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For Black Hollywood:

those who were beloved, those who were forgotten,

and those who paved the way, no matter how small the role
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A Celebration of Life

The memorial service could only be held at the home in Hancock Park.

There were several places in the city that had meant a lot to Blossom Blackwood—certain pockets of South Los Angeles, film studio lots in Hollywood and Burbank, her Baptist church in Inglewood. But the house in Hancock Park was symbolic—not only of her hard work and ability to persevere in a neighborhood that was never supposed to accept her, but of her family, who considered it a second home. And the only thing she’d loved more than the house was that family, now gathered under its roof and missing her desperately.

A week before, they had all come together—Blossom’s son, her grandchildren, her great-grandchildren—for the cremation service at Forest Lawn, where their beloved Bebe’s ashes were now entombed in a mausoleum. She’d made arrangements long ago to be laid to rest in the same place as some of the people she’d most admired: Dorothy Dandridge, Sam Cooke, Elizabeth Taylor, Spencer Tracy. And Nat King Cole, who’d integrated Hancock Park back in the 1940s, helping Blossom gain the courage to buy a home there decades later.

If Blossom hadn’t reached the same heights of fame as those acting titans of her youth, she had certainly earned her spot among them. She was the sort of actor who had been widely known in the business as one of the most talented of her generation, though not the most celebrated. As recognizable for her acting as she was for her activism later in life, her career had spanned decades, encompassing dance, theater, film, and television work, and was marked by nominations for some of the most prestigious industry awards, including the Emmy statue she’d insisted on keeping next to the sugar bowl on her kitchen counter.

Now Blossom’s daughter-in-law, Taffy, stood in that same kitchen, micromanaging the catering staff in her vintage violet-hued Chanel suit. Abraham Blackwood, her husband and Blossom’s only child, sat upstairs on the edge of his mother’s bed. He’d excused himself by saying he was simply staying out of Taffy’s way; in truth, he wanted a moment of quiet, a bit of peace before the small group of people they’d invited came by to pay their respects. Abe picked up one of the pillows, squeezed it to his chest, and inhaled long and deep, knowing that soon the scents he’d always associated with his mother—lavender and rose water—would fade forever from her things.

Across the hallway, his adult son August was holed up in the guest room, furiously typing away on his phone. He knew better than anyone that he shouldn’t be answering emails on this day of all days, but work didn’t stop just because there had been a death in the family—even if the internationally known star who had passed on was the reason August, an entertainment lawyer, had emails to answer at all. But August’s younger brother, Clarence, was nobody’s fool; he didn’t bother knocking before turning the knob of the door, poking his head in as August hit send on the first email. August looked up with surprise and then shame as Clarence pointedly stared at the phone and told him the guests would be arriving in a few minutes.

Their eldest brother, Isaiah, was in his favorite hiding place, behind the shed in the backyard, with a joint he’d rolled that morning. This spot wasn’t exactly a secret; everyone, including his wife, teenage daughter, and even Bebe, knew he liked to smoke weed there, usually before meals and often afterward, too. He knew he wasn’t fooling anyone—especially not his mother, Taffy, who always made a big show of sniffing the air loudly when he entered the house, reeking of pot—but he’d been doing it too long to stop now. Besides, Bebe might not have encouraged it, but she didn’t mind it, either, and it was still her house, as far as Isaiah was concerned.

Isaiah’s wife and Clarence’s husband had just left together for one last run to the store to pick up ice and toilet paper, slipping through the trio of teenagers who sat on the front porch: Bebe’s great-grandchildren. This wasn’t the first time they’d experienced a death in the family, but it was the first one the cousins would be old enough to process as it was happening, from the phone calls informing them Bebe had passed in her sleep to the private funeral in Glendale last week to this moment, finally saying goodbye.

Prentice leaned back on his elbows, eyes lasered to his phone screen. Ardith sat in the middle, head hanging low, brushing tears from her eyes before they could drop to her lap. On the other side of her, Hollis squeezed Ardith’s shoulder, then drew her cousin into her arms as Ardith’s sniffles deepened into sobs. Hollis glared over Ardith’s head until Prentice felt the heat of her gaze and slowly set his phone down. He wasn’t all that great at comforting people, but he patted his hand up and down Ardith’s arm anyway. Everyone knew Ardith and Bebe had been the best of friends.

Memories of Blossom would linger for each of the Blackwoods in the coming days, weeks, months. Some of them would be expected—thoughts of her cooking, of course, or the warmth with which she greeted everyone who stepped across the threshold of her home. Some would sneak up on them, such as the fact that there was no longer anyone to put Taffy in her place, or how it felt like there was an anchor missing when they gathered at the house in Hancock Park, unmooring everyone, everything.

Her soul may have been at rest, but Blossom Blackwood would continue to live with the family long after she was gone, in ways they never could have imagined. And, once exposed, the secret she’d kept for nearly seventy years would stir up drama worthy of a Hollywood star who’d never quite gotten her due.




Part One

Waiting in the Wings




Hollis

Hollis Blackwood hadn’t understood the meaning of fame when she was a little girl—not truly. She’d noticed that, sometimes, people she didn’t know would do a double take when they pulled up next to her family’s car at a stoplight, or start whispering to each other when her father was picking up a prescription from the pharmacy or choosing steaks at the Gelson’s meat counter. The fifth time a stranger had approached their table at a restaurant, asking for a picture as they were digging into their entrees, she remembered wondering why people were so interested in her family in particular. Even at six years old, Hollis suspected that not everyone could know Isaiah Blackwood made the best chocolate chip pancakes on the planet. She’d been sitting in her car seat in the back, on their way home from dinner, when she’d blurted, “Why do people care so much about Dad?” Her parents loved to tell the story to anyone who would listen. The punch line was that they were driving past a billboard for one of her father’s new movies, his supersize face grinning out over West Hollywood.

By the time she was in fourth grade, though, Hollis had completely understood what fame meant. It meant that when people walked up to her father in public, even when he was having a bad day, he would still give them a big smile and pose for a selfie. It meant that, when the release of one of her father’s movies was approaching, her parents would begin leaving her with Grandpa Abe and Taffy when they went out, so they could shield her from the ever-lurking paparazzi. It meant that, despite her parents’ best efforts, Hollis herself was considered interesting enough for the gossip blogs to post the occasional photo or quick write-up, simply by virtue of being a Blackwood.

Today, however, was not about her or her parents—it was all about her great-grandmother. And as she observed all the people who had come together to remember Bebe, Hollis was overwhelmed, just as she had been when she was a little girl, by what fame meant. At ninety-six years old, Bebe had lived longer than many people in her generation, including her Hollywood peers, so there weren’t many of her contemporaries in attendance. Even the sisters she’d so deeply loved had each passed on before her: Marla from natural causes twelve years before, and Sybil eight years ago, from a stroke. But Blossom Blackwood had made such an impact on just about everyone she’d met—and so many she hadn’t—that her family had been forced to trim the memorial’s guest list down to only a couple dozen people, for both privacy and security concerns. They were there because they all loved her, each in their own way, and it was clearly a celebration of life, just as Grandpa Abe had promised. The speakers he’d had installed throughout Bebe’s home a few years ago were playing jazz, the big, brassy kind that his mother had so loved.

Hollis walked down from the second floor, trying not to draw too much attention to herself as she looked for her cousins. She passed a group of movie producers gathered at the base of the stairs in the foyer, holding glasses of dark liquor; Hollis, like most people, might not have even known their names—or the power they held in Hollywood—except for the fact that they were old friends of Bebe’s. They were a stark contrast to the guests she spotted through the doorway on the other side of them, a line of people Bebe had gone to church with. Dressed in their Sunday finery for the occasion, they were gathered in front of the warming trays placed on the dining room table, their eyes darting around as they took in their lavish surroundings. Grandpa Abe was standing by the front door, greeting two people she recognized as the stars of The Incumbent, the HBO political drama Bebe had guest-starred on for a couple of seasons back in the early 2000s. Hollis smiled when anyone made eye contact, but she didn’t stop to speak with them. She wasn’t in the mood to make small talk with strangers on most days, but especially not today. As nice as it was to see so many people celebrating Bebe, she couldn’t help wondering how many of them were actually there for her great-grandmother and how many were more interested in being seen.

She attempted to glide through the living room unnoticed, but before she could make it to the other side, Taffy called out to her from the fireplace. Hollis stifled a sigh and made a detour to her grandmother, whose sharp brown eyes were already roaming up and down Hollis’s knee-length lavender dress. They’d all been asked to wear something purple, which had been Bebe’s favorite color, but from the way Taffy was looking at her, you’d think she had come in sweatpants.

“Yes, Taffy?”

Even when Taffy wasn’t posing, she looked as if she was ready for a photograph, her posture perfectly straight and angled—an instinct left over from her modeling days.

“How are you doing?” Taffy asked, her gaze lingering on Hollis’s chest.

Hollis glanced down, wondering if she’d chosen the wrong dress. It looked okay to her, but maybe her perspective was off so soon after her surgery. She was still getting used to how she looked and felt after the breast reduction.

“I’m fine, Taffy,” she said, her neck feeling hot. “How are you?”

“I’m managing. Have you seen your cousin?”

It was clear to Hollis, from the exasperation in Taffy’s voice, that she was talking about Ardith. She would never dare speak of her beloved Prentice that way. Hollis wondered if Taffy even cared at this point that her grandchildren noticed the way she played favorites. “No, I was actually just going to look for her.”

“She should be in here, mingling.”

Hollis took a deep breath so she wouldn’t roll her eyes instead and said, “This is a memorial, not a film premiere.”

“It’s a celebration of Bebe’s life,” Taffy said, holding up the glass of white wine in her hand. “And she’s the one carrying Bebe’s legacy into the future. What does it look like if she spends the whole time hiding out with you?”

“It probably looks like she’s grieving, Taffy,” Hollis said evenly. “Which she is. Why would she need to mingle?”

Taffy leaned in closer and lowered her voice. “Because in case you haven’t noticed, there are some important industry people here. It’s an opportunity. I’m looking out for her.”

Hollis blinked. Never mind that Ardith was currently a series regular on a hit show that had just been renewed for its second and third seasons. Taffy was always this hard on Ardith—especially when Ardith’s career was in a place where her choices reflected on the family.

When Hollis didn’t respond, Taffy pursed her lips and said, “Please send her my way when you find her.”

Hollis turned away and finally allowed herself to roll her eyes. She would do nothing of the sort. Taffy was the last thing Ardith needed to worry about today.

Hollis nodded at one of the staff watching the side door that led to the back patio—which, mercifully, was not part of the gathering—and slipped outside, relishing the quiet that followed. She stopped to close her eyes and take a deep breath. If she was still this shaken by the fact that Bebe was nowhere to be found in the house that had been like a second home to them all, there was no way Ardith was taking this well.

Hollis found her cousins sitting at a wrought-iron table not far from the pool. Prentice’s chin was in his hands, shirtsleeves rolled up and elbows planted on the table. Ardith was curled back into her seat, looking as if she wished she could disappear.

“I thought it had finally sunk in when we were at Forest Lawn, but I woke up feeling even worse today,” she said, toying with the crumpled tissue in her hand. “Like, this is the real goodbye, you know?”

Those were the most words she’d said all day, and Hollis noticed how her voice sounded uncharacteristically croaky. “Yeah, I know,” she responded, and her cousin gave her a small, sad smile.

Though Ardith’s career meant that Hollis didn’t see her as much as she used to, her cousin was still her closest confidant in the family. The two of them were born less than a year apart, and they’d been spending time together at least once a week since they were babies, thanks to Bebe’s No-Excuses Saturday Breakfasts. Hollis was used to being part of a Hollywood family by the time Ardith’s acting career had begun to take off, but it was still strange to see her cousin’s red carpet photos in her news feed, or read a Variety article naming Ardith one of the most talented teen actors of the moment. She’d landed the role of Tinsley on You Can Say That Again when she was only eight years old, catapulting her to early fame. While there had been a brief lull in her career when that sitcom finally came to an end, the Blackwood name meant that she continued to book auditions—and, though that name would get her into any casting room in Hollywood, her talent was what ensured her star would only continue to rise.

At times like this, though, when Ardith’s dress was wrinkled from sweat, her face wasn’t made up for television, and her naturally reddish-brown hair was pulled into a simple Afro puff, Hollis thought she looked like any seventeen-year-old you might pass on the street.

“If I hear one more person from Swanson Avenue tell me Bebe’s in heaven watching over us now, I’m gonna lose my shit,” Prentice grumbled. At fifteen, he was the youngest cousin and yet, somehow, the most jaded. “It’s so clichéd.”

“It’s not clichéd if it’s what people believe,” Ardith countered. She and Bebe were the only religious members of the family, their regular attendance at Swanson Avenue Baptist Church bonding them in a way that no one else understood. Hollis couldn’t decide how she felt about the concept of religion, switching from agnostic to atheist and back again. She and Prentice had visited Swanson Avenue a handful of times, but it had been six years since they’d sat in one of those church pews, for Ardith’s baptism. Though their views on religion all differed, Ardith had never seemed to judge their beliefs—or lack thereof.

“Oh. Right. Sorry.” Prentice bit his lip and began scrolling on his phone.

Ardith didn’t look annoyed. “No, I get it,” she said. “Some of the congregation can be pretty intense. You should see some of the cards they’ve given me today.” When Prentice didn’t respond, she frowned at him. “For real, though, could you stay off your phone for, like, one minute?”

“Could you stop acting forty-five for, like, a second?” he muttered. But then his eyes widened, and he held the phone away from his face, then close again, as if he couldn’t quite believe what he was seeing. “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”

“What?” Hollis asked, the low level of dread she’d felt all day beginning to rise up in her chest. Things had gone a little too smoothly. So far, there had been no paparazzi outside of the house, which was a minor miracle, as far as she was concerned. No matter how private an event was kept, someone outside the family always managed to leak the location. She hadn’t missed the blurry photos of them at Forest Lawn printed on the front page of the tabloids just days earlier, one with the headline BLACKWOODS SAY BYE-BYE TO BLOSSOM. Her stomach turned over again just thinking about it.

“Some asshole is talking about Bebe.”

“What are they saying?” Ardith asked. But Prentice ignored her, eyes glued to his screen.

When he didn’t answer after another moment, Hollis grumbled, then swiped the phone from him.

“Hey!” he protested, trying to grab it back, but Hollis was too quick. She jumped up and walked a couple of feet away, looking at the gossip blog pulled up on her cousin’s phone.

It was an especially cheap-looking website she’d never heard of, and, as Prentice had said, the article was all about Bebe’s death and the rumor that there was a private memorial gathering today to honor her. But it was what she read a few lines down that must have caught Prentice’s attention.

The site had decided to dig up the subject of who Grandpa Abe’s father was—something Bebe had never revealed to the public or her family. Not even to Grandpa Abe himself. The question was nothing new; hardly a year went by that one of the Blackwoods wasn’t asked about it in an interview, or an article that mentioned Bebe decided to speculate on the subject. But Hollis’s hands squeezed tight around the phone as she looked at the way this blog was writing about her great-grandmother’s choice:

Looks like the identity of Abraham Blackwood’s father will remain an unsolved Hollywood mystery. Whatever it was that Blossom Blackwood was so determined to hide, the Oscar-nominated actress took it straight to her grave.

Whatever Blossom Blackwood was so determined to hide—what was that supposed to mean? Hollis had seen enough tasteless headlines and articles about her family that it wasn’t surprising someone would write this about Bebe. But to imply her great-grandmother was trying to keep some deep, dark secret instead of simply protecting her privacy, and to do so on the day they were celebrating her life—well, it was low even for a blog like this.

Hollis had drifted so far into her thoughts that she didn’t notice Prentice had crept up behind her until he snatched the phone back. He returned to his seat with a smirk.

“What is it?” asked Ardith again, now clearly frustrated with both of them.

“They’re just talking about Grandpa Abe’s dad,” Hollis said, pushing a stray loc behind her ear. No need for her cousin to get upset about this, too.

Ardith shook her head. “Ah.”

“It’s fucking gross, but . . .” Hollis spread her arms wide as if to say, Comes with the territory. She glanced at Prentice, hoping he would take her cue to drop it.

But when Prentice spoke, it was clear that same line in the article was bugging him, as well. “Why do you think Bebe never told anyone about Grandpa Abe’s dad?”

Ardith groaned. “Not you, too.”

“Maybe because it’s not anyone’s business?” Hollis said. “Besides hers? And maybe Grandpa Abe’s? Come on, Prentice.”

“Yeah, but Grandpa Abe was born, like, a million years ago,” he pressed. “If it wasn’t a big deal, she could have just told someone, and then everyone would stop asking about it all the time.”

“That’s not how it works,” Ardith said quietly.

“Yeah,” Hollis agreed, trying once more to end the conversation. “And maybe it was just something Bebe didn’t want to talk about, for whatever reason. I don’t know, maybe he was abusive, or an addict, or—” She stopped abruptly, looking at Ardith again. “Sorry. Not that being an addict is bad, I just meant—”

“Hollis, it’s fine,” Ardith said. “I know what you meant.”

And her cousin didn’t look upset, but Hollis felt her cheeks heat with embarrassment. All these years after Ardith’s mom’s death, and Hollis still didn’t quite know how to navigate that topic.

“Okay, but for real,” Prentice said, leaning toward Ardith. “You were closer with Bebe than anyone. She really never told you anything about this guy, whoever he was?”

Hollis’s mouth dropped open. “Prentice, I swear to god—”

“No, she didn’t,” Ardith said firmly, and her cousins fell silent. “But she did always tell me that it doesn’t matter how much of yourself you give, it’s never going to be enough for some people. And that if you don’t give them what they want, they’ll probably just make up something anyway. She told me we have to go on living our lives the best we can even when that happens, because there’s nothing we can do about it.” She paused, then softly repeated, “Nothing.”

No one spoke for a moment. Prentice shifted awkwardly in his chair.

“I’d better go inside,” Ardith said, wiping underneath her eyelids with the edge of her pinkie to catch the smeared mascara.

Hollis took a breath, wondering what it must be like to not have to discuss public musings about your family’s private life anytime something important happened. “Careful. Taffy is looking for you. She thinks you should be mingling.”

“That’s why I’m going inside.”

“Seriously? To ‘network’?”

“Of course not.” Ardith pushed her chair back from the table with a loud scrape. “I’m going to talk to all the people from church instead. Just like Bebe would.”

Hollis grinned. Taffy may have been hardest on her, but Ardith knew better than anyone exactly how to piss her off.

When the food had all been picked over and the last few stragglers had made their way out the door, Hollis’s parents invited the family back to their home to keep the celebration going. Her father, Isaiah, wanted them all to watch one of Bebe’s films to close out the day. He said this with heavy-lidded eyes after polishing off his second piece of one of the church ladies’ pies.

“Couldn’t we just watch it here?” Uncle Clarence asked. “We haven’t packed up her things yet.”

“Come on, man. You know it’ll be better at our place.”

Hollis closed her eyes just as her uncle rolled his. Her father was obnoxious about their home theater. He always referred to it as his screening room, and he refused to watch movies on a regular TV or laptop like a normal person.

“Darling, that’s a lovely idea, but your father and I are going to head home,” Taffy said, resting a manicured hand on Isaiah’s shoulder. “Perhaps we can do it again soon.”

Grandpa Abe nodded from across the room. He was sitting in the flowered armchair, looking exhausted. “Sorry, son. It’s been a long few weeks.”

“Of course, you guys. I get it.” Hollis’s dad reached up to squeeze his mother’s hand as he looked around the rest of the room. His eyes landed on August. “How about it?”

Uncle August shook his head. “I’m out, too. I have to put in some serious hours before Monday on this contract.”

“Looked to me like you already put in some serious hours today,” Clarence murmured. His husband, Evan, nudged him in the ribs.

“August, is that true?” Taffy asked with a frown.

His silence was her answer. He at least had the good sense to look guilty.

Taffy sighed. “How could you do that? Look at your father, how important today was to him. You—”

“I’m sorry,” Uncle August said, throwing his hands in the air. “I didn’t mean to disrespect anyone. But maybe some of you have forgotten, I actually go into an office every day.”

“Oh, now I don’t work because I don’t sit behind a desk and push contracts around?” Isaiah said, even though his brother hadn’t been looking at him as he spoke.

“I didn’t say that, Isaiah. What I’m saying is, I don’t have the luxury of making my own hours. I took time off last week for the funeral, I took time off today. I guess you’ve also forgotten I’m working out Bebe’s estate? I’m sorry my schedule doesn’t fit into your artist’s lifestyle.”

“You selfish—” Hollis’s father began, but he was interrupted by Grandpa Abe, who stood up and commanded in a loud, booming voice, “That’s enough!”

The room went completely silent. Hollis, Ardith, and Prentice exchanged looks from the love seat they had all crammed onto. Grandpa Abe rarely raised his voice.

“This day is about Mama,” he continued. “Shame on you for fighting. Shame on you for being anything other than kind to each other on a day when we’re celebrating what she meant to us.” Grandpa Abe made eye contact with each of his children before he began walking toward the foyer. “Taffy, I’m ready.”

Isaiah and his brothers went after their father, apologizing over one another as they followed him to the front door. Taffy stood in the center of the room with her hands on her hips and blew air from the side of her mouth. “I swear, sometimes they’re more immature than their own children.”

Hollis wasn’t sure if Taffy had meant for them to hear her, and she was too tired to point out that they had. She felt Ardith bristle next to her.

“Want to ride over with us?” Hollis whispered to her cousin, hoping she hadn’t changed her mind about coming now, too.

“Yes, please,” Ardith whispered back, her eyes grateful.

The ride back to Pasadena was, thankfully, uneventful. Hollis’s mother drove while her father spent the ride staring out the passenger window, the cool evening breeze gliding over his face. Hollis was glad to have Ardith next to her, though her cousin seemed even sadder than before.

When they were home, the two went straight upstairs to Hollis’s room, where Hollis pulled out her favorite yoga pants and hoodie, and let Ardith grab something for herself. It felt good to change out of their dresses; lighter somehow, as if they were shedding the weight of the past few weeks. Ardith went to the bathroom, and Hollis lingered in front of the full-length mirror, staring at herself. She’d been afraid to look too long in the days immediately after her surgery. Her chest had been all bandaged up, and she was worried she’d made a huge mistake going through with the breast reduction. But now the bandages were off and she was almost completely healed, just in time for the first day of her senior year on Monday. And looking at her new self, she was glad she’d had the surgery. Her surgeon had promised it would help with the back pain she had noticed increasing over the years, and for the first time since she was twelve, she’d be able to wear clothes that hugged her body without covering her chest in shame.

The bathroom door opened, and Ardith emerged wearing Hollis’s mother’s old Spelman T-shirt. Being up here with her cousin reminded Hollis of the sleepovers they used to have when they were younger, when Ardith would often spend a weekend—or, sometimes, longer than that—with them. Aunt Kimberly had been in and out of rehab back then, so Hollis’s parents had offered to let Ardith stay with them whenever they’d needed it. They’d needed it a lot during Aunt Kimberly’s last few years, but Hollis wouldn’t have wanted it any other way. It felt like having a sister, and even though Ardith had been working on You Can Say That Again, she was still very much a little kid who loved ballet class and playing video games and debating the merits of her American Girl doll versus Hollis’s. They didn’t get to see each other as much now that they were older and Ardith was working more, but when they did spend time together, Hollis was relieved that Ardith was still the same cousin and friend she’d always been.

“You go back to school on Monday, right?” Ardith asked, her folded dress tucked under her arm.

“Yeah.” Hollis paused, leaning against the doorway of her walk-in closet. “I’m nervous people are going to notice, but is it weird that I’m also worried they won’t notice?”

Ardith perched on the edge of the bed. “Are you still glad you did it?”

“For sure. It’s different, but not in a bad way. Just, like, a new and improved me, I guess.”

Ardith smiled. “Definitely. And are you and Dwayne . . . ?”

“I don’t . . . I don’t know.” Hollis swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. Every time she thought of what had happened with her and Dwayne, she felt like it had all been a dream. She’d wondered if things would just go back to normal after that night. But when he’d stopped by to check on her a few days after her surgery, she’d been surprised to feel a persistent flutter low in her belly. Nothing about Dwayne had changed, but she couldn’t deny the new energy that pulsed between them. “We’ve been texting, and everything seems like it’s the same, but it’s obviously not.”

“Do you want it to be the same?”

“Maybe?”

“Well, I like Dwayne,” Ardith said. “And you guys could be a total power couple.”

Hollis raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

“Uh, a Lipscomb dating a Blackwood? People would eat that up.”

“No way. Who am I? The only thing people know me for is my name.”

“Um, yeah? That’s, like, most famous people these days.”

“Well, Dwayne is more than his name. He’s going to be pro in two years, no doubt.”

Hollis’s best friend was the son of Kenley Lipscomb, a two-time NBA All-Star whose decades-long career had finally come to a close last year when he retired from the Clippers. But Dwayne had only ever known his father as someone who showed up on ESPN more often than he did at the dinner table. Dwayne knew what it meant to be part of a family like theirs, to be someone people already had opinions about before they’d even met you, but he was also an all-American basketball player whom colleges had been scouting since he was in middle school. Hollis didn’t have any aspirations to go into the industry—not even an industry-adjacent role like Uncle August, who was an entertainment attorney—but Dwayne had been preparing to go into the family business since they were in elementary school.

“You’re more than your name, too, Holl. All I’m saying is you would be cute together. And you’re lucky you get to be around people our age all the time.” Ardith sighed, tracing her finger along the pink linen duvet. “I spend about ninety percent of my life with adults.”

“You could always take a break and go back to acting in a few years.”

“What’s the point? I know my set teacher better than any of the teachers at my actual school.”

“Yeah, and you have another whole two years of high school to change that if you want. And then college. Actors do that all the time. You can go to Yale or Harvard or wherever and then come back.”

Ardith looked as if she were pondering this idea, but she shook her head. “I’m already signed on to the next couple of seasons of the show, and . . . I guess I don’t really want to leave acting, you know? Not even for a little while. Sometimes it sounds amazing to just go be a regular person who’ll get a regular job someday, but I feel sick if I think about it too long.”

“So you were born to do it. You just need to make more actor friends your age.”

Ardith stared at her.

“Okaaaay. Church friends?”

“Maybe. There aren’t that many people there our age, either. Not who I want to be around.” Ardith shrugged. “I guess I don’t mind spending so much time with people older than me because I always love being at work so much. Like father, like daughter.”

“God, that whole thing with our dads was pretty intense.” Hollis bent to pick up her dress from the floor. “I can’t believe after all that, he still didn’t come.”

“I can. That would mean actually caring about something besides the law firm.” Ardith leaned back on her elbows. “I’m pretty sure his last day off was for my mom’s funeral. Eight years ago.”

“Wait, what about that time Grandpa Abe made him come to Hawaii with everyone?”

“Okay, yeah, but not since then. And that was still, like, six years ago. And you shouldn’t have to be forced to hang out with your family. We’re all busy, and we still make time.”

Hollis remembered sometimes Ardith would have her bag all packed up after the weekend, ready to go home, only for Uncle August to call and ask if she could stay another night or two or three. Hollis had always been happy to have her cousin around, but she also knew that Uncle August throwing himself completely into work after Aunt Kimberly died had hurt Ardith, even if she acted like it didn’t.

“Can you talk to him about it?”

“It’s not worth it. You saw him tonight. He just freaks out and shuts down. Says he’s trying to provide a good life for us. But that doesn’t really mean as much when I’ve been working since I was a baby. I could support both of us if I had to.”

“Maybe Grandpa Abe can talk to him when he cools down a little?”

“Eh, it’s okay. If he didn’t want to work so much, he wouldn’t. How much more money do we need?” Ardith paused. “Besides, I’ll probably get my own place next year, anyway. Then we’ll really never see each other.” She cracked a smile, but it disappeared so quickly, Hollis almost missed it.

Once everyone was settled into the leather recliners and plush couches of the screening room, Hollis’s dad rose and turned to face them, holding up the Love, Gertie Blu-ray case, Bebe’s face staring back at them, radiant. Ardith came to stand by his side, hands clasped behind her back.

“Thanks for ending the day with us,” Isaiah began, looking out at Hollis, her mother, and Prentice and his dads. The room felt cozy, but Hollis could tell he wished the whole family were there. “I talked to Dad, and he agreed that Love, Gertie was the best choice for tonight. This was Bebe’s very first leading role. She was in her mid-thirties when she filmed it back in 1961, but she didn’t look a day over twenty.”

“She always said how proud she was of this film in particular,” Ardith continued, making eye contact with each person in the room. “She said she had almost given up on ever making it in the movies, and then this role came along. Now, without further ado, we present to you Love, Gertie.” Ardith spread her arms wide as if her uncle were about to perform a magic trick. Then she took her seat at the back of the room next to Hollis, and a few seconds later, the movie began.

Tears sprang to Hollis’s eyes when the opening credits started and Bebe’s name flashed across the screen. Blossom Blackwood was a name that seemed made for the movies. The film had been shot in black and white, and Hollis sometimes felt that it dampened Bebe’s beauty, muting the richness of her deep brown skin and coffee-colored eyes. But tonight, all she could think about was how stunning Bebe looked, even in shades of gray.

When her favorite scene in the film started, Hollis leaned forward, elbows on her knees. Perched on the steps of a fire escape, Bebe launched into a sentimental ballad called “Freddie Gone Overseas,” about the love of her life, who was stationed abroad in France during World War I. Her voice was clear and powerful and filled with longing. Hollis closed her eyes to get the full effect. When she opened them, Bebe was singing the final notes, a single tear traveling down her perfectly angled cheek.

Hollis sat back in her seat with a small sigh. She looked to her right, where Prentice was staring at their great-grandmother, completely engrossed, and then to Ardith on her left, who was wiping fresh tears from her own eyes. In that moment, they had all realized just how special it was that they could still spend as much time with Bebe as they wanted, even if it was only through a screen.




Big Ideas

1942

By the time Blossom Blackwood was fifteen years old, she knew she wanted to be a performer.

Of course, she had already considered it for quite a while. Her big sister, Marla, would never let her forget the time she’d declared, at the age of six, that she was going to be “an actress in the pictures” someday. But nine years later, she knew for certain that she was going to do whatever it took to become a real entertainer. In whichever form it came.

Blossom remembered, years ago, her mother taking her and her sisters to see Imitation of Life at the Lincoln Theatre near their home in Los Angeles, how even though she’d been young, she hadn’t been able to tear her gaze away from the heartfelt performances of Louise Beavers and Fredi Washington. She hadn’t completely understood the story, and a part of her knew they were playing other people, that she wasn’t actually getting a peek into the lives of real families. But she loved the drama of it all, the reality the actors created out of nothing—the impassioned dialogue, the tears that glistened in the actresses’ eyes, the emotion that jumped right off the screen and into Blossom’s soul. For nearly two hours, she sat mesmerized in the dark theater, forgetting about her real life with Mama and Marla and Sybil.

After that, she would practice monologues in the mirror, trying to imitate the theatrics she’d watched onscreen. Eventually, when Sybil was old enough to join in, Blossom began writing plays for the three of them, always assigning herself the lead and her sisters the supporting roles. This often meant giving up her share of the candy they were allowed to buy at the drugstore, but she didn’t mind; the thrill of putting on a show in their tiny front yard was worth it. When spring arrived, they would gather the orange poppies that bloomed on a nearby hill and spread the petals in the outline of a makeshift stage. Their mother, Flossie, would dutifully watch every performance from the porch, a cigarette perched between her lips, and sometimes they’d even round up enough neighborhood kids to have a proper audience.

Once Blossom reached junior high, she began auditioning for the school plays, and each year, she earned a spot in the cast, grateful for even the tiniest role. Anytime she found herself in front of an audience, no matter how small, Blossom returned to that feeling she’d had in the theater, watching Imitation of Life: that performing was a temporary escape from the monotony of her everyday existence, a chance to experience what it was like to be someone else, even for a little while. And that was the closest thing she’d ever felt to magic.

Blossom knew better than to tell anyone about her dream. Mama had been a vaudeville performer when she was younger, before the girls were born. She’d gained a small amount of fame traveling the Black vaudeville circuit with an act called the Feldman Sisters, though she was neither a Feldman nor related to the two sisters she’d performed with. But whenever Mama spoke of those days, she never failed to mention how difficult they were, and Blossom knew her mother wouldn’t like hearing she planned to enter a business that remained so unwelcoming to Negroes.

So, Blossom kept her hopes to herself, but she spent as much time as she could daydreaming about her future. Especially during her freshman year classes at Jefferson High. One day, her mind would send her traveling overseas to entertain the troops, like Pearl Bailey. The next afternoon, she would picture herself singing in nightclubs on the Sunset Strip, like Lena Horne.

“Psst, Blossom!”

She shook herself out of her current reverie, in which she’d somehow gone back in time to perform with the Dandridge Sisters at the Cotton Club, and looked up to find Pretty Michael staring at her from the next desk over.

Her cheeks grew warm. His nickname certainly fit him, with his rich brown skin and hazel eyes, even if he hadn’t so much earned it as lucked into it, as Marla always said.

Blossom looked quickly to the front of the room; Miss Pearson was facing the blackboard, writing out algebraic equations with a thick piece of chalk.

“What?” she whispered back to Pretty Michael, leaning over just a little bit into the aisle.

“Whatcha thinking about?”

She frowned slightly. “What do you mean?”

“You totally staring off into space, girl. Like you ain’t even on this planet.”

Blossom sat up straight in her chair, as if that would convince him she’d been paying perfect attention to the lesson the entire period.

“Nothing important,” she said with a small shrug.

“Sure.” Pretty Michael winked at her, but before she could argue, he resumed copying down the equations from the board, intermittently twirling his pencil between his fingers.

A moment later, Blossom felt a sharp pinch on the back of her arm, and she turned to see Helen blinking meaningfully at her from behind her Harlequin eyeglasses. Helen’s eyes traveled to Michael and then back to Blossom, and when she wiggled her eyebrows, Blossom shook her head and turned right back around.

Blossom was no fool. She had noticed how Pretty Michael had been looking at her since the beginning of the school year. As if she was different somehow. It was the same way all the girls had started looking at him in junior high the year before. Blossom was still short, or “tiny and small-boned,” her mother said proudly, as if her size were something to be celebrated instead of simply taken as fact. But when it had become apparent she wasn’t going to grow or transform in any evident way the summer before senior high school, Blossom decided to take matters into her own hands. She began wearing her hair in victory rolls, an intricate style that took her an extraordinarily long time to perfect. First, she had to wait for the hot comb to heat up on the stove, anxious as she thought of how close it would soon be to her skin. Then, she would sit perfectly still at the kitchen table while Mama or Marla took special care not to burn her neck or ears as the comb hissed and steamed its way through her thick locks, the smell of heat and hair grease filling their home. As Blossom worked on her freshly pressed hair, she let her imagination run wild, pretending she had finally made it as a famous actress in the pictures, like Fredi Washington, the glamorous colored woman who played Peola in Imitation of Life. She would twist and turn in the mirror, admiring herself from every possible angle, until her mother or Marla or Sybil fussed at her for spending so long staring at herself. But apparently, she wasn’t the only one who liked what she saw.

When Blossom stepped out the front doors after the final bell, Pretty Michael was there, watching. He was alone today, which was unusual; he was always surrounded by friends, all of the boys who would flock to him, try to be the first one to make him laugh. Blossom nodded at him and began to make her way past, but he caught her elbow as she strode by.

She whirled around, looking down at where he was touching her and then up at him. “Yes?”

At her look, he let go of her arm. “Erm, I was wondering if I could walk you home today, Blossom?”

Though it had only been there for a couple of seconds, Blossom could still feel the warmth of his hand on her skin. She tried not to think about it as she said, “I can make it there by myself, thank you.”

Michael laughed a bit, shifting his books to one arm. “Well, of course you can. But wouldn’t you like some company?”

Blossom took a deep breath. Michael wasn’t a stranger. They’d grown up around the corner from each other; their families had known one another since before she could remember. Perhaps no one would even think twice about them walking home next to each other. But something hung heavy in the air between them; something that told Blossom this wasn’t just her old friend Michael asking to walk his old friend home.

“That would be fine,” she said in her most demure voice, with a look she might have practiced in front of the mirror once or twice.

“‘That would be fine,’” he teased her. She immediately flushed, but before she could tell him what she thought of him in that moment, he had scooped her books up with the armful of his own and they were on their way.

Michael wasn’t just a pretty face. She’d almost forgotten how funny he could be. He told her a story from his English class, and when he widened his eyes and did a perfect impression of Mr. Johnson—“If you didn’t bother to open your book last night, I’ll thank you to not to open your mouth today”—Blossom fell into laughter. And not the polite giggle she used to sound more ladylike, but her real laugh, the one that came deep from her belly.

“So, you really weren’t thinking about nothing earlier today?” Michael asked after she had caught her breath. “’Cause you was smiling real big.”

“Aren’t I allowed to be happy?”

“Not in the middle of an algebra lesson, you’re not.”

That made Blossom smile once again. “I was thinking of what I’m going to be doing when Jeff is just a distant memory,” she said, cocking her head back in the direction of their school.

“But we got three more years there.”

“Then I have plenty of time to plan,” Blossom replied, and before she knew it, she’d said something to him that she hadn’t said aloud since she was a little girl: “I’m going to be an entertainer.”

Then it was his turn to burst into laughter—but Blossom’s look quickly silenced it. “You serious?”

“Course I am. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“I guess . . . Well, you were pretty good in Our Town—”

“Pretty good?” She’d only played one of the secondary characters, the town busybody, but she’d heard the audience reaction, felt their eyes on her every second of her time onstage.

“You were great,” he said quickly, “but—”

“But what?” Blossom stopped, placing her hands on her hips.

Pretty Michael stopped, too. He slowly shrugged. “But do you really think you’re the kind of girl who goes into that business, Blossom?”

“The business of making people happy?”

“No, it’s just . . . Those people are different.”

“Different from who?” The longer he spoke, the more Blossom could feel her pulse beginning to pound loud and heavy in her ears.

“You know. The people who be singing for white folks in clubs we couldn’t even afford to go in. Wearing them skimpy little costumes, in front of all those strangers.” He shook his head. “You ain’t that kind of girl.”

“First of all, Michael, you sound like your mother. Those costumes are part of the act. Dancers have to be able to move—you can’t do that in some heavy skirt that goes down to your ankles. And performing isn’t about who I am—it’s about getting to be someone else entirely. Stepping into the shoes of a person I might never meet in real life, imagining what it’s like to be them. Don’t you know how exciting that is?” She squeezed her hands together. “Besides, some of the most talented Negroes in the whole world come to perform right here on Central Avenue. We’re in the middle of it all—the Harlem of the West Coast.”

Michael was still looking pensively at the ground. “I just don’t know if you should start getting big ideas. My uncle says it ain’t natural for women to be out in clubs like that. Or working on movie sets when they got babies at home.”

“Well, my mama says I should think for myself, and that’s exactly what I intend to do,” Blossom said, leaning down to catch his eye. “Remember my mama? The one who used to work in that business you don’t think I’m fit for? Those are real people up there performing. And they’re doing real work. Hard work.” She began walking again; Michael started up after her. “And we’re only fifteen. I’m not worried about children who don’t exist.”

“Aw, don’t be cross with me. I was just—”

“I can make it home from here. Alone.” She held out her arms for her books.

Pretty Michael sighed. “Blossom . . .” he pleaded, his light eyes resting on her. Blossom couldn’t tell from his expression whether he was frustrated or amused. And in that moment, she didn’t care.

When she didn’t respond or budge, he reluctantly slid the books back into her arms. And though they were headed in the same direction for most of the way home, Blossom marched several steps in front of him the entire time, never once turning around.

Michael gave Blossom a wide berth for the next few days—though, if he’d tried to talk to her, he wouldn’t have succeeded. She refused to look at him in any of the three classes they had together; even in algebra, where they sat just a few feet apart, she kept her gaze focused directly on the blackboard. When she needed to hand a quiz to Helen, she made sure to pass it back over her left shoulder instead of her right. And when she accidentally knocked her pencil to the aisle one day, only for it to be hastily retrieved by Michael, she briskly thanked him without turning her head.

Blossom knew that perhaps she was being too hard on him. But he’d hurt her feelings, the way he’d laughed away her dreams and then tried to convince her there was something immoral about them. And, truth be told, she was annoyed with herself for being so foolish as to share them in the first place. Pretty Michael was a lot of things, but a dreamer he was not.

Once, back in fifth grade, the class had done an exercise where they wrote a one-page short story about the life they envisioned for themselves. Blossom had most enjoyed singing at the time, so she’d said she wanted to be a Broadway star, like the great Ethel Waters. Back then, she hadn’t been so embarrassed. It felt like it was still acceptable at that age to dream, even if you were a girl, of a life that wasn’t focused on finding a spouse and having children. Blossom didn’t feel so odd when some of her classmates said they wanted to be doctors or fighter pilots, goals that weren’t any less ambitious than singing and dancing across a New York City stage. Michael, however, had proudly stood and shared that he was going to procure a good job with the city, marry the prettiest girl in school, and have four or five children. Blossom remembered wrinkling her nose at how dull his dreams sounded—if you could even call them dreams.

A week after she’d stormed away from him on their walk home, Michael was waiting for her again on the front steps. But this time, he was standing directly in the center, hands clasped behind his back, so she couldn’t miss him.

She attempted to ignore him and walk right by, but Michael stepped quickly to the side, blocking her path. When she tried to move the other way, he moved with her, and so they were doing a little dance for a moment, which made Michael laugh and Blossom groan with frustration.

Finally, she stopped and turned her glare on him, the first time she’d looked in his eyes since last week. “What do you want?”

“To apologize. For making you so cross at me that day. I didn’t mean it, Blossom.” And then, from behind his back, he pulled a single brilliant orange poppy. “For you.”

Blossom looked from the flower to the hangdog expression on Michael’s face, his eyes big and contrite. “Where did you find this?” She hadn’t seen a poppy yet this season.

He didn’t answer her question; when he spoke, his voice was so soft she had to lean in to hear him. “Say you’ll forgive me.”

Blossom ran her finger along the delicate edges of the petals, struck as ever by how such a vibrant hue could grow in nature, right there in Los Angeles. A boy had never given her anything before, and she never would have expected a romantic gesture like flowers from the ever-practical Michael. A flower, but even that made it more special, somehow.

Perhaps she was feeling generous, but she couldn’t deny that it was harder to be upset with Michael than it was to get along with him. Perhaps the sun had something to do with it as well, the way the light shone down on him, making his skin glow golden-brown against the white of his shirt. Or, perhaps it was the beseeching way he’d asked her to forgive him, how it had made her knees go weak, just the tiniest bit.

“You can walk me home if you’d like,” she said, and started off without him. Blossom smiled to herself at the sound of Michael’s eager footsteps hurrying to catch up to her once he realized what she’d said.

And so Pretty Michael walked Blossom home every day for the rest of the school year. There wasn’t a discussion about it, just as they never again discussed her aspirations. After all, it hadn’t escaped Blossom that Michael never said he understood or supported what she’d said she wanted to do, just that he was sorry he’d upset her. But that was fine with Blossom. She and Michael had plenty to talk about on their walks—school, the war in Europe, their families.

One day, their conversation found its way to Blossom’s father. “He ever come around?” Michael asked.

Blossom shook her head. “We’ve never known him.”

“Not even when you were little?”

“Either he didn’t want to come around or Mama didn’t allow it. We don’t know him.”

Michael’s thick eyebrows rose. “Not even Marla?”

“Not even Marla.”

“You miss him?”

“It’s a bit difficult to miss someone you haven’t met.” Blossom smoothed her palms down the front of her skirt as they walked. She was never quite sure what to do with her hands when Michael carried her books. She didn’t always let him, but he always offered. “Do you miss yours?”

“Nah. My pops ain’t treat my mama right. Better off without him.”

“Oh.” Blossom had known Michael and his mother lived alone in their house, and that his uncle had stepped in to help raise him, but she hadn’t known anything about his father. “I suppose sometimes . . .”

He looked at her expectantly, as Blossom gathered the courage to say what she’d been thinking.

“I suppose sometimes I think maybe my sisters and I are lucky our daddy’s not around. We get Mama all to ourselves. And it’s so easy with the four of us, I can’t imagine anyone else living in our house, complicating things.”

“The Blackwood girls,” Michael said, shaking his head with a smile.

“What about us?” Blossom hadn’t meant for it to come out so sharply, but she got the feeling he was poking fun at them, and she wasn’t sure why. Blackwood was her mother’s family’s name, the Blackwoods from Mississippi. Flossie had always been proud to pass her name down to her daughters; did Michael have a problem with that?

“Aw, nothing. Just never met anyone like y’all.”

“Oh.”

He cleared his throat and kept his gaze on the path ahead as he said, “Especially you. You’re . . .”

Blossom held her breath, near desperate for the words that lay on the tip of his tongue.

“You’re one of a kind.”

Blossom knew the power of speech; she felt it every time she watched a film and saw how the actors spoke with one another, how just the right word or phrasing could bring tears to their eyes or coax out a coquettish smile. But no one had ever spoken to her quite like that, until this afternoon. Blossom felt heat rising from the tips of her toes to the crown of her head. Those five words, simple as they were, made her happier than if Michael had presented her with an entire bouquet of orange poppies.

On their last day as freshmen, Blossom’s friend Gladys hosted a small end-of-year party. The gathering was right after their last class, and both Blossom and Michael had been invited, so it only made sense for them to walk to Gladys’s house together. Blossom had grown used to walking and talking with Michael, but today she felt different. For one, they were no longer freshmen. She didn’t know about him, but she already felt more grown-up than when she’d walked in the front doors of Jeff that morning.

“My uncle says sophomore just means ‘wise fool,’” Michael said as they strolled down a street lined with small, neat houses. “It’s Greek.”

“Your uncle seems to know a lot,” Blossom said. Today, both their hands were free of books, and their arms dangled inches away from each other as they walked.

“He says it’s important for colored folks to be educated. Even if we have to do it ourselves.”

Blossom nodded. “Mama is always talking about our education. I suppose because she didn’t get a proper one growing up.”

Her mother liked that she and Marla went to Jefferson High, which had a large colored student body but was also populated with white, Asian, and Mexican kids. Flossie also appreciated that the school had a strong music program and celebrated the artistic and athletic talents of its students. Just a few years ago, Mr. Browne, the music teacher who’d graduated from Jeff himself, had been hired as the school’s first Black educator, integrating the all-white faculty.

“Miss Flossie didn’t go to school down South?”

“Her mama and daddy were sharecroppers in the Mississippi Delta, and she had to miss school to work the fields for most of the year.”

“How’d she end up leaving?”

“Same as lots of other colored people who don’t want to live under Jim Crow. She saved some money and took a train up North.”

Michael looked at Blossom from the corner of his eye. “And that’s when she started doing vaudeville?”

“Mm-hmm. When she left home, she joined an act with these two sisters, and they traveled all over the country. She thought maybe she’d be able to make it in Hollywood, so she eventually came out here.” Blossom paused. “She played a maid in a movie once, but she couldn’t find acting work after that. Then she had us.”

“My mama said . . .” Michael paused for a moment, as if he wasn’t sure he wanted to continue on. But he did. “My mama said Miss Flossie is real strong. Raising you and your sisters by herself.”

“But Miss Rose is raising you by herself.”

“There’s only one of me, though. She says she’d have more to worry about if I were a girl. Let alone three girls.”

Blossom didn’t know if she agreed with that, and normally, she would have challenged him on it. But what Miss Rose had said about Blossom’s mother—that she was strong—kept repeating over and over in her head. She was used to people having opinions about how her mother had chosen to raise her family, and they weren’t usually full of praise. “Your mama said that about mine?”

Michael nodded. “She did. And she’s right. Because . . . you’re strong, too, Blossom. I like how you speak your mind to me, even when we’re disagreeing. You have your own thoughts and opinions, and you’re real smart, too.”

The words came out in a rush, as if he had to say them as quickly as possible. They filled Blossom with pride, that Michael liked her for her. When she peeked at him, he was looking back at her. They smiled softly. She wasn’t just imagining that something felt different between them. And now they were heading to a party and it was almost as if he were escorting her. Courting her. She quickly looked down at her saddle shoes, hoping he couldn’t read her thoughts on her face.

Gladys lived in a little mint-green bungalow with a roof the color of terra-cotta. She greeted them at the door when they arrived, having changed into a different dress than the one she’d worn to school. The soft pink of the cotton frock was pretty against her deep brown skin.

“Hi, Blossom. Hi, Michael. Nice to see the two of you.”

Blossom rolled her eyes, reading the smile that was plastered across Gladys’s face.

“Hi, Gladys,” Michael said, oblivious, as she held the door open wide. “Thanks for having us.”

Once they were inside, where the party had already begun, Michael spotted some of his friends. “I’m going to say hi to William and Thomas,” he said. Blossom nodded.

Gladys leaned in close as soon as Michael was out of earshot. “Is it true? Are you going steady with Pretty Michael?”

“I am not,” Blossom responded. “We’re just friends.”

“You’ve been spending an awful lot of time together. Walking home from school every day?” Gladys’s voice lowered to a whisper. “He carries your books!”

“Not all the time. And isn’t that what friends do, Gladys? Spend time together?” Blossom looped her arm through her classmate’s and said, “Now, show me that collection of race records you’re always going on about.”

Gladys’s mother was home, but she didn’t bother them. She stayed in her bedroom, where Gladys said she’d been spending the majority of her time ever since Gladys’s brother, Charles, had been drafted and sent to Great Britain. Like most Negroes, he wasn’t trusted to be a combat soldier—he did service work, such as unloading the many supplies that came in on trucks each day—but knowing how close he was to the fighting had nearly incapacitated their mother. Still, Gladys had evidently persuaded her to help with the food for the party, as there was a whole spread on the dining room table: deviled eggs, fried chicken, orange Jell-O salad, and even a cake with pink frosting.

“This looks so nice, Gladys,” Blossom said, admiring the food.

Gladys looked at her shyly. “Mama did what she could to make it special.”

The government had begun imposing rations that year, probably with more to come. Each family had received their first ration books just last month, to be used for sugar. Blossom had heard Mama complaining about how meager they were, so she knew Gladys’s mother was generous to use her rations for a party that wasn’t even feeding her family.

The boys and girls mostly gathered in separate groups, but Blossom flitted throughout the room. She and Gladys weren’t best friends, but they were in the same larger circle of colored kids who saw one another outside of school, so she knew everyone there. Michael caught up with her at the food table, where he placed two deviled eggs on a napkin. He offered her one, and she took it, though she instantly regretted it. There was no delicate way to eat a deviled egg in front of a boy like Pretty Michael. She angled herself away from him and ate the egg in two quick bites, dabbing her mouth with the corner of a napkin.

“Blossom, do you have a minute?”

“Sure,” she said.

Then, to her surprise, Michael gently took her by the hand and led her out of the dining room, through the kitchen, and into a little nook by the back door. Blossom’s heart thumped fast and heavy. She had never even touched a boy for this long, let alone held one’s hand. Michael’s fingers wrapped confidently around hers, his palm warm and dry.

In the nook, he took her other hand in his, gazing softly at her. She swallowed, waiting for him to speak.

“I’ve wanted to ask you this for weeks, but I didn’t . . . I couldn’t . . . I wasn’t sure how to ask.”

“What is it, Michael?”

He licked his lips, then briefly closed his eyes before he replied, “I . . . Well, you know how much I like walking with you every day and talking to you, and I . . . I want you to be my girl. Would you go steady with me, Blossom?”

She felt as if her heart was going to leap out of her chest. How could this be so surprising, yet feel like something she knew would happen all along? She exhaled as she thought about how to answer him. Her first instinct was to say yes, of course she would, but—

“Mama doesn’t allow us to go steady. Not until we finish high school. She wants us to concentrate on our studies.”

“Oh.” Michael’s mouth turned down.

“No, I mean, I want to.” She hesitated. “I can be your girl, but it has to be in secret. Maybe Mama will come around, but Marla wasn’t allowed to all this time, so I don’t know why it would be different for me.”

Michael rubbed his thumb lazily across her palm, and Blossom had to inhale deeply to continue standing solidly on her feet. “That’s fine, Blossom. We’ll keep it a secret if we have to. I’m . . .”

“You’re what?”

“I’m just happy.” In one swift movement, he cupped his hands around her face, lifted her chin, and brought his soft lips down on hers. It was Blossom’s first kiss, and Michael’s, too, she suspected, as they awkwardly adjusted to their height difference and the surprise of being so close to each other. But then they became more comfortable, and Blossom shivered with pleasure at the weight of Michael’s hands as he moved them down to rest on her waist.

She was breathless when they pulled away, and it was a couple of moments before Blossom found the courage to look directly into his eyes again. “I’m happy, too.”

He pressed his lips to each of her cheeks and the back of her hand. Then she smoothed down her skirt, he straightened his collar
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