meri, once upon a time, when I was a little girl”—Pixie’s prompt, sing-song delivery made me suspect she’d told this story many times before, and thoroughly enjoyed the telling—“one fine spring day, my daddy found me out in back of our house, sitting in my mama’s flower garden under the lilac bushes. He says I was busy making something out of dirt, little pebbles, shiny pieces of glass, and flowers and stuff—this was back in North Carolina, in case I neglected to mention it—anyway, when my daddy saw me, he said, ‘What are you doing under your mama’s lilac bushes, Katie-Girl?’ See, that’s what they called me back then: ‘Katie.’”


I had to smile; she was really getting into her performance, making her voice go all high and squeaky when she was quoting her younger self, and low and gravelly whenever she was speaking as her father.


“‘Why, nothing, Daddy,’ I told him. ‘Nothing a-tall.’ And my daddy said, ‘Katie, your mama’s gonna be mad as a hornet when she finds out you’ve been digging up her favorite daffodils.’ But I shook my head. ‘No, she’s not, Daddy, ’cause I’m making her a fairy castle, and she’s gonna be so proud when she finds out she’s the only one in our neighborhood who has a garden full of pixies.’ That really tickled my daddy. He said, ‘You know, it looks to me like she already has one of those pixies sitting right in the middle of her flower bed!’ And that was that: from then on, I was ‘Pixie’ to everyone.”


Caralene laughed along with me, although I was sure she must have heard this story on numerous other occasions—and for the first time that day, I felt truly happy.


Just then, Mrs. Brown made an undignified rush past our door, with Miss Smalley close on her heels.


“Hello there, Mrs. Brown!” I sang out, giddy with relief.


Surely the worst was over. Those poor, ignorant women no longer had any power over me, and now the fear and humiliation I had experienced just a short while ago was replaced by a smug kind of pity.


“What a bunch of idiots!” I said, giggling.


“Don’t you underestimate them, Meri.” Caralene’s lovely face was stern. “If they put their minds to it, they can make you feel like what happened today was a picnic. You wouldn’t believe how much trouble they can cause.”


“What kind of trouble?”


“Well, for one thing, they—”


“Yoo-hoo! Toodle-dee-doo!” trilled a cheery voice from the adjoining room. “Where are you, roommatie?”


Pixie and Caralene looked at each other in consternation.


“Hey, roommatie, it’s me: Myrna May McCarthy, all the way from Fort Wayne, Indiana! I know you’re here. I heard your voice. Where are you?”


“We’re in here,” I blurted out.


Pixie and Caralene glared at me.


“Thanks a lot, Meri!” Pixie growled under her breath.


“But we have to meet her sooner or later,” I protested, stung.


“Well, if it’s all the same to you, I’d prefer to make it later.” Caralene stood up and headed for the hall exit.


But before she could make good her escape, a large, red-haired girl came bounding energetically out of the washroom, followed by a middle-aged white couple whose pleasant smiles evaporated the instant they set eyes upon the three of us.




chapter 3: rachel


By suppertime I had reached the erroneous but nevertheless comforting conclusion that everything that could go wrong had already done so. After all, we had heard nothing further from the ladies of the Registration Committee, and Pixie, Caralene, Myrna, and I seemed to be settling comfortably into our suite. Surely the worst was over now that Myrna’s parents were gone, seemingly having resigned themselves to leaving the four of us to our collective fate.


And oh, was I glad to see the last of that duo!


The McCarthys had been outraged to discover that their precious only child had been assigned a black roommate—and to my chagrin, they hadn’t been the least bit inhibited about saying so, even in front of my new friends. However, contrary to my expectations, Myrna had staunchly insisted that she was perfectly satisfied with our living arrangements as they stood.


“I will not change rooms!” she announced. Hands fisted on her hips, she glowered down at her parents, both of whom were several inches shorter than her and approximately half her weight. “The one I have now suits me just fine.”


“You will too change!” was her mother’s adamant response. “No child of mine is going to have a nigger for a roommate.”


I gasped, shocked by her rudeness.


“I’m staying here!” Myrna insisted.


“Now, Myrna dear, listen to your mother,” her father mumbled, meek as milquetoast. “She knows what’s best.”


“Stay out of this, Henry! Myrna May, stop sassing me and go get your things. We’re going right back downstairs to demand a different room.” Without another word, Mrs. McCarthy turned and marched back through the washroom.


“No, we won’t!” Myrna shouted, close on her mother’s heels, her face an apoplectic red. “I will not change rooms!”


“And I say you will!”


“WILL NOT!!!”


“Don’t you use that tone of voice with me, young lady!”


“Then shut up and mind your own business!” Their conversation, if that’s what you could call it, wasn’t the least bit muffled by the intervening walls. “I’m a college coed now, and you can’t make me do anything I don’t want to, ever again!”


“Don’t you shake your fist in my face!”


“DON’T TOUCH ME!”


“Put that down this instant!”


This was followed by the sound of something shattering against the opposite wall.


And so it went: a spectacular fight—even by Henriques standards.


What Pixie and Caralene thought of the McCarthys was a matter of conjecture, since both had long since fled the battlefield.


In the end, Myrna had managed to out-shout her parents; they went off shaking their heads and muttering about the ingratitude of children.


“We’re Irish,” Myrna told me with obvious pride as she stood unpacking the largest of her bloated suitcases. “And you know what they say about Irish tempers.”


I wasn’t sure I liked her, but I was willing to give her the benefit of the doubt. I suspected this had been her first chance to stage a rebellion, and I thought she’d done it with style.


[image: Images]


Dinner was a disaster.


When Pixie and Caralene returned from their self-imposed exile that evening, the four of us adjourned to the cafeteria, where we picked up trays loaded with food and beverages before settling down at one of the room’s many dining tables. Unfortunately, a single taste was enough to confirm what my nose had suggested: the food was vile.


“What is this stuff?” I demanded, poking at a pale greenish wedge that had vomitous pink goo, dotted with darker chunks, oozing down its sides. There was also a mound of grayish-white glop that looked for all the world like congealed library paste, and beside this was something that resembled a rectangle of greasy cardboard. It was little comfort that I was actually able to identify Lima beans—one of my all-time least favorite vegetables—and a slice of dry, crumbly chocolate cake.


“Salad with Russian dressing,” Pixie announced around a mouthful of food, indicating the pink-coated lump. “Mashed potatoes and chicken-fried steak.” Even as she spoke, she was rapidly devouring everything on her plate. By the time she finished, she was eyeing my dinner with undisguised longing.


“You want it?” I asked, pushing my tray towards her. “It’s yours.”


She immediately speared the thin gray slab of so-called steak, but cutting it up into bite-sized pieces and chewing it turned out to be quite a challenge, even for her.


“You hurt my feelings, Meri!” Caralene announced in a mocking little-girl whine. “I need that steak more than Pixie does.”


“Why?” I couldn’t suppress a shudder.


“In case you didn’t notice, I haven’t touched mine.” Caralene pointed delicately. “So if you’d given me yours, I could have used the two of them to get my shoes re-soled.”


Pixie was too busy chewing to reply.


“And if you think this stuff is bad,” Caralene continued, “wait ’til you get a whiff of the Friday Night Special: frozen fish sticks with peas and tartar sauce. Yum.”


To compensate for the loss of my dinner, I consumed as much milk as I could, using it to wash down the dregs of chocolate cake.


“Very nutritious!” Pixie opined.


Afterwards, we went back upstairs to finish unpacking. Myrna and I were supposed to attend a meeting for the third-floor freshmen girls later that evening, but before we had a chance to leave our suite, what turned out to be our nightly parade of visitors began to arrive.


The first was a dark-skinned young woman who came stalking into our room, bristling with annoyance that was palpable even before she’d uttered a single word. She dismissed me with a withering glance and sailed right toward Pixie.


“Girl, you know what the Three Stooges downstairs did? They gave me a goddamn white-trash roommate! No matter that she’s from New York . . .”


Improbably, Pixie looked over at me and winked.


“. . . she’s still white-trash, far as I’m concerned, and I told those old biddies so.” Our visitor’s voice rose. “And they won’t let me transfer back to the Trees! They say I gotta stay here in this dumb whitey dorm. Well, piss on them!”


“Calm down, Gineeva. I know you’re mad, but think about it: in the long run, this might turn out to be what’s best for everyone.”


“Screw that!! I don’t want to live here. I already told you so.”


“Well, I do. And I think you’ll change your mind once you’ve had time to think it over. By the way, this is my roommate, Meri Henriques.”


Intimidated by Gineeva’s angry tirade, which I somehow felt was directed at me, I had retreated into my corner of the room, where I was trying to make myself as inconspicuous as possible.


Now Gineeva shot me a look of pure, unadulterated venom. “Pixie, you always were soft on Whities,” she sneered.


I remained silent, hoping she’d forget that I existed.


“What about you, Cara—you gonna stay here, too?” she demanded of our suitemate, who had come in, attracted by the commotion.


“Sure,” Caralene replied with enviable serenity. “I intend to stay here and show them they can’t chase me out. And that’s something you ought to consider, too, before you do any transferring.”


“Fuck that! So you’re gonna play Uncle Tom for them, too? I guess you-all think we should be grateful to them for giving us the chance to help integrate their lily-white dormitory. Well, screw them! I know where I belong, and it’s not here!”


She headed for the door.


“Where are you going?” Pixie called after her.


“Back to the Trees!”


“But, Gineeva—”


“Don’t worry, Pixie. You know Gineeva: she’ll fuss and fume—and then she’ll stay,” Caralene announced with absolute certainty as she turned back towards her own room.
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