
Chapter 8

	“You don’t have to take this job if you’d rather do something else,” said Joanie. “We haven’t filled all the jobs yet. However, I think this is the best you’ll find. After the Work-Study students have their pick, we plan to post the remainder of the jobs. In the rare event that one of the switchboard operator positions is still available an upperclassman will snap it up.”
	“What’s makes this job so desirable?” Karen asked.
	“It’s not physically demanding like the work in the caf and the hours are very flexible. It’s the easiest job to schedule around classes. And the weekend hours aren’t set in stone. Every Thursday we have meetings to see which weekend hours you want. That way nobody's stuck working every weekend.”
	“Is it a problem if I read while I’m working at the switchboard?”
	“Not at all. Most people study while they work the board. The only other job allowing you to do that is at the library desk and that job rotates with other library workers. Certainly, you can’t study while you shelve books.”
	“How did I get selected for this?”
	“I picked you, myself. I’ll be your supervisor”
	“Thanks!”
	“Does this mean you’ll take it?”
	“When do I start?”
	“Desk operators have their first meeting with me on Thursday evening at seven o’clock.”
	“I’ll be there.”
	Karen correctly guessed Joanie felt sorry for her because of the way the Abramses refused to let Cherrie room with her. Although she felt uneasy about this, if she had to suffer the unpleasant results of racism, she might as well take advantage of anything good it brought.
The only thing that really bothered Karen was her roommate’s reaction when she heard of Karen’s good fortune. Joanie previously told Kenisha she usually assigns freshman to the cafeteria.
Karen saw Kenisha’s eyes narrow. “I guess they don’t mind one of us sitting at the front desk if you have light skin.”
“Kenisha, I’m sorry you have to work in the caf. However, what was I supposed to do? I wasn’t going to turn it down.”
“Yeah, you’re right. There’s no point turning down your position as token Negro of the switchboard.”
“I’m just going to ignore that.”

	After Karen settled into a routine of classes, work and a very limited social life, sometimes she went to see a movie with Kenisha. She met the remaining black men on campus within the next week. After her initial attraction to Tyrone, she learned his interest in her was purely platonic.
	She asked him, “How can you stand to sneak around with white girls who are ashamed to be seen with you?”
	“I’m not looking for the love of my life. I just want someone who’s going to give me what I need,” Tyrone answered.
	“They don’t really like you. They just heard that disgusting rumor about black men’s physical attributes and want to know if it’s true,” she said.
	“Ain’t life grand?” He smiled.
Karen shifted her body on a wooden chair at the library. Her leaky pen made her notes sloppy, and a blue stain blotted through the pages on her tablet. She swore softly, tossed the pen into a nearby trashcan and pulled another from her hand bag.
	“Want to blow this off and roll down to the student union?”
	“Ty, I’m not buying your cocoa today.”
	“My treat this time. Come on. You said that paper’s not due until the end of next week.”
***
	“Here, I even got you a pack of cookies,” Tyrone said.
	“Thanks, but I don’t eat chocolate chip cookies.”
	“Why not? Everybody likes chocolate chip cookies.”
	“Something unpleasant happened one time while I was eating chocolate chips cookies, and now I don’t eat them anymore.”
	“What happened? You weren’t sexually abused or nothing were you?”
	“No!”
	“You sure? You know you can tell me anything?”
	“If you must know, I lost a friend that day. Geez.”
	“A boyfriend.”
	“No, nothing like that. This was a woman.”
Karen blew steam from her cup of cocoa as Tyrone’s eyes bore into her. She frowned and asked, “What?”
	“May I ask you a personal question?”
	“You just asked me if I’ve ever been raped. How much more personal do you intend to get?”
	“Why come you ain’t street like the rest of us?”
	“You’re not street, Ty, so stop using bad grammar.”
	“How do you know if I’m not street most of the time instead of pretending I’m street some of the time?”
	“Because I know when you’re showing off.”
	“You think you know me that well, huh?”
	Karen raised her eyebrows and nodded.
	“Yes . . . well . . . maybe you do. But, I hardly know anything about you, Miss Mystery.”
	“Alright, Tyrone, what do you want to know?”
	“You say you come from Homewood, but you act like you come from Upper St. Clair.”
	“Is that a crime?”
	“No. I just want to know. If it’s none of my business, just say so.”
	Karen sighed and said, “It’s no secret. My story’s just a little different, that’s all.”
	“Go on,” he encouraged.
	“When I was twelve my mother packed her bags and left. That meant my father had to raise four kids alone. Well, he wasn’t entirely alone. I was as much of a mother to my younger sisters and brother as my limited maturity would allow.”
	“Man, Karen, it’s really jive when your moms breaks camp and hoofs.”
“I don’t feel sorry for myself. If my mother had stayed where she belonged, my entire life might have been different. It’s just my luck that one of the worst things in my life was perhaps one of the best things.”
“How so?” Tyrone asked.
“Thanks to my guidance counselor at school, a well-meaning, white-looking lady from Big Brothers Big Sisters became sort of a mentor. For about six months, she encouraged me to grow beyond the ghetto. But sometimes I feel like I’ve alienated myself from my own world,” Karen said wistfully.
“And that’s the Karen Baker story,” he said abruptly while looking past her.
“There’s more,” Karen said. She turned to see what Tyrone was looking at and saw Jo Beth McAllister.
“Now that I’m no longer a mystery, I can’t keep your attention?”
“I’ll hear the rest later,” he promised. “I’ve got to roll.”
Karen watched him walk toward the blonde coed’s direction. She pressed her lips together and shook her head.
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