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for Harlem
past, present, future
—R.W.

for Gaga—happy 101st birthday
—C.R.
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They called her Harlem’s Little Blackbird. Her name was Florence Mills. She was born in 1896 and lived in a teeny-tiny, itsy-bitsy house in Washington, DC. A house so fragile, it would shake whenever a thunderstorm came.

Mother said, “Don’t fear.” And she would sway back and forth to the rain’s rhythm, singing the same spirituals that had carried her family through slavery’s storms.
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Mother’s voice wrapped Florence like a warm blanket. Florence started singing too. The louder the thunder roared, the stronger she sang. Soon the storm faded to a damp drizzle, and then the drizzle disappeared. Her voice had chased the storm away.
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Florence thought,

If my voice is powerful enough to stop
 the rain, what else can it do?
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It wasn’t long before Florence found out.

On the playground at school, she would sing and dance. Her friends would stop playing just to listen. Whenever music would play, Florence’s hands got to waving, her hips got to shaking, and her feet strutted and glided across the pavement. The cakewalk is what they called it.

Everyone was cakewalking, but Florence did it best. Her feet were like wings fluttering in the air. Soon Florence was cakewalking and singing in contests all over town. She won many medals.
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O hen peace, LiKe a river, attendeth my way,
TWOR 4 sorrows Like sea bilfows roff;
Whatever my fot, Thou hast taught me tosay,
Lt is well, it is well , with my soul.
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EHARLEM’S LITTLE BLACKBIRD }

Words by Renée Watson
Pictures by Christian Robinson
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