Old Souls?

True friendship transcends words, for it is a bonding of souls. It is also a form of love, and its foundation is trust.
	 
	One day on the way home, “the slap” happened. Barbara, a high school colleague of mine “hit” me with, “I can’t see or talk to you anymore.”
	“Why,” I asked. Her only response was that her mom didn’t want her to associate with black people. I was heartbroken. Devastated in fact. That evening I sat on my front porch steps and cried my heart out. We were afraid to defy her mother because Barbara had a cousin that attended the same high school and would snitch on us if she saw anything to the contrary. Besides, it would create ill will at home. I’m not sure if Barbara tried to convince her mom otherwise. The wonderful thing about our friendship was that we had transcended the usual racial issues and cultural differences and accepted one another without judgment. Her mom was fashioned from a different cloth and grew up in a different era. Negroes in her mom’s era carried the stereotype of being lazy, dishonest, lewd, loud, and watermelon lovers. Friends later told me her mom was afraid she would marry a black guy.
	Barbara, an Italian, was well put together physically. Chatty. Fashion conscious. Always clean looking with fashionable hair styles. She had her share of male admirers but maintained a strong moral compass regarding sex. A smart cookie. Could type a zillion words a minute. She also possessed a soft spot in her heart for black guys, particularly athletes.
We frequently walked to and from school together along Wilson Avenue in South Park, the main drag between Morgantown High School and my home. The avenue was a quiet tree lined brick street with attractive two-story bungalows possessing lots of windows, balconies, and porches. South Park was a residential neighborhood comprised of wealthy white homeowners. 
I used to wait for her to come into view from my back door window, then race out the front door to meet her at the corner. We were always glad to see one another so early in the morning and started jabbering about nothing in particular, even though we had just said “Good night,” a few hours previously. She was enrolled in the commercial course at school specializing in typing, stenography, shorthand and the like, hoping to become a big-time executive secretary for an equal big time CEO in a Fortune 500 company. I was enrolled in the academic program because I wanted to go to college, majoring in art. I was a talented art student and discovered this skill ran through my veins. I had established a record of winning county wide art contests such as Clean up, Fix Up, Paint Up spring competitions. I had also won a safety poster contest and the Downes Award, for outstanding student artist. A National Scholastic art award followed. 
But life moved on as it usually does. “Barb”, my pet name for her, found a job in Washington D.C. after graduating from high school and I entered the University of West Virginia as an art major. 
At some point in time, I was surprised to receive a letter from her. “Let’s be friends again,” she wrote. Her private phone and job numbers as well as her address were included in the correspondence. I accepted her invitation. Anger had never entered my mind regarding Barbara because I knew her mother was responsible for the rude admonition. After the acceptance, we shared our life experiences. She told me about her husband Lowell, who was a mathematician. When her daughter was born and subsequent relocation to the Midwest. She even sent pictures of her grandchildren. When I told her I was traveling to Rome for a convention in 2019, she sent suggestions of places to visit and maps she had stored away for future trips. I shared my job experiences in Richmond, Virginia, and relocation to New York to pursue a master’s degree in art and subsequent employment with Harcourt Brace and World, elementary school publishers. We even attended class reunions every five years in our hometown. We were like sisters reaching back for yesterday.
	I last saw Barbara at the 50th class reunion in 2009 and met her husband for the first time. “Barb” and I shared a long embrace upon meeting at our class reunion, tears streaming down our faces. We continue to call and email one another even to this day. 60 plus years. All has been forgiven. Our wounds have healed. Unconditional love revealed. True souls bonded.


