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For her to have suddenly imagined dancing—and to imagine being dipped, no less—in the middle of Bro Brown’s Burgers and Malts? Oh, mercy. That had been silly.

Vicky Phillips was still at Bro Brown’s now on this Saturday afternoon, seated in a booth, sipping a strawberry ice cream soda from a tall glass. The height of lunch hour was over, so the crowd in here was light. Music was swinging from the jukebox on one side of the room, but Vicky barely heard it, her mind passing through belated thoughts. Belated memories of a pair of noisy children, running around outside together.

She reached up to touch one side of her honey brown face, feeling the pleasant warmth those memories caused. In a way they never had before.

Her daydreaming carried on in a forward direction until two of her girlfriends arrived at Bro Brown’s.

“Hey, Vicky!” Berta and Evie waved at her before the two of them went up to the front counter to make their orders. The girls would surely be brimming with chitchat once they joined Vicky at her table, and she’d best be ready to chitchat back. Any odd silence from her, and her friends were bound to start asking questions. Then Vicky would be likely to blurt the news about an, um, incident that had taken place here, not too many minutes ago.

If the incident could even be called news. It might not have been anything after all. Maybe it wouldn’t have felt like it could be something, if not for a (coincidental?) conversation Vicky had been a part of, a few months back.

See, somehow a certain subject had come up around the breakfast table at the Phillips family’s house one Sunday morning. Vicky’s father had been in one of his jaunty moods, saying at one point in the discussion, “He doesn’t have to know how to dance. A man just has to make sure he picks a woman who knows how. Then when they’re on the dance floor, while she’s doing her thing, all he has to do is get a little low and snap his fingers to her feet.” He lowered one hand and threw down some upbeat snaps near his side. “Makes it look like somethin’.”

Vicky’s older brother, Roy, had snickered. “Oh, so while Mom was busy bopping around and kicking up her heels and everything, you used to just stand there snapping at her?”

“Hey.” A smirk quirked up the dark, trim mustache on their father’s mahogany face. “I didn’t say I didn’t know how to dance. The band would be wore out by the time I was done on the floor. Still happens when I take your mother out. Ask anybody.”

Vicky’s mother cut into the conversation after crunching into a strip of bacon. “All right now, saints. Is this really the subject we need to have on our minds right before church?”

“Hm? Why not?” her husband wanted to know. “Don’t we talk about the Bible at church? They danced in the Bible, Sister Phillips. Amen?”

“No ‘amen’ to that. That’s not the kind of dancing you’re going on about.”

“No? You don’t know what all their dances looked like in the Bible. Who’s to say that sometimes God’s children weren’t jukin’?”

“Otis!” Vicky’s mother squeaked at her husband, her eyes popping wide with the appropriate degree of Sabbath Day disapproval.

“Marion?” he addressed his wife in return with an innocent lift of his eyebrows, until her light brown cheeks twitched with what was, no doubt, loosely locked-up laughter.

Vicky swallowed a bite of her scrambled eggs, holding up a hand to get her father’s attention. “Wait, Dad, come on. A guy won’t get by for that long on the floor if he can’t dance. What if his girl wants him to pick her up and swing her around and stuff?”

“Ain’t hard to swing a girl around,” her father claimed. “He can even do a test run beforehand. Any old day when he sees her, he can bump right smack into her, catch her before she falls. See what her weight feels like. Then he’ll know he can swing her.”

Roy snorted.

Vicky turned amused eyes on her mother. “Is that what Dad did to you? Ran up and barreled into you one day, then the next day he asked you to dance and swung you around?”

Not meeting her daughter’s eyes, Vicky’s mother kept her gaze leveled on her now grinning husband sitting across the breakfast table from her. After some slow chewing of her bacon, she answered, “No, Victoria. Your father did not.” She reached out to pick up her cup of coffee. “It was me who used to swing him around.”

By the end of that Sunday morning exchange with the family, Vicky had been laughing.

Now, these months later, it would take a tad of extra effort for her to laughingly settle into an afternoon chat with her friends. To move on, sort of, from today’s earlier, um, incident.

This day was the last Saturday of summer break before Vicky’s junior year of high school would start. She, Berta, and Evie had planned ahead to meet here at Bro Brown’s, a spot located on Main Street in West Hill, a community nicknamed the “Black Diamond district.”

As Berta and Evie were approaching Vicky’s table with their own tall glasses to sip from and a side of potato fries to share, Louis Jordan and His Tympany Five jumped onto the jukebox, urging everybody in the place to “Let the Good Times Roll.”

Berta harrumphed as she slid into the booth beside Vicky, saying, “Uh huh. If they really wanted the good times to roll on for us, they’d push school back a few weeks. Or months. Till after Christmas.”

Evie slid into the booth on the opposite side of the table. “I’m glad school’s starting up,” she admitted, her voice dropping a notch with her eyes. “It’ll help give my family something else to talk about at the dinner table.”

In response to that, Vicky’s heart also dropped a little. Evie’s great-grandmother, her family’s matriarch almost halfway across the country, had passed away recently. The past few weeks at home hadn’t been the easiest for Evie.

Vicky reached across the table to give her friend’s hand a quick squeeze, saying, “That’s different.” Berta hummed quiet agreement beside her, and once a faint smile of thanks came to Evie’s lips, Vicky went on. “I’m glad about school too, since I’ve decided to join the paper this year.”

Berta shook her head, making the curls at the ends of her dark brown hair jiggle. “The school paper. Leave it to you,” she said, giving another playful harrumph. “Being the only kid with all A’s every term isn’t enough for you. You have to go and pick a club that comes with bonus homework for fun.”

Vicky laughed at that. “It’s not about piling on more homework.” After taking another sip of creamy strawberry, she told her friends, “I want to be a journalist.”

That announcement made Evie pause from taking a sip from her own glass. “You mean as a job?”

“Mm hm. A career. After college.” Vicky waved a hand toward Bro Brown’s front windows, through which more of Main Street’s establishments were visible. “I bet I wouldn’t even have to leave Black Diamond. I could work for the Courier.”

Berta dipped a pair of potato fries into her malted milkshake as she slowly asked, “Do any ladies work there now?”

Vicky looked from one of her friends to the other, recognizing the hesitance on their faces. She put a hand to her chest. “If Ida B. Wells could be a journalist back in her day, I can now.”

Berta raised a teasing eyebrow at her. “Now?”

Tipping her head toward Berta, Vicky conceded to the tease with a mild roll of her eyes. “After college.”

Evie chortled across the table, grabbing a fry to dip.

Berta munched on her crispy potato pair, then she drummed her fingertips down on the tabletop to shift course. “Well, you have plenty of other business to deal with before then,” she told Vicky, pointing between her and Evie. “Y’all know how Chester Cunningham had that big fight with Hester this summer?”

Evie clicked her tongue. “Oh, the match made in money,” she reflected aloud. In a dreamy gesture, she brought the back of her hand up to her forehead, near the decorative headscarf tied in a bow around her black hair. “Who’d have thought Chester and Hester wouldn’t last forever?”

Berta’s look took on a sly quality. “Yeah, well, he must be over that already. ’Cause I heard from the bag boy at the grocery who found out at the filling station that Chester’s been hinting around town about our own Vicky Phillips.”

Evie gasped.

Vicky’s jaw dropped. “Really?”

Berta gave a satisfied nod. “Really.”

Surprise and feminine instinct almost led Vicky to reach up to her head of carefully curled brown hair, to check on at least one of the two large rolls smoothed up on either side of her head.

At some point after the last World War ended, it occurred to Vicky that she’d begun to see fewer among America’s female population still wearing their hair in the way she’d chosen today. She understood that fashionable trends moved along with time, but she hadn’t gotten away from styling her hair like this when the mood would strike her. With those ample swirls pinned in place up there, topping off her appearance, she never felt more like a young lady wearing a crown.

Right now, though, she remembered there wasn’t any need for her to check her hair on account of the Chester in question. Not only because he wasn’t there but because, once the surprise and an initially flattered sensation bubbled up and fizzled out of her, Vicky was—

“Not interested.” One decided shake of her head accompanied her statement.

Evie looked incredulous. “You’re not interested?” She brought a fist down to rest on her hip. “The richest, finest boy on the hill has his eye on you, and you’re not interested?”

Berta’s lips bunched up with an objection. “Who says he’s the finest?” she challenged, as she was the one in their trio who had a boyfriend. A fellow by the name of Howard.

Evie shrugged a shoulder. “Chester sure ain’t ugly. And anyway, with all he’ll inherit as a Cunningham? That could make any boy look mighty fine.”

Before this chat could spiral any deeper into dollar signs and fine looks that weren’t Vicky’s concern, she felt the need to reemphasize, “Not interested.”

Berta didn’t appear convinced. “We’ve been sixteen for a while now, Vick. Didn’t you get permission to start dating on your birthday?”

“Yes, I did. And I do want to start.” Vicky’s eyes narrowed a bit. “But Chester? He hardly even talks to me, outside of a ‘hello’ once in a while, or ‘Oh, look! It’s raining outside.’ Doesn’t it seem suspicious that he would turn his attention to me, of all people, out of the blue?”

“What’s so suspicious about that?” Berta replied, pointing Vicky out with an open hand, up and down. “The Brain of West Hill High.”

Vicky gave a weak grunt at the title she hadn’t asked for, which didn’t seem to make any difference to all the people who used it to refer to her. “I don’t know why folks make that kind of fuss.” She held up a couple of her fingers. “We’ve still got two whole years of high school ahead. As I go along, my grades could slip.”

Evie’s face deadpanned at her. “You planning on letting your grades slip?”

Well. Vicky’s supposition had sounded flimsy to even her own ears. She lowered her fingers. “No.” Never, hopefully. “But it’s still two years.”

Berta wasn’t moved. “So? Either way, you’re The Brain ’round these parts. When you think about it, besides Hester, you’re just about the most popular girl at school.”

Vicky swept that assertion away with one hand. “Being known for your grades doesn’t mean you’re popular. And I wouldn’t trust the word about Chester. If he’s hinting around like he’s moved on from Hester already, it could be all jive. Trying to make her jealous or something.” She wagged a finger in the air, another squint coming to her eyes. “Besides, have y’all ever listened to him talk? Really listened? He’s got this attitude like he can have anything he wants.”

Berta’s forehead wrinkled. “Well, he can buy just about anything he wants. At least around here.”

“No, I mean anything-anything. He could be thinking he’ll woo the smart girl at school with presents and fancy dates, so then she’ll do his homework for him.”

Evie’s look was skeptical. “You don’t know if he’d do that.”

“But I’ve seen his attitude, though. I don’t trust it.” Vicky’s gaze settled down on her soda before her, her fingers wandering in to twist the glass this way and that by its base. “I really do want to start dating, but I don’t want to step out with just anybody.”

Berta’s half-nod wasn’t a full concession. “Fair enough. So what kind of guy do you want, then?”

Vicky stared at her glass without seeing it, her daydreams beginning to slip back to the forefront. “Oh, say... A guy who can be sweet. And—” Her eyes came up to move cautiously between her friends. “You’ll think this is corny.”

Evie leaned forward. “Tell us.”

After an additional moment of indecision, Vicky came clean. “I dream about going on library dates.”

Neither of her friends said anything right away. Then Evie was the one to speak, low in volume, her measure of humor under control but still there. “So, doing homework isn’t only fun for you. It’s your idea of romance too.” She clasped her hands together before her chest, breathing out her next words with a high sigh. “And there, the handsome prince caught the beautiful princess’s eye over their history notes and math problems. Doves perched on the windowsill outside. The violins started up. It was love! Then ol’ Miss Tatum came over from behind the front desk and told the violins to ‘Shh! Stop that! This is the library.’”

A titter escaped Berta.

Vicky couldn’t help smiling at her own expense, but she went on with insistence. “I just mean a guy who matches me here.” She tapped a finger to her temple. “A guy who’ll match me and who’ll like the idea of me working as a writer someday. I want him to be interesting and to think I’m interesting too.”

“Oh, my lovebug,” Evie said, sending a gentle smile Vicky’s way. “Boys our age aren’t interested in us yet. Not deep like that. Right now, they only want girls around for a good time.”

Berta’s eyes enlarged. “Thanks, Evelyn!” She threw up her hands in dramatic fashion.

Evie directed a gesture of acknowledgment toward a Howard who wasn’t present as she told his girlfriend, “Oh, you know what I mean. Boys in general. They want to have fun right now.” She then turned urging eyes on Vicky. “We girls can have our fun too, you know. Going on dates with a guy doesn’t mean you have to marry him. For instance, you could go to the homecoming dance with Chester, if he asks you, and that could be that. It’d be a nice first date, right? A school function, lots of people.” She indicated the three of them at the table. “Including us.”

The homecoming dance. There it was. The kind of topic to get Vicky’s insides stirring in a way they never quite had, before today. “I’m not sure about that kind of thing yet...” she told her friends, her voice barely above a whisper.

Finally, she was unable to help it any longer. Her thoughts slipped back to today’s earlier, um, incident.
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When Vicky had arrived at Bro Brown’s before her friends that day, she’d immediately stopped off at the jukebox.

Pulling her coin purse out of her small shoulder bag, she dug out a coin, dropped it into the jukebox, and punched in a selection to add to the song sequence. She then began making her way toward the front counter, fiddling with her coin purse some more. Some of her change slipped out of the purse and out of her grip, dropping to the black and white checkered floor, rolling under an unoccupied table. After bending down to retrieve her change, Vicky partially straightened up without looking ahead of her right away.

At that moment, Willie, the teenaged son of the chief cook who owned Bro Brown’s, was at the climax of an animated story he was telling a friend of his. Though Willie’s friend was seated, Willie was standing up and moving in reverse. His feet were a flashing deck of cards in swift shuffle as he angled backward, lifting an arm as if getting ready to hurl an invisible brick. Or to launch an invisible football.

His friend, seeing behind him, was too late in throwing up a warning wave. Hence, Willie, in the middle of his energized shuffling, backed right up into Vicky.

Now, she wasn’t a featherweight of a girl. But Willie was fairly tall in stature, a varsity athlete with a frame that rated somewhere between husky and hulky.
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