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            Foreword

         
         
            by Regina King

         

         To speak of Marla Gibbs is to speak of endurance, brilliance, and unwavering purpose. It is to honor a woman who didn’t just
            defy the odds once but time and again, bringing her community with her every step of the way.
         

         
         I first met Marla when I was a young girl cast in a community production of Two Twenty Seven, a play written by Christine Houston and staged at the Crossroads Theatre, which Marla herself funded and nurtured as a space
            for Black creatives. I wasn’t cast as her daughter in the play. In fact, I played the fast-talking little girl on the block,
            but Marla, fresh off her massive success from The Jeffersons, made time to return to South Central and perform alongside us. That alone tells you who she is.
         

         
         Later, when the play was being adapted for television with Norman Lear at the helm, Marla did something that changed my life: She fought for me to play Brenda Jenkins, her daughter on the show. She didn’t have to, but she saw something in me. She knew we already had chemistry from the stage, and she pointed out to the powers that be, “Hal Williams and Regina actually look like they could be father and daughter.” She put her weight behind me before the world knew my name. Thanks to her, I had the privilege of being her on-screen daughter and her real-life mentee for six unforgettable years. 

         
         What many people don’t know is that 227 in its television form existed because of Marla’s vision, tenacity, and integrity. She brought the project forward. She showed
            up every day with purpose, making sure our cast and crew were seen, supported, and respected. She fought for Black writers,
            makeup artists, hairstylists, wardrobe teams—people who looked like us and understood the stories we were telling. She was
            in the room with the writers and editors, shaping each episode.
         

         
         Although she was given the responsibilities of an executive producer, she was never credited as one. The authority was hers in practice but not in name. Still, Marla never complained. She led with quiet determination, always centering the work. She insisted on a father being present in the household, on storylines that honored our dignity and humor, and on representation that would resonate through generations. At the time, I didn’t fully grasp the depth of her advocacy—but I do now. And it continues to inform how I navigate every creative decision I make. 

         
         Marla is, without question, a spiritual warrior. She leads with faith, conviction, and a grounded, no-nonsense grace that
            makes everyone around her want to rise higher. They say a sword is useless in the hands of a coward. Marla has long wielded
            the sword of representation, equity, and opportunity. She lived these values long before they were hashtags.
         

         
         She has always shown up for the invisible, for those who felt underestimated, like she once did. Her strength comes not from
            theory but from experience . . . lived, tested, and true. She is an alchemist, turning pain into power, struggle into story,
            and always landing the perfect joke at exactly the right moment.
         

         
         Years later I had the honor of helping give Marla her long-overdue flowers: her Hollywood Walk of Fame star. Working with her daughter, Angela, and her grandson Amil to celebrate her was pure
            joy. Marla had broken barriers and lifted so many of us, and it was her moment to shine. I’m grateful to everyone who supported
            that effort. And as a special gift, my son, Ian, DJ’d her celebration. His joy, his music, his energy helped set the tone
            for that beautiful day. That’s full-circle love. That’s legacy.
         

         
         Because our relationship began in a theater she created, one rooted in community and intention, this has always been more than professional. It’s personal. Marla is family. And after all these years, we’re still connected, still laughing, still showing up for each other, still shining. 

         
         And now, so is her story . . . right here, in your hands.

         
         —rk

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter One
Flowers While I’m Here

         
         
            It’s really something to receive your flowers while you’re here, and from a group with such a legacy and integrity.

         

         My work, for the last fifty years, has been about making people happy, acting out stories in theaters and on soundstages.
            I’ve won the hearts of fans all over the country and the world. I played roles on primetime network television, situation
            comedies that hit big in the 1970s and 1980s: The Jeffersons and 227. These shows resonated with the masses—women and men of all ages—who my fellow actors kept laughing and also kept thinking and reflecting on serious issues in life. In effect, we raised the hip-hop generation who also emerged around fifty years ago. That generation raised young ones who also watched me and became new fans, finding my shows every day on streaming platforms and on the internet. Because of the love I continue to receive from audiences, I have remained relevant. Just in February 2025, I was honored with the Hollywood Legacy Award at the American Black Film Festival Honors. I stood onstage alongside seasoned and up-and-coming brilliant artists of today, including Giancarlo Esposito, Aaron Pierre, Keke Palmer, and Aunjanue Ellis-Taylor, at the SLS Hotel in Beverly Hills. The ABFF Honors celebrates Black artists who have made significant contributions to American entertainment and who champion diversity and inclusion. So, I was honored. It’s really something to receive your flowers while you’re here, and from a group with such a legacy and integrity. It’s a bit surreal and beautiful and, let me tell you, sometimes a little overwhelming. 

         
         “Look, I’m still working,” I said to the room full of industry movers and shakers as I accepted the award. “If you have some
            projects for me, my agents [at Momentum Talent] are standing right over there!” Well, my short acceptance speech went viral.
            Chile, a week later, I was on the set of The Upshaws television show! Mike Epps and I had worked together before. Wanda Sykes and Kim Fields, who also star in the show, are artists
            whom I love. The lesson is that you have to speak what you want into existence. And I’m living proof that if you’re still
            breathin’, honey, you can be achievin’. It is never too late.
         

         
         I was also thrilled to be a cover girl in 2025. I graced the cover of Essence magazine, in the annual special issue that celebrates Black women in Hollywood. This was a full-circle moment. I was on the
            cover of Essence magazine nearly forty years ago, in October 1988. Then and now, it’s awesome to be recognized as part of our phenomenal culture
            and history by such a beloved African American media institution. I’m truly grateful.
         

         
         While I’ve had a public life and career in the performing arts for a long time, I was no kid when I started this journey. I was born and raised in the Midwest, coming of age in the forties and fifties. I was a wife, raising three children, with one on her way to college by the time I could say that I was a working actor. I dared to change my life in the mid-1960s. I migrated across the country to Los Angeles with my two sons and a daughter, not in pursuit of Hollywood but rather for a life less burdened by lack. I worked consistently and hard at all kinds of jobs—in the air travel industry, in hospitality at a hotel, and much more. But it was never enough. My marriage—to a childhood sweetheart—turned sour. As Nina Simone taught us in “You’ve Got To Learn,” love was not being served at the table in our home, so I sought to establish a new home for our children. I succeeded in that. My children grew up to be extraordinary adults, artists and entrepreneurs who have made great achievements in life, including giving me some beautiful and loving grandchildren who keep my life full of love, inspiration, and excitement. 

         
         I believe in the power of storytelling and imagination, especially so when the stories mirror our actual realities. That’s
            the secret sauce to a successful television show, play, or film. In playacting we exaggerate and, in the process, convey truth.
         

         
         I was never a housemaid like Florence, but I lived among women who were, including women in my own family. I was a good neighbor,
            like Mary in 227, not living in suburban Washington, DC, but rather in Detroit and Los Angeles, who tried to help, support, and befriend the
            people of my community.
         

         
         I am a grandmother who cherishes her role. And in September 2024, a film I starred in was an homage to that. The short film,
            titled Mildred 4 a Million, stars me as a great-grandma doing everything she can to connect with her great-granddaughter. The story is sweet, funny,
            and poignant, as it mirrors the real lives of many elders, including me, who watch our younger family members get glued to
            their phones and miss personal connections. My character’s efforts to gain a million followers are to gain the attention of
            her great-granddaughter, or her “GG,” as she calls the great-grandchildren. Mildred succeeds, but by that time, her GG has
            already moved on to a new social platform. The film is hilarious and also deeply relatable.
         

         
         I’ve played many characters in television, film, and onstage, and I’m here to tell you my nonfiction story of life offstage has informed all of my roles. I’ve had a rewarding and wonderful time having this career in make-believe. But nothing is more beautiful and rewarding than living with the ensemble cast that is my real-life family. They are the stars in the pages of this book. Our story is not always as funny as the ones that I’ve performed, though. Being a Hollywood success didn’t exempt us from the trials of life. We’ve experienced pain and suffering, joy and laughter, setbacks and gains, togetherness and separation, just like everyone else in life. As Langston Hughes once wrote, we know what it’s like to have “dreams deferred,” and we also know what it’s like to have dreams realized—in God’s time and in ways we could’ve never imagined. 

         
         My Mildred 4 a Million character may have hit the lottery to win millions. But I’m here to tell you that, in my reality, I won for life. As the
            title of this book says, it’s never too late for the blessings and the good things.
         

         
         

         I was not raised by parents who were happily married to each other. They had two children together, like my ex-husband and
            I did. But, like us, they ultimately couldn’t get along together. My parents, my sister, and I had all once lived with my
            paternal grandmother and aunt. But when relationships went sour, it was my mother who moved out of the house. She was outnumbered,
            and in the process, she left her children behind.
         

         
         I did everything I could not to repeat generational patterns. I did everything I could to stay close to my children, emotionally and physically—at the risk of overdoing it at some point. Mothers sometimes hold on too tight. And sometimes not tight enough. I did my best and got some great results. I took my first acting classes as a way to bond more with my daughter in her teen years. Doing an activity we were both interested in—that was financially affordable—was just what we needed. It paid off for our relationship, our family, and my personal sense of well-being. 

         
         I was not raised by parents who lived happily ever after. My mother got pregnant with my eldest sister at the age of sixteen.
            Her father, my granddad, was a pastor, so of course he kicked her out of the house. My dad married her and brought her home
            to his mother and sister, whose relentless mistreatment of her pushed my mother away, and by the time I was two years old,
            my mother was gone. When the separation happened, their abuse of her then transferred to me. I grew up in a loveless home,
            and the choices I would make in my husband and friends would reflect my desperate need to be loved.
         

         
         I have often made some of the best decisions of my life by thinking first of my children and following their lead. They are among the reasons that I’ve had a successful and continuing career in the performing arts. Now, more than a half century later, I’m continuing to grow in my career, and with the leadership of my grandson Amil, I have an online and social media presence. Aside from works of film and television I’ve appeared in, I’ve organically grown to having more than three hundred thousand followers. Being on social media keeps me in touch with my people—those who remember me for my early work and the younger ones who find me on the channels and platforms that make the sitcoms of the sixties, seventies, and eighties available to today’s viewers. Like my breakout hit show’s theme song, I’m still “Movin’ On Up”! I may even reach a million followers one day like Mildred! That’s a wonderful thing. 

         
         I’ve learned to cherish every day because they’re always a gift.

         
         When I received a star on the Walk of Fame in 2021, I was so overwhelmed by all the screaming fans (and the heat) that, chile, I nearly fainted. But if you were watching, you already knew that because it was televised. The paramedics came and asked the normal “Are you present?” questions, like “Who’s the president?” “What day is it?” “Where are you?” When they asked me my age, I gave them my usual answer: “Thirty born in thirty-one; you do the math and don’t tell me!” My daughter said she knew then I was good. I was able to go back out and finish the ceremony. It was a memorable day, and I could not be more grateful for my grandson Amil, daughter Angela, and TV daughter Regina King, as well as all those who donated to help make it happen. My star is right in front of Jimmy Kimmel’s theater. He also donated and threw my after-party. Regina’s son, Ian, was our DJ—what a beautiful, gifted, and sweet soul. We love you forever, Ian! So there I am, name engraved for everyone to walk by and see, right outside the building where Jimmy Kimmel Live! is filmed and near the Dolby Theatre where the Academy Awards is broadcast. Yes, I am there between Mahalia Jackson and Snoop
            Dogg, right where I belong. Between the godly and the street, cause I’m a spiritual gangsta!
         

         
         If you were among the millions who watched the prime-time broadcast of the Seventy-Fifth Emmy Awards, you saw me once again
            self-promoting. Honey, I love to work. But first let’s talk about my off-the-shoulder gown.
         

         
         Like every other one of my fellow actors and Hollywood luminaries, I came to slay, as they say. I called my dear friend and
            designer Linda Stokes, with whom I have a long history. She’s dressed a long list of stars, from the late singer Donna Summer
            and comedian Joan Rivers and the Supremes to Jennifer Lopez, Gwen Stefani, Janet Jackson, and male celebrities too, including
            the group OutKast, will.i.am, the Jacksons, and many more. My daughter was with me at the fitting and said the dress made
            me look “sleek, sexy, and vibrant.” I said, “I’ll take it.” I wore a black velvet number. The sleeves I wore were long, although
            I kept one shoulder out for the drama. Everyone loved the look, and People magazine’s headline read “The Jeffersons Star Marla Gibbs Wows on the Emmys Red Carpet at Age 92!” I appreciate their intention, but I’d like to point out that I’m
            claiming thirty, and that’s that!
         

         
         I’ve walked many stages, but it’s been a long time since I received a standing ovation for doing so. Imagine that. I was delighted.
            Now let me get to the self-promotion part. I was there to present with the brilliant showrunner Quinta Brunson, whose Abbott Elementary has taken home several Emmys. Together we presented the gold trophy to Niecy Nash for Outstanding Supporting Actress in a
            Limited or Anthology Series or Movie. Quinta said that she was “overwhelmed to be presenting alongside someone whose career
            has ‘literally spanned decades.’” Then she asked, “What’s the secret to working so long?” and I said, “That’s easy, baby;
            it’s the wage gap. I’ll need to work twenty more years before I can retire.” Then I turned to speak to the audience and said,
            “If you great writers write something for me, I can keep working and cut into that wage gap. And Black don’t crack, baby,
            and it’s never too late!” It was a great night.
         

         
         I made my first appearance at the Emmys in 1981. I was nominated for Outstanding Supporting Actress in a Comedy Series five years straight in a row, between 1981 and 1985. I have yet to receive one of the statues, though many believe I have more than earned one. With all the love, accolades, and awards I still receive, I agree. I do hold a belief in asking the Universe for what I want and having faith that it will deliver, as God is all-providing. Two days after the Emmys, I was offered a role on my daughter’s show Not Dead Yet!
         

         
         I broke through ceilings and stereotypes playing a maid on one of the most celebrated shows in television history: The Jeffersons. I embodied Florence, the live-in housekeeper of Louise and George Jefferson, a couple who had done what few Black Americans
            could do in the mid-twentieth century. They built a business successful enough to purchase a big piece of the American pie:
            a luxury high-rise apartment in the sky. In real life, it was rare, and on television, it didn’t yet exist.
         

         
         A maid is the most stereotypical role ever reserved for Black women actors. But the Florence Johnston that I played let the
            character’s personality, humanity, and sense of humor shine. She was not a prop or a foil for a white character or a male
            character to bounce jokes off of. She was not shy to display her wit and to exchange her sharp banter with her boss, or anyone
            else for that matter. The show was a hit, and so was I.
         

         
         Florence Johnston is the gift that keeps on giving. I loved portraying her . . . and the way she behaved and even how she
            dressed in unexpected ways. She didn’t wear a uniform; she wore the fashions of the times, including an Afro hairdo at some
            points.
         

         
         The shirtdress I wore in character has since been installed as an exhibition at the National Museum of African American History and Culture. 

         
         The point is, I’ve been around a while, albeit under different names. I was once Margaret Gibbs, who touched down in Los Angeles,
            fresh from Detroit, in 1969. I did not come in pursuit of a Hollywood dream—though I would get it.
         

         
         The people across the country—and the world—know me from my successful and groundbreaking television shows of the 1970s and
            1980s The Jeffersons and 227. These were situation comedies that took that category to another level. The shows were funny and entertaining and pushed
            the representations of Black people and women to higher levels in American performing art and culture. As a consequence, and
            without being preachy, my fellow cast members showed that television could give its audiences something better and greater
            than demeaning stereotypes.
         

         
         Under the leadership of the now-late Norman Lear, Florence was not the self-effacing “yes, sir, boss” type of domestic servant. She was allowed to show her intelligence and self-respect. Her bosses were no Rhett Butler nor Miss Scarlett; they were a Black couple who, through their own determination and intelligence, lived the American dream of growing a successful business, nurtured a healthy family, and showed themselves to be perfectly imperfect humans who were laugh-out-loud funny without demeaning themselves or their audience. The show also highlighted interracial marriage, and the issues that were tackled were not forced but rather organic to the characters. The cast was led by the incomparable Isabel Sanford and Sherman Hemsley, and honey, they were the best comedic partners on set that anyone could ask for. We were an ensemble made up of veteran stage actors who had honed their talents in regional Black theater companies, including the legendary Negro Ensemble Company, established in 1967 and based in New York City. 

         
         By the time I landed the role of Florence, I was a single mother who had raised three children, my eldest being in her first
            year of college. I uprooted us all from the Midwest to Southern California in one of the most dramatic decades of American
            life, the 1960s.
         

         
         It was a time of great Black leadership with the likes of Dr. King, Malcolm X, Medgar Evers, Shirley Chisholm, Rosa Parks,
            and Fannie Lou Hamer. We saw the loss of our country’s leadership, including the Kennedys. It was a time of revolt, of “Black
            is Beautiful,” and of the discourse on civil rights. It was a time of pride, and as artists, we embraced the responsibility
            of portraying characters that we could be proud of.
         

         
         My sister Frieda was already earning a living as a background actor and gave me a landing pad on which I could rebuild my
            life, independent of my husband, Buddy.
         

         
         I come from a line of women who sought love but never found it truly; however, the lack of it forced each of us to find ourselves capable of standing on our own two feet. We had to for our own survival, and in my case for the survival of my children. 

         
         Acting saved me at a time in my life when I was broken. The education and joy were a balm to my wounded soul. I had been a
            wife with three young children; now I was a single mother from a broken marriage. My daughter, being the oldest, inherited
            a lot of responsibility that took time away from her being a child and teenager. Because of that, she also grew up feeling
            unloved and discouraged from pursuing her own dreams and passions. She says acting saved her too. Perhaps this is why God
            had us start our acting adventure together.
         

         
         As I practiced, the quality of my work grew and changed for the better, and so did my life. If a character had strength, I
            seemed to gain strength. I grew by connecting with the emotions of a character.
         

         
         I was driven to pursue acting out of a passion to get out of myself and my current reality. That was my motivation. Artists
            do what we do because we love it. We do it because we have to. Through our work, we tell stories that demonstrate what people
            go through in life and how they respond.
         

         
         You can have the love, determination, discipline, and motivation, but you also need good and knowledgeable people, devoted
            professionals, to work with you and on your behalf. In Hollywood and show business, you need agents and advocates.
         

         
         My first agents were pioneer Black women agents Ernestine McClendon and Lillian Cumber. Lillian was my first agent and Ernestine the second. These women were not afraid to speak truth to the powers that be in Hollywood. They had to be that way because the Hollywood circle of agents overlooked and undervalued Black artists. The television-and-film industry functioned the same way that most every other industry in the country did, and it reserved only a small sliver of opportunity in what was a big, rich pie. 

         
         If there is a person who made the most positive difference in the way that I and other Black actors in the 1960s and ’70s
            were received, it was Ernestine McClendon. She was the founder and owner of the first Black theatrical talent agency in New
            York City. She set up shop there and in Los Angeles. A former actress herself, she was a freckle-faced beauty, with enough
            fire within her to stand up and advocate for other artists. In 1960 Ernestine took out a full-page ad in The Hollywood Reporter, where she published an open letter to the film industry. She confronted industry leaders about the dismissive treatment
            they gave Black talent. She used a revolving door as a metaphor to make the point that her actors were ushered in and out
            of the rooms of opportunity without being allowed to stay.
         

         
         This shook things up enough for me to land an audition for the role of Florence. It also taught me how to push further. I, for example, was the first woman (and Black person) to executive produce and star in her own television series: 227. But I began speaking up for myself and my fellow actors long before that. On The Jeffersons, it came natural for me to speak up about lines, storylines, and even pay raises. There were both family and so-called friends
            in my life who tried to tell me I had no power and no talent. I quieted those naysayers, because as they say, “Success is
            the best revenge.” But it’s a revenge that also teaches. Because it allows those who try to thwart your dreams to see what
            is possible. I saw what was possible in my mother and father, who both beat the odds and became business owners, and therefore
            they laid the groundwork for me.
         

         
         Sometimes we let our impatience win, and we end up self-sabotaging. We give up and accept less than what is meant for us.
            Sometimes we mute, or disregard, the messages that we are supposed to follow. I’d done that many times in my life, including
            my wedding day, when I knew not to get in that cab—I’ll explain that later. The point is, when it was time to get on the plane
            and leave my past behind, I was following the messages . . . I was listening.
         

         
         When I arrived in Los Angeles in 1969 from Detroit, Michigan, with my three children, I had a job in the reservations department
            of United Airlines. I continued to keep my “day job” with the airlines even after landing the role on The Jeffersons. The flight privileges were a godsend, particularly once Angela went east to attend Howard University.
         

         
         I’m deeply grateful to United and to show business groundbreakers, including Norman Lear. His success is unparalleled because
            his shows tackled issues that revitalized our American culture and the arts. Were it not for him in the wider world of television
            and beyond, I wouldn’t be famous. People know my name because of him. And he continued to share his light and platform with
            me up to his one hundredth year.
         

         
         I’m blessed to continue to receive recognition and support. So many of my show business children have my back on the internet
            too. Snoop Dogg posted online that it was time for Marla Gibbs to have her “Betty White moment.” That got noticed and shared
            by Jamie Foxx, rapper T.I., D. L. Hughley, Kerry Washington, Yvette Nicole Brown, and so many other influential artists of
            today. That kind of support reminds me that I’ve raised the hip-hop generation from its infancy.
         

         
         In more recent years, I’ve made guest appearances on various television shows. On Grey’s Anatomy, I played a woman with dementia, admitted to the same hospital where her granddaughter is a newly appointed member of the
            medical staff. The granddaughter is very upset that her grandmother mistakes her for her daughter who died, and it triggers
            her granddaughter’s memory of her mother.
         

         
         Jackée Harry, my friend and castmate from the series 227, led the way for me to play the part of her character’s mother on the long-running, popular daytime show Days of Our Lives. And I was a church archivist in an episode of UnPrisoned, working with Kerry Washington and my longtime friend Delroy Lindo.
         

         
         Best of all, my three children are beautiful, accomplished, and talented human beings whom I love and who give me reasons
            every day to be proud of them. My daughter Angela starred in a television series called Not Dead Yet. A brilliant actor, she’s been performing, teaching, coaching, and working in film and theater as long as I have. Amil is
            her son and is an accomplished musician and composer. My third child, Dorian, is an artist too, who has worked on camera and
            behind the scenes as a writer and manager. And my son Jordan worked the sound boom on my shows for years before becoming a
            real estate broker. From the time I turned forty-four years old and became a prime-time television star, arts and culture
            have been a part of our family legacy. The industry made a good life for us. The practice of making art saved my life at a
            time when I wasn’t so sure I was going to have a long one. We continue to heal and know that it’s never too late to try.
         

         
         My sisters and I were raised during the 1930s and 1940s, when the mindset about what was achievable for Black folks was quite different. My father would always tell me to “make sure you graduate from high school!” So that was the big deal back then. My mother didn’t graduate high school, nor did any of my sisters, so when my father died, I made sure I finished school in honor of him. I thought that was going to be enough to get me started in life. That is when I discovered racism. I was a great student in high school and could get a job over the phone easily, but when I showed up, they would tell me the position was already filled or that they were not hiring Negroes. I realized my job opportunities were going to be limited because of the color of my skin. Growing up in a Black neighborhood, I had been insulated, and we had everything we needed. I didn’t have to deal with racism. I felt Black people had power. I wanted to duplicate that in Leimert Park. 

         
         I’ve not only been a working artist for a long time; I’ve also built cultural institutions in an effort to preserve our culture through the arts. When I bought the Vision Theatre in Leimert Park, I dreamed of a place where Black people would feel their power and know their brilliance. I wanted other Black business owners and organizations to support my vision, but unfortunately some of them gave me a flat-out “NO” and offered no reason why. I heard a lot of things from people about what was said behind my back; one rumor was “she was supposed to come and ask permission to buy the building.” Again, it’s hearsay, so I’m not sure what the reasons were; all I know was I made my bed, so I had to lie in it. I lost the theater (and a lot of money) and left behind a dream. But God has timing, and now Shay Wafer, who actually started Crossroads Theatre with Angela, along with Tina Knowles, are taking over the Vision Theatre, and my dream will live through them. 

         
         I was also committed to doing television shows I felt were important to society. One show featured homeless advocate Ted Hayes,
            who introduced the dome housing concept for people living on the streets in Los Angeles. Ted was on 227, and we also had actual homeless people as background. They were so excited to be there and did great jobs. I did an interview
            saying I would like to see the industry consider hiring some homeless people as background in films that required huge background
            scenes. The article received some complaints from background actors, because they said, “We’re having a hard-enough time ourselves
            to get work.” They didn’t understand I wasn’t talking about union actors, and these folks on the show were so good, I could
            see the light in their eyes . . . And to me, I was seeing hope.
         

         
         Life spirals and brings you full-circle moments over and over in ways and in times you can’t imagine. Like the labor strikes
            that put the TV and film industry on pause in 2023, just as the COVID-19 pandemic leading up to the strikes put the world
            on pause. There were strikes such as this when my career was just beginning in 1971.
         

         
         The outcome in 2023 was a contract—achieved by the Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees (IATSE) and the Alliance of Motion Picture and Television Producers (AMPTP). One of the new requirements now is that there is more diversity in the makeup and hair departments for cast members of all races and ethnicities: 

         
         
            1. Each principal performer shall be given the opportunity to meaningfully consult regarding any hair and makeup needs so
               that production is prepared to work with the performer, including having appropriate hair and makeup products and equipment.
               If the producer is unable to provide qualified hair and/or makeup personnel to work with the performer, production shall reimburse
               the performer for the pre-approved cost of obtaining such services.
            

         

         Now that’s change . . . good change.

         
         I am so blessed, and God and beautiful people are at the root of all my blessings. We have grown a garden of great work over
            the years, and they are the ones who continue to give me flowers. I want to name all those who have honored me, but I hesitate
            to list them here in fear that I’ll forget one and therefore unintentionally slight the kind people who believe I’ve done
            things worthy of their acknowledgment. I’m deeply grateful to everyone and anyone who appreciates what I’ve done in my life
            and work.
         

         
         I also want to recognize the flowers I receive from people and organizations that aren’t broadcast on national media, such as the Angela and John Witherspoon Family Foundation for the Arts. 

         
         The recognition I receive does not keep me from moving forward, because I don’t stop living and appreciating my life and the
            people in it. An actor’s job is to tell a story and give voice to a character. It’s an important job because we need to tell
            our stories and to hear each other. We all go through things. We all have our challenges and our crosses to bear. I’m excited
            that the technology available to us allows us to have meaningful discussions with people all over the world. I want to create
            an online forum inviting people to share their stories of how they’ve endured tough times and overcome the odds against them.
         

         
         I keep walking and looking forward. But as I do, I remember the steps I took with people who came before me and who came beside
            me—my mother, Ophelia Kemp; my father, Douglas Bradley; and my sister, the stunning Frieda Rentie. She is facing tough health
            challenges these days that are hard for me to witness. Frieda had no children of her own but thankfully was very careful with
            her money over the years, so she has the resources to pay for help.
         

         
         She needs constant care, and while I’m not able to give her much help myself, Angela is an active presence in her life, making
            sure that her auntie stays in good spirits.
         

         
         My children are the foundation and motivation for me cultivating a strong family legacy and a career that makes a contribution to more than my singular but blessed life. 

         
         

         I believe that some of the experiences that cause us the most pain are also what can catapult us to our greatest joy, if we
            use them to become who we are meant to be. It is said that even wickedness can work for God, and you can see in several cases
            that the good and the bad were part of God’s perfect plan. I’m grateful I finally grew the courage and faith to leave some
            things and people behind to forge ahead and create my destiny.
         

         
         Roger Mosley, one of my early acting teachers, was cast as the lead in the 1973 blaxploitation movie Sweet Jesus, Preacherman. Roger asked the casting director to see me, and I ended up with the role of Beverly Solomon, a church member, in the story
            of a gangster posing as a Baptist preacher to accomplish his dirty deeds. It was my first film. I learned to visualize my
            goals and aspirations. So, where a career in television was concerned, I began to visualize and say, “I want to do that show,
            thank you.” I thanked the Universe ahead of time. Sure enough, I landed roles on primetime shows like Cold Case, ER, and others.
         

         
         My birth year says I’m thirty three times over, but I choose to vibrate on thirty. We are spiritual beings as well as physical, and as such, we are ageless and timeless. My choosing to stay at thirty years old has nothing to do with looks and trying to act like I’m thirty. It has everything to do with the spirit of thirty. I’ve learned not to worry about age and simply think about what I want to do with my life and know that I can still do it. No matter what age I am, if I want to accomplish something, I’m going to give it a try—and since I’m thirty, I’m expecting to do it. 

         
         

         Margaret Bradley Gibbs never imagined in 1969, when she landed in Los Angeles with the intention of jump-starting a new life,
            that it would include becoming a household name and a television star called Marla.
         

         
         I truly believe everything we do and everyone we meet are put in our path for a purpose. There are no accidents; we’re all
            teachers and students. I do believe if we can conceive of something and believe it, we can achieve it. It’s called faith!
            Faith and trust in the Divine. We have to pay attention to the lessons we learn, trust our positive instincts, and not be
            afraid to take risks or not wait for some miracle to come knocking at our door.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Two
A Mother’s Intuition

         
         
            Love is not just an emotion. . . . Love is a verb! A verb that includes quality time, respect, patience, understanding, and
               communication.
            

         

         My mother, Ophelia Kemp, was a force to be reckoned with. She was a young, pretty girl when my father spotted and claimed
            her. Out of necessity and choice, she grew into a formidable woman who didn’t let the tenor of the times stop her from carving
            out a life on her own terms. She sought to be a faithful follower in the church led by Detroit’s legendary Prophet Jones.
            But she would eventually establish her own church and garner a following of believers who respected and recognized her gifts
            as faith based. She was a business leader and a clairvoyant. People would stand in line for hours to get a spiritual reading
            from her.
         

         
         I didn’t appreciate her lesson and example as much as others did. I had some things to go through. My young life was defined by circumstances and people who came into my life to set me back and knock me down, sometimes literally, before I could get on my feet for any length of time. 

         
         My father had already been married and divorced when he started going up to Racine, Wisconsin, where he met my mom. He went
            there with his friends to party and enjoy his single life. That’s where Douglas Bradley met Ophelia Kemp. She lived in that
            town and would sneak out of the house with her sister Vera to go to the same parties. She was light-skinned, or, as they said
            back then, a redbone, with a face full of freckles and the prettiest legs. She also was full of personality.
         

         
         Ophelia was a preacher’s kid. Her father was furious and kicked her out of the house when he learned of her pregnancy. He
            found it unacceptable for a daughter of his and thought she would contaminate her younger sister Vera. Their mother had passed
            at a young age, when Ophelia was four years old. So when her dad turned his back on her, Douglas was all she had.
         

         
         He decided to marry my mom. He was living with his mother Hattie and his aunt Bell. They were less than pleased to meet his
            pregnant sixteen-year-old wife, much less invite her into the family. They treated her as if she were common. Maybe they were
            also a bit jealous of her youthful exuberance.
         

         
         The sisters may have disliked this pretty young thing, but they managed to fall in love with the baby she would deliver and name after her own sister—a child named Vera Louise. Two years later, I was born to Douglas Bradley and Ophelia Kemp and named Margaret. Frieda came two and a half years after me. One of the earliest stories about me that I can recall is about how a man passed by my mom holding me—a fat, little babe in her arms—on a Chicago sidewalk and said
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