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“Um, you’re kidding, right?” Ari Coleman asked, pausing from reaching for the order of potato fries sitting in the middle of the table. “How in the world could any kind of cobbler come out tasting like sardines?”

From her booth across the table, Ari’s friend Berta laughed. “Nobody knows how she makes it. But she enters every cobbler contest, and that’s what the judges think her cobblers taste like. According to the bag boy at the grocery.” Sharing this information didn’t stop Berta from snatching up her own potato fry. She dipped it into the tall glass before her, filled with the malted milkshake she’d received at the front counter when she’d made her beverage order: “burn one—chocolate.”

After a bite of her now chocolaty fry, Berta told Ari, “Apparently, she keeps up the cobbler thing as a joke. Some bet she made with her husband. But the judges have never banned anybody.”

Ari lifted a skeptical forefinger. “So, if anybody can sign up to enter their food in the contests, can anybody sign up to judge them?”

At her place beside Ari in their booth, Vicky swallowed a sip of her usual strawberry ice cream soda, called a “pink cow.” She tapped a fingertip to the table to underscore a point. “No, you have to be on one of the community committees to judge stuff.”

“Yeah,” Berta confirmed. “Besides, if anybody could judge the food contests, somebody like, say, Bam would sign up to judge ’em all.” She let out a snicker. “And he wouldn’t even be judging, really. He’d just go around with a knife and a fork, eating up all the entries.” Her mouth and hands collaborated to imitate the gobbling up of food from multiple plates. “Wouldn’t even leave any crumbs for the other judges to judge.”

As Vicky’s laughter bounced in to mix with Berta’s over that, Ari casually join in. But the warmth seeping into her cheeks informed her that the blush tan skin of her face was likely visited by a deeper blush at the mention of that one name.

Bam.

Taking a second to make sure her composure was intact, Ari brought a hand up to smooth the side of her long black hair, currently styled in a large bun. She and her two girlfriends with her were on summer break following their junior year of high school. They’d decided to spend this weekday afternoon here at Bro Brown’s Burgers and Malts, a popular establishment located on Main Street in West Hill, a community nicknamed the “Black Diamond district.” Bro Brown’s was rather busy with people lunching and laughing and whatnot, the air around them alive with music from the room’s jukebox.

The present conversation at Ari’s table revolved around a particular week coming up for the neighborhood in a little less than a month. A week of annual summertime celebration, named after the neighborhood’s nickname. There’d be plenty of competitions taking place during that week, including a few that would be judged by taste-testing judges.

With the pleasant warmth lingering in her cheeks, Ari slid right onto the topic of Bam with a further question. “He’d eat up the salty sardine dessert too? Wait—why am I asking?” she deadpanned, not bothering to shake her head. “Bam would whip out and rip open a big package of soda crackers to spread that cobbler on. Without even blinking.”

“Ha!” Vicky voiced her agreement with a smile at Ari. “You know him so well now.”

“You mean Bam’s bottomless appetite and I?” Ari gave her eyes a soft roll. “Yes, we’ve met.”

After that joke had a beat to pass, Berta spoke back up with a light announcement. “I think I’m going to enter the pie contest this year.”

That bit of news brought a new spark of interest to Vicky’s eyes. “Oh, yeah?” Both of her hands flew up to hold either side of her face, left open by her brown hair that she’d curled and pinned away from it. “Berta! Entering the baking festivities. You’ll be joining the ranks of the grownups.”

Chuckling, Berta gave her head a noncommittal jiggle, making the curls at the ends of her dark brown hair jiggle along with it. “Taking a stab at it, anyway. I’ve been working on a new berry mixture for pie at home. Trying things out. We’ll see what happens.”

That news held special interest for Ari as well. “Hey, if you’ve already been working on a recipe,” she enthused to Berta, “it’ll be a dilly.” She turned her face toward Vicky, asking, “Are you entering a contest too?”

Vicky shook her head. “I’ll be taking notes about other folks.” She reached for the middle of the table, picking up a fry. “The Courier mostly reports on what the adults are doing, but I want to write a Black Diamond Days article from the angle of our generation. I might be able to get it into the Courier. Maybe as a letter to the editor. If not, I’ll use it for my first Life Beat article next year,” she said, referring to her lifestyle and society column in West Hill High School’s newspaper, The Black Diamond Daily.

“You see?” Berta was quick to say, pointing a hand in Vicky’s direction but looking at Ari. “Even on break from school, our beloved Brain can’t resist doing some kind of homework. Someway, somehow. If she can’t hand it in to a teacher, a newspaper editor will do.”

The only rebuttal from Vicky was the amused twisting of her lips and the shaking of her potato fry at Berta, whose tone turned genuinely amazed. “That’d be something, though, Vick—your first time writing for the paper-paper. We’d have to mail a copy to Evie.”

“If I get into the paper-paper. But Evie will still want to hear about whatever else happens that week.” Dipping her fry into some of the remaining whipped cream in her soda glass, Vicky said to Ari, “I guess I don’t have to tell you that it’s almost as big as Christmas. Black Diamond Days.”

“Mm hm. I suspected so,” Ari replied. She thought of the related event notices that had been going up on bulletin boards around the hill since the day after school let out for the summer.

Berta added, “It’s the most neighborly time of year around here too, besides Christmas. Even the Cunninghams get into the spirit. In the parade at the end, the new Queen Black Diamond always gets to ride past and wave at the crowd from my favorite of the Cunninghams’ cars. Their luxurious convertible.” She moved her hand in a dainty flourish with the “luxurious” detail.

As Vicky finished her fry, she grunted. “For a fee.”

Berta’s flourishing hand, still in the air, froze there. “What?”

“For a ‘service’ fee,” Vicky clarified, “paid by the community board. The Cunninghams charge the board to have the convertible in the parade. And not just the price of the little bit of gas it takes to get down Main. I heard it from the bag boy, so I asked my dad if he knew anything about it. He did.” She looked at Ari to add, “Don’t know if I told you—my dad’s on the community security committee.”

Ari’s head moved vaguely up and down at that fact, but she voiced no reply. Wasn’t it something? Here, in everyday conversation, when a girl could just mention her father to other people. So easily.

Berta lowered her hand. “Ah. A service fee. Figures.” After a harrumph, she assured Ari, “Well, it’s a neighborly time of year anyhow. You’ll feel it in the air. All over the place.”

Ari smiled a bit at that. Hmm. Neighborliness in the air. It sounded lovely.

Finally reaching for the middle of the table again, Ari plucked up a potato fry from the shared order the girls had gotten after they’d run out of the fries they’d eaten with their hamburgers. Ari used her fry to skim off the rest of the extra whipped cream she’d requested as a topping on her own soda, made with vanilla ice cream and chocolate syrup.

A soda called a “black and white.”

On the other side of the room, Louis Jordan and His Tympany Five came jumping through the jukebox with a jump blues song, “Choo Choo Ch’Boogie.” The rhythm of the song’s train chugging through Bro Brown’s got Ari and her girlfriends moving in unison at their table. Rocking this way and that, they continued dipping and sipping on this sweet, smooth, and crispy course of their lunch.

It never ceased to fascinate Ari to hear how music could take some of the difficult parts of life and turn them into art that people could appreciate. Or even dance to, in a lot of cases.

“Another example of how art helps us to process,” Ari’s father, who worked as a pianist in a nightclub band, had once observed to her. The two of them had completed a Saturday afternoon piano lesson for Ari and had turned to their living room record player, discussing the lyrics of this very song as it choo-chooed on its way down its train tracks.

“After a soldier comes back from war,” her father had said, “it can be hard for him to make a go of life again at home. You can hear the story attesting to that in the lyrics. Yet, the art of this song. Its composition. Its beat. The fact that this story was made into such an upbeat song in the first place.” His look had grown thoughtful. “It lets you know that this soldier’s hard time doesn’t mean everything’s hopeless.”

While listening, Ari had given her father a nod. “Yeah, Papá. It makes sense.”

Before starting the record over again, Ari’s father asked her to dance, and she accepted. The two of them weren’t three steps into it yet when Ari’s mother scuttled into the living room from the kitchen, barging in on the dance to make it a three-way ch’boogie.

Ari, at seventeen years old, could imagine lots of teenagers balking at the idea of bopping around with their parents that way. But dancing really meant something in the Coleman family. Especially considering that Mr. Coleman could still dance at all.

As Ari continued to rock to the rhythm of the chugging train in Bro Brown’s, she began humming along to the tune. She had more of her own processing to do, pondering what, among other things, was different about her father, compared to Berta’s and Vicky’s.

And compared to a number of other men in the Black American community of West Hill, located in the city of Port Milestone, USA.
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A few years ago, the country had gone through the Second World War. Although Mr. Benson, Berta’s father, was among the millions of Black American men who registered for the military draft during the war, he would not have been selected to go off to the battlefield. He wouldn’t have passed the physical fitness examination for soldiers, given that one of his legs was shorter than the other.

Mr. Phillips, Vicky’s father, also ended up in the half of Black registrants for the draft who weren’t inducted into service. The same went for Vicky’s older brother, Roy.

In contrast, a call did eventually come for Mr. Coleman, albeit the call was a late one. Younger American men had been called up first, and then the country had been reluctant about taking husbands and fathers away from their families. Nonetheless, when Mr. Coleman was called to go off to war, he went.

Consequently, Mrs. Coleman took up a steady job in her husband’s absence. She was hired onto the daytime maintenance crew at the same nightclub from which her husband had taken an extended leave. The club also recruited some women musicians to make up for its absent band members.

While Mr. Coleman was gone, Ari and her mother found ways to keep each other’s spirits up as much as possible. For instance, late one afternoon when Mrs. Coleman returned home from work, Ari had a sandwich ready for her in the kitchen. Mrs. Coleman rolled up one sleeve of the coveralls she hadn’t yet removed, she held up her sandwich in one hand, and she made a muscle to present to Ari.

“Call me ‘Rosie,’” Mrs. Coleman said, drawing a laugh from her daughter.

“Well, look at you, Rosie!” Ari placed her hands on her hips, shaking her head in a show of wonder. “Aren’t you riveting?”

Mrs. Coleman appeared ready to answer in the affirmative but then said, “On second thought, no. Don’t you call me that. It’s still ‘Mamá’ to you. But just so you know...” With that, she smacked a loud kiss to her exposed bicep, directing a proud nod at Ari.

Months later, before the war was over, Ari’s father came back home with a wounded leg. For a while, he couldn’t get around without either a wheelchair or crutches.

On account of more than his physical wound, however, Mr. Coleman suffered from a singular kind of exhaustion: the mentally tiring effects of having fought in a war under a partly false identity. Mr. Coleman had feared every day that a national institution as large and official as the Army might find him out, somehow.

At that time, and for years since before Ari was born, in the life Mr. Coleman had been living, he’d kept a certain truth about himself hidden.

From the general public, he’d hidden the fact that he was Black American.

Granted, when Mr. Coleman had met the future Mrs. Coleman—a Mexican American woman who legally counted as white—he’d made sure she knew the truth. They in turn decided to tell Mrs. Coleman’s widowed mother the truth. Years later on, while Ari had still been a child but had matured enough to know how to keep a sensitive secret, her parents had told her the truth.

But most people, seeing this man with rather silky dark hair and light beige skin, couldn’t see the truth merely by looking at him. Moreover, this man’s parents were no longer living. He had no siblings. He lived far away from the city and community of his birth. Though he’d made some private contact with a few old friends from that community since he’d left it, he’d never told most other people anything more specific than the state or region he’d come from.

Like the other public aspects of his life, when Mr. Coleman had served his time of military duty, he’d done it passing as a white man.

During his time overseas, Mr. Coleman had undergone surgery to save his wounded leg. The procedure hadn’t been sufficient to bring the damaged limb back into proper working order. So, he went through additional surgery back at home. Mrs. Coleman went on working at the nightclub until her husband healed enough to return to the piano.

A short time after the war ended, a second child, a son, was born into the Coleman family. Although Ari had inherited her mother’s physical attributes, Ari’s baby brother, Daniel, more closely resembled his father.

With some key differences.

Mr. Coleman’s hair had only hints of a natural curl to it. And whenever he heavily exerted himself or became particularly excited, a rosy undertone rose toward the surface of his skin.

Daniel’s dark hair was a bit more on the puffy than silky side. His beige skin wasn’t quite as light as his father’s. And whenever Daniel fussed or otherwise became particularly excited, the undertone that rose toward the surface of his skin...was brown.

Ari would never forget one Sunday afternoon in the spring, back when she was sixteen and her brother was a year old. In a small, somewhat tucked-away field outside of the neighborhood they lived in at the time, the Coleman family had lunch that day. For a leisurely spell after their meal, Ari lounged in the grass and chatted with her father, who was resting his leg. Some yards away, her mother was frolicking around with Daniel.

At one point, Ari and her father eased into silence. The two of them sat watching as Daniel would toddle over to his grinning mother, poke out his round belly for her tickling fingers, then he’d shriek with glee, chortling and scampering away, only to turn around and toddle back for more.

As Ari was thinking about getting up to go tumble into their play, her father’s voice beside her was so low, she almost missed it.

“They’ll know.”

Ari looked over at her father. His eyes hadn’t moved from the toddling and tickling game across the way, but his gaze had become as pensive as it was calm.

Ari’s forehead wrinkled, her own voice too uncertain to lift above a whisper. “What?”

Long seconds passed before her father spoke again. “They’re going to look at my son,” he said, the slow words a quiet reflection as he gave a faint nod toward his younger child. “And they’ll know.”

Ari went motionless before she let her eyes turn back to her brother, caught up in all of his scampering and laughter. His exertion and excitement. The tone in his delighted face accordingly rising to a browner shade than any other skin in his immediate family.

At the moment, the shade went rising clear up to his hairline: the edge of his little bush of hair, which hadn’t any autumn or winter cap covering it up on this spring day.

Ari had always considered Daniel’s hair to be as soft as hers. Even so, her hair, at whatever length, could never stand up on its own like Daniel’s baby bush could.

Sure, the boy was about due for his first haircut. But in an instinctive instant, Ari knew as well as she knew anything that her father wouldn’t abide having Daniel put through constant barbering for the purpose of disguising his hair’s very nature. Nor would her father expect or demand that his son either keep from everything like running or laughing so long in public, or else be kept out of the public’s sight.

Or to never grow up.

At the time, Daniel Coleman had only been a year and some months into his growth and development. Hence, there was a chance that his brown blushing was only a preview of what his skin color might be one day.

Unsure of what to do with those thoughts, Ari lowered her gaze to the grass.

“Change is on the way for nightclubs.”

That sudden comment from her father didn’t draw Ari’s gaze back up right away, but it seized her attention.

“Change for jazz bands in general,” her father mused on. “As jazz picks up new trends. Flows with different sounds. And swing bands as large as mine was before the war? It’s expensive, having so many musicians in one group. From my guess, a lot of big bands will have to break up or cut down on members. It’ll change their sound.”

His pause was what made Ari look up in time to see her father shrug. Not an uncertain shrug but one that spoke of almost resigned understanding as he said, “They’ll still need guys on piano, though.”

She was getting a picture of where he was going with this. His following words confirmed the picture.

“I’ve been talking with your mother, Ari.” At last, her father turned his head to look at her, a damp glisten in his eyes as he smiled at her. Gently. “It might be about time for our own change. For all of us.”

It wasn’t that Ari could already see the bigger picture’s every detail. But she had more of a sense about what was ahead than she would have been able to articulate yet.
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