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				This book is dedicated to my mother, La V’onne, 
my son, Daniel, and my husband, Steve, 
the three pillars of my life.
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				Introduction

				It’s just a few minutes until our call to the stage for the taping of another episode of The Doctors, and on this day I’m sitting backstage with my briefing book closed in my lap, mulling over the topic I’ll be discussing with one of our cohosts, Dr. Travis Stork. I’ve talked about breast cancer thousands of times with my patients, but I’ve rarely spoken in public about my mom’s encounter with the disease, and thinking about it brings a surge of emotion. I was in medical school when my mom was diagnosed, and I was a doctor in training at USC when I lost her. Mom was my whole life, and I feel her beside me as I steady myself to tell her story. I know she’d be proud to know that she’s helping me remind thousands of women to take the steps that can save their lives. 

				My mom was my best friend and biggest supporter, and as I’ll say on the show, I owe everything to her unflagging belief in me. It was the one thing I had in abundance growing up in a crazy childhood that seems almost impossibly far from here. 
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				My mother and I sit at the kitchen table, the white Formica spread with my schoolwork and a jumble of mail. I have a good head for numbers, and I may be the only kid in my fourth-grade class who likes word problems. My mom throws one at me. 

				“Phone bill,” she says, opening an envelope and frowning at what she sees. “Okay, Leese. What’ll we do with this one?” 

				Here’s the long version of the problem: A single mom and her daughter live in Seattle. The mom’s government job pays enough to cover all the bills except tuition for the daughter’s exclusive private school. Subtract the pricey education and the numbers all line up. But that would mean erasing the mom’s vision for the daughter, which involves strapping her girl to a rocket and sending her flying past the barriers that are still stacked in front of a black child in the 1970s. So: dream or duty? What do you do when the phone bill comes due?

				“No signature,” I say. It’ll take a while for the phone company to deal with our “honest mistake” when they get the unsigned check. We’re behind, and we don’t want them to shut us off again. But maybe this will buy us some time. Sometimes it does.

				For other bills, at times like now when we’re strapped, we’ve got other answers. There’s “wrong date,” “send to the wrong address,” “mix up the checks”—by putting, say, a check for the phone company in the utility-bill envelope. At age nine I know them all well. This is what we do; it binds us together. It boosts me up and sends me to class with the rich kids.
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				I often tell people that my mother was the most important person in my life. They look at me, look at my résumé. It’s a testament to her influence. I went to prep schools, a Seven Sisters college, med school. I have a beautiful son, a private medical practice, even a job that gives me the opportunity to reach tens of thousands of people with positive messages about living a healthy life and saving the lives of women and children. Because of my mom I believed I could do anything—things like starting a charity that helps fund clinics in Africa and India—and I got the running start that so often comes only with wealth. My life has been sweet and blessed. The years I had with my mom—she died when I was twenty-seven—were filled with our devotion to each other. There were also those nights at the kitchen table, “paying bills” and concocting solutions for keeping our struggling family of two afloat. 

				Jungians call the push-pull between a person’s contradictions the tension of opposites. Malcolm X had another phrase that applies: “by any means necessary.” And my mother, La V’onne Smith? She was rhetoric-free and focused solely on pushing open doors in my life, some inner, some outer. She wanted to expand the world’s notions—and my own—of what I could be. I’d have to say she succeeded. Because my mom, a smart black woman from Louisiana, went north for a new life, I know what it’s like to start from scratch far from home with nothing but your wits to sustain you. I know, too, how often people look at one another and see only what they want to see—or believe that what’s in front of them now is an unchangeable reality. I learned early about façades and surfaces and conventional wisdom and the possibilities they hide. 
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				Those lessons were hard won, and sometimes painful, but they have served me in ways you wouldn’t expect as I’ve worked to harness them for the good. When I was a medical student, I heard a statistic that shook me to my core: Every minute a woman in the developing world dies from pregnancy-related causes that are mostly preventable or treatable. And every thirty seconds a child dies as a result of its mother’s death. It was hard to bear the thought of this enormous, seemingly intractable chain of loss. I wondered how my mother might respond to those staggering facts. “Throw up your hands” wasn’t in her vocabulary. “A step at a time” is what I heard. Though I was just one person, I started to look for ideas and money and ways to begin to shift the odds for some of those women and children.

				That’s how it happens that in a rural area of northern Kenya where women once walked twenty miles or more to give birth to a baby there is now a small clinic that has saved hundreds of lives. The driving impulse behind that small change for good was a mother’s belief—my mother’s belief—in her child and the world.

				I’m still at work on finding ways to help babies and pregnant women and still facing down the challenges that come with being a human who needs to be Wonder Woman sometimes to get through the day. When I’m alone with my disappointments, or stuck and wondering just what my next step could be, my mother is still the voice in my ear laughing at the naysayers and saying, “We’ll find a way.” 

				This is the story of the big love that came from a most unconventional woman. It’s messy, and sometimes dark, the way love always is. But it set some amazing futures in motion, and they’re part of her story, too. This book and all I’ve ever accomplished are dedicated to her.

			

		

	
		
			
				ONE

				You and Me against the World

				One thing I’ve always known about my mother: She had enough warmth and fire to melt whatever came between her and a goal that had taken root in her mind. Divorced and solely responsible for me after just a few years of marriage, she used what women have always called on when resources fall short of needs: charm, grit, and ingenuity. She could hatch a plan and charm the pants off anyone to get it going.

				When I was three, Mom packed up her well-used car, put me in the front seat next to her, and pointed us away from Haynesville, Louisiana, where her people had lived for generations. The car rode low with the weight of our boxes and bags, and there was no room—in any sense—for my father. He was an English professor and jazz musician—a sax player—and he hadn’t taken it well when Mom announced that she didn’t need his permission or approval to apply for a job teaching English at the University of Washington in Seattle. 

				“Where in the hell is that?” is what he probably said, “and what kind of reception does a woman like you think she’s going to get that far north? You have got to be out of your mind!”

				Whatever argument he mustered, it didn’t slow her in the least. When she got word that the job was hers, she steeled herself, grabbed me, and never looked back. My grandmother and the extended family gathered around the car to see us off, shaking their heads but knowing there was no stopping La V’onne Smith. She’d sprinted off to college at sixteen, graduated at nineteen, and chafed against the life that was available to a young black woman in the still-segregated South. 

				“Mama, I’ll call you,” she yelled out the window. I watched our old house disappear. We were headed for a whole new life, and I knew that was a good thing. 

				A long twenty-four hundred miles later, we limped into a gas station, tired, dusty, and down to our last few dollars. The plan for this move hadn’t fully taken into account how much gas and rooms on the road would cost, much less what we’d do when we got to the other end. But here we were. It was time to cope.

				“You stay in the car now,” Mom said as she climbed out, one long, slim leg announcing our arrival and the rest of her curves providing the fanfare. She was always turning heads, and today was no exception. Though there was no question what side of the color line we belonged on in Haynesville, here, with her golden skin; freckles; soft, full lips; and “very keen” nose, as she liked to describe it, she was hard to categorize. “Exotic” seemed to sum her up in the minds of a lot of the people we met. It didn’t matter much: By instinct and habit we’d found our way to the city’s black neighborhood.

				Mom didn’t have a Southern accent, but she did have a practiced allure, and today she turned it on. We were country damsels in distress. She flashed her sparkling brown eyes at the station owner, gestured to the license plates on the car, and began to tell our travelers’ story. The engine sizzled and dripped.

				“You come on out and say hello to Uncle Tom,” she called to me after a couple of minutes. Things had come to a standstill at the shop as the mechanics gathered around. 

				“This little lady looks like she could use a nice cold soda,” said the station owner, handing me a coin. I dropped it into the slot of the machine in front of the office, and when a bottle of Grape Crush rolled down the chute of the cooler, he pulled it out and popped off the cap with a grease-stained rag before handing it to me. A little more chatting and laughing and “Uncle Tom” had offered us a place to sleep—he had an empty room in his house, not far from the garage. We unpacked in his spare bedroom as if we were long-lost relatives and with smiles and good Southern cooking, Mom kept us in Uncle Tom’s good graces long enough to hustle up the money for a deposit on a place of our own.

				I wouldn’t be surprised if that deposit was another gift from Tom. He was a gentle, hopeful man with muddy-water eyes that smiled back appreciatively at my mom and me. He kept me filled with grape soda and turned on the sprinkler in the backyard so I could run through it. His mechanics kept an eye on me while Mom was learning the ropes at the university and looking for our next home. “Gimme Shelter” blared from the station’s tinny radio during those first weeks. We’d gotten lucky—we’d found it.
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				Our new life would hinge on luck and kindness and the sort of gullible generosity that people tend to show to a beautiful young woman with a bright little girl. In Mom’s view we were worthy of—even entitled to—any good fortune we could make for ourselves. We were trailblazers, escaping the “blacks only” schools and doctors’ offices that lingered in Haynesville and setting out on our own. Mom was a lifelong student of literature, the daughter of an English teacher, a university graduate descended from slaves. And within a year of our arrival in Seattle, she had at least one rapidly evolving plot line in her mind. Its protagonist was me. I would be the female of the family who went to all the best schools, mixing with the children of whatever elite we found. There would be nothing holding me back, no excuses, no compromises. We’d do whatever we had to so one of the Smith women would finally be free to show how brilliantly she could shine.

				I don’t remember the first place we lived. I think it was university housing in Sand Point, the span of a town away from the campus. We both commuted from there to her classes, since there were no mechanics to look after me in our new place and no money for a babysitter. What the college had was students, and that gave us makeshift day care. Mom would settle me into her office while she was in class, leaving me to wear myself out swiveling around in her chair or coloring at her desk. I’d fall asleep on her sofa and wake to find one of her students checking on me. Or she’d put me in a chair at the back of a lecture hall and I’d be lulled by the rhythm of her voice, authoritative and graceful, as she talked about Shakespeare or Huck Finn. I loved the way all eyes were on her as she spoke, and the way the college girls would stop by my seat and say hello or ask to see what I was drawing. It was a given that I’d be one of them someday. 

				If it was unconventional for a lecturer to have a child with her all day, we used the old sales trick of “acknowledge and ignore.” We didn’t apologize, and I was well behaved enough to fit in as a little adult, or that’s what I thought. I sat and watched as my mother graded papers, explored the hallways while she met with students, and learned to find my own way to the restrooms so I didn’t have to interrupt her to ask.

				When she finally settled on a preschool program for me, I became a stop on her way to and from work, the traditional commuting arrangement of working moms. That lasted until “the incident”—something having to do with a racial comment directed at me by someone at the school. One of the other kids, I think. Mom pulled me out and began looking for an alternative. She sussed out the reputations of the public and private schools in the area, then scraped together the money for the private school that inevitably rose to the top. I’d be responsible for getting there and back on my own. 
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				I missed my grandma, but I was fine without my father. He and my mom had split up before the move, and I knew it was my mother who was “home” to me. Still, Seattle felt strange and new. At Epiphany School, the exclusive Episcopal elementary school that would be my new home base, nothing was familiar. We’d been the rural style of Baptist back in Louisiana, spending Sundays in a white-steepled church where people dressed to the nines for hours of preaching, praying, and calling “Amen” and “Thank you, Jesus!” The women there tried to cool the sultry air with their fans, and children like me dozed against them. Epiphany was wet red brick and rain gray, and the incense, ritual, and grand altar of its chapel were a revelation. God seemed bigger there, and my mother said it was fine to feel that—it didn’t matter to God how you prayed as long as you prayed. It was okay, she said, if you got more out of praying one way than another. She was pragmatic, and so was her God.

				In her eyes I think it was an advantage that I was one of only two black children in my class. With its sons and daughters of civic leaders and the privileged, Epiphany would be my crystal stair. 

				Classes were different in a lot of ways than they’d have been in Haynesville. I wore a red plaid jumper, crisp white blouse, and red sweater to school every day and became part of a tradition that I couldn’t have found back home. An early head of the school, Robert Spock, was the brother of Benjamin Spock, the noted child expert. Intellectual stimulation, not rote, was the rule, and that suited me. I was one of the talkers, always volunteering an answer or a comment. In the cozy classroom buildings, which were full of nooks, books, and such child-size delights as Venus flytraps, I thrived. I settled into my studies, along with the routine of shuttling from home to school to the university campus to home. 
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				“You’re paying how much for that school of hers?” 

				I could hear my grandmother’s voice blasting from the receiver when my mother picked up the phone early on Saturday morning for her mother’s weekly call. “You know you can’t afford anything like that—on your salary? Have you lost your common sense? You’re spoiling that girl.”

				“Mama, you know how I feel about this,” Mom would say, holding the receiver away from her ear. “Tell me about Aunt Geneva.”

				“You are spoiling that child!” would come the refrain.

				My extremely expensive education was a constant point of contention in the family. We were probably paying half my mother’s salary in tuition, and I was only in first grade. But she was defiant. If “the best” were available to wealthy children, it would also be available to me. The script was written, and even the finest public school wasn’t a potent enough catalyst for its star. Epiphany, she thought, would be a game changer, and she had to have it for me—even on an adjunct professor’s salary.

				But having it wasn’t possible by the usual means. And that’s where the sleight of hand—the juggling—came in.

				Juggling involved taking a salary of a few hundred dollars a week and making it stretch to include not only the necessities but also the money for that bank-busting tuition check—and all the activities that go with a platinum education: ballet lessons, class trips and activities, camp. I don’t know when I first became aware of how she made it work. Maybe it was the second or third time we moved. 

				Mom would get restless, then turn businesslike. “Leese,” she’d say, “get your coat. We’re going to check out this ad.” She’d have the classifieds of the Times or the Post-Intelligencer, with ads circled under the “Houses for Rent” or “Duplexes” category. We’d drive to a new neighborhood and find the address, and she’d run the quick calculus of apartment hunters: Price right? Nice place? Anything scary about it? Okay! Let’s go inside. Those first couple of times, I went with her to the door, but we learned our lesson fast. She was fair-skinned, but I’d inherited my father’s coloring, and there was no question that I was a little black girl, especially with my hair in twin ponytails and tied with ribbons. A smile at my mom could turn into a quick, “Sorry, it’s not available” when the person who placed the ad glanced down and saw me. It wasn’t the blatant door-slamming we might’ve met in Haynesville, but we got the message. 

				“Honey,” Mom said, “they’re just ignorant. But you’d better stay in the car.” 

				Anyone she fooled into giving us a lease got fooled again when it was time to collect the rent for month three or month four. Our check might “go missing.” Or there might be a few earnest promises to pay next week, the week after that for sure, before it became clear that the money wasn’t coming at all. A moving van would come, we’d empty one place of our belongings, and we’d set up housekeeping in a brand new spot.

				A lot of people can tell you every detail of their childhood homes—the pattern of the wallpaper in their bedroom, the way the shadows tangled through bare branches on a winter night, the way a clock ticked from the hallway into the sound of their dreams. The rooms where they grew up are a part of them. But my homes are a blur, a new one every few months in some years. I was at Epiphany all the way through fourth grade, but I had so many addresses I sometimes had to think before telling someone what part of town I lived in. I knew other people didn’t live this way, but I knew exactly why we did: for me. For my education. I was the reason for the flimsy sense of security that dogged us, the new addresses, the distracted look on my mother’s face, and the drink in her hand when she sat down at the kitchen table with the bills. And it was my job—my only job—to deserve the gift that was costing us so much. We were a team. 
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				If things had been different—say, if Mom had been a brilliant white woman who was too ambitious for a small, segregated town—it’s possible that she never would have had an occasion to drift into the stressful way we lived. Maybe she’d have married a rich man or taken out loans or felt there were enough possibilities for her daughter that there wasn’t a need to steal them. Deception was the last thing you’d expect of a woman whose titles would eventually include administrator for the Department of Housing and Urban Development and director of a regional office of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. And maybe that’s why the juggling was so successful for so long. She wasn’t a woman you’d challenge. 

			

		

	
		
			
				TWO

				Girl Alone

				Parenting books will tell you that children need consistency, and in a manner of speaking, I had it. My rock-solid constant was my mother’s belief that, left to my own devices, I’d be all right.

				I’d been proving that to her all my life. My very first memory is of a commotion in the bathroom when I was two years old. I heard screaming and ran toward it. The room was steamy, and a scalding shower hissed into the tub. My mother struggled in my father’s grip as he tried to push her in. Both of them were yelling. His arms were wet. The broom in the corner was bigger than I was, but I grabbed it and jabbed it at him to help my mom pull away. When she did, I ran next door, calling for my great aunt. 

				That’s one of the stories behind our leaving. I think it also helps explain why there was no baby talk between me and my mom. Sometimes it seems as though I was always grown up. She needed me to be. 

				Our deal was that I would take care of myself when she couldn’t be with me. From first grade on, I was a latchkey kid, often getting to school and back alone. That usually meant taking the bus—or sometimes two or three buses—on winding commutes that had me waiting morning and night in the dark of Seattle winter. My mom taught me to read schedules and timetables, and she’d drill me on the plan—when to leave, where to wait. I learned the importance of all that rehearsing on my very first day of school, when, despite having carefully worked out bus numbers and directions, I decided to ask advice of Ammine Berry, the only other black girl in my class and my soon-to-be best friend.
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				“Listen,” she told me with great authority, “just get on the bus that stops in front of the school and it’ll get you there. I’ll show you.” Ammine, I soon learned, rarely let not knowing something prevent her from sounding as if she did. But in that first moment of feeling alone and a little lost, I thought she must be a guide sent from heaven. So two intrepid six-year-olds climbed onto the school bus and got off near Ammine’s house—miles in the opposite direction from where I needed to be. That was the last time I let myself climb on a bus without quizzing the driver about our real destination. 

				I did have occasional babysitters. My uncle Almer, who was a decade younger than my mom, was a navy man stationed in Seattle—he still suspects that Mom had a hand in that—and he’d come stay with us for a week or two when his ship came in. Mom’s other brother, Don (he’s two years older than Almer), would also visit when his navy travels brought him back to town. Neither asked about our vagabond lifestyle—Mom was the big sister with the place to crash, and as far as they were concerned, it was none of their business if we floated around the city. “All those apartments were nice,” Almer says. “I thought La V’onne was just restless.”

				Almer got a glimpse of my life that not too many others saw. He remembers giving me a ride to school one winter and marveling that when we left at my accustomed time, it felt like the middle of the night, and we arrived before anyone else. “It was so early in the morning, the school was all locked up and dark. It was just you and the janitor,” he says. “And you were so small!” 

				It was that way every day. I’d take a bus that let me off way before the rest of the kids showed up and wait in whatever part of the school was open—sometimes it was with the secretaries outside the principal’s office, sometimes the library. I knew all the adults who were working at that hour. And when the janitor opened up my classroom, I’d sit alone and do my homework or read. I was always the first one there.

				During the school day I was the driven kid, the one with her hand always in the air, the first one with the answer. I felt as though I’d always known how to read, and math clicked easily in my brain. A French teacher came on Fridays to teach us vocabulary with a bingo game that rewarded the winner with Jolly Rancher candies. The inside of my desk was a candy storehouse—I had a lot of luck and a very good memory. 

				I liked being the best and fought for it; I was about as alpha as they come. I ran outside playing “capture the flag” with the boys, whispered with the girls, and always had a plan. When we found a dead bird on the playground in first grade, I insisted that our class hold a funeral, complete with a procession to a gravesite on the playground. I, of course, was the priest. 

				I palled around with a couple of boys—Johnny, my favorite, and pair of girls named Mindy and Wendy. All of them were from families with big homes by the water and maids or nannies who’d make us snacks on the occasions when I could get a ride over to play after school. As the days lengthened in the spring, we’d keep our wide-ranging tag and hide-and-seek games going far into the evening on big lawns that felt like parks, with a froth of blooms on the well-manicured azaleas and camellias opening like giant white moths against glossy green leaves that arched overhead. 

				But I was closest to Ammine, more for reasons of family status than color. Her life, it turned out, had enough drama to make mine seem almost normal. 

				“You don’t have a father, right?” she observed early on. “That’s okay—my parents are separated. I stay with my dad sometimes and my mom sometimes, and I have my stuff at two houses.”

				“We’ve had a couple of different houses, too,” I said. “It’s not bad.”

				“At least you have your mom all the time,” she said, sounding envious. Her mother was white, her father black, and because her mom traveled a lot for business, she was most often at her father’s place, where her grandmother would take care of her. Her parents were wealthy, but it didn’t seem to change her—she was down-to-earth, more like me. And once we went over to her father’s house, I knew things weren’t always easy for her. There were hippies hanging out, and he was trying to be one. It was weird, but I didn’t make a big deal about it. Neither of us liked explaining our home life to other kids, which made us natural confidantes, and my mom was comfortable letting Ammine come over. For many years she was the only friend I was allowed to bring home. 
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				My “normal” was being home alone. And the routine, whether my mom was there or not, was that there was no routine, no set-in-stone mealtimes or homework time or bedtime or chores. If I was hungry when I got back from school, I knew how to make a sandwich or heat water for Cup-a-Soup or ramen noodles. If I wanted to watch old movies into the night, that was up to me. If I wanted to drop my clothes on the floor when I took them off, no problem. My mom did that, too. 

				Compared to the other kids, I was being raised by wolves, and luckily, the freedom suited me. But Mom and I did have safety rituals. After she heard me telling someone on the phone that she wasn’t available, she began to fret about what might come of my talking to strangers who called while she was out. So we developed some of the few rules in my life: No answering the door when I was home alone. No answering the phone then, either, unless I first heard her signal—two single rings. 

				In case of an emergency, she insisted that I know her work number, my grandmother’s phone number, and our home number. These we worked on after dinner, especially right after a move when there would be yet another new home phone to memorize. For most second or third graders, knowing your phone number and address is rote. For me it was a maddening exercise that wouldn’t let me forget how different our life was from that of other families.

				I added rituals of my own to make my time alone less scary. TV noise would drown out the sounds of the street and the unnerving creaks of a new place, so I’d flip on the set as soon as I walked in the door and use its laugh tracks, shoot-outs, and talking heads for company. If I were feeling especially nervous, I’d prop a chair under the doorknob till my mom got home. I carried an umbrella for a solid year, rain or shine, after a dog chased me near a bus stop. I wanted to be able to protect myself, and I didn’t care what anyone said about my odd habits (to this day I’m uncomfortable around big dogs).

				My reward for being more grown-up than kids my age was being treated like a grown-up—I was my mother’s closest confidante, the one she laughed and cried with. Romances, finances, moods that swept in like storms from the Pacific—she shared every hope and worry. I was used to being consulted and having a say. 
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				“You liked him, didn’t you?” Mom asked. I was sitting on the floor between her legs for my weekly session with the hot comb—oil on my kinky hair, a metal comb heated on the stove and pulled through to straighten it, section by section, in an hour of intimate contact (and peril to the delicate skin of my ears and scalp). We’d gone out to dinner with a new suitor the night before, and Mom was in the glow of “maybe he’ll stick around.” She dated sporadically, and I was always included in the predate preparations as well as the post-date debriefing. 

				“He was boring,” I said, blunt as ever.

				“Don’t you say that where he can hear! He’s a good man, and he’s got that sweet mouth.” She gave my hair a tug.

				“Mom! I don’t want to hear about it.” I could imagine the two of them kissing, but I didn’t want to. 

				In our early years of scraping and creative financing, Mom’s admirers were a welcome source of distraction as well as affection—and sometimes cash. Almost all of them were a certain type: handsome, nicely dressed, and able to keep up with her forays into politics and work talk. That was no surprise. She’d had one consistent bit of guidance for me from the time I was old enough to arrange weddings for my Barbies: It’s as easy to marry a rich man as a poor one. It was a given that Mom would only favor men whose jobs would keep them in shiny Italian shoes, tailored suits, and status cars. 

				I was both seen and heard when a man came to call, and I went along on enough dates to work out a system with my mom. “Leese, you’re going to have to help me tonight,” she’d say as she adjusted her skirt in front of the mirror, smoothing it over her curves. “You know how these men are. You let me know if you like this one, and I’ll do the same, all right?”

				Then with a spritz of Shalimar and a confident swipe of red lipstick, she was ready and we were off.

				I loved to watch her in action. On a date, she was effervescent, with the smoothness of a Southern belle and enough cattiness to have an edge that let a man know not to mistake charm for empty-headedness. It was fine with her if I didn’t like someone she was having fun with, but dinner, she made clear, wasn’t the place to express it. If I turned sarcastic or confrontational, I’d get a pinch under the table and a walk to the ladies’ room, where she’d tell me I needed to turn my attitude around. I’ve never been good at hiding my feelings.

				If it looked as though things were going badly and our date was dull or obnoxious or just simply moving too fast, my mom would give me one of her looks, and I’d develop a terrible stomachache or a “fever” that needed prompt attention. “No, we won’t be having dessert—my girl’s eyes look so tired, don’t they?” A flurry of excuses and apologies would see us to the door, and we’d leave as unencumbered as when we’d walked in. She was highly selective, so my acting was pretty well practiced.

				One of Mom’s admirers was John Doyle Bishop, the owner of an haute couture boutique on Fifth Avenue that bore his name. Mom had walked into the shop not long after we moved to Seattle, and almost immediately she was modeling in trunk shows and for private customers at the lush modern space—and taking home the bright suits and frothy dresses the flamboyant Irishman occasionally gave her in payment. He adored her and indulged me, letting me sit amid his high-society clients as Mom and the other models circulated through the airy space. She’d dress me up in a frilly dress, white anklets, and shiny patent Mary Janes and put colored ribbons in my hair. I’d watch the shows wide-eyed.

				Mom didn’t often wear the clothes Bishop gave her, but I liked to riffle through them in her closet, feeling the heft and texture of the fabrics in that one small section of her otherwise functional wardrobe. 

				We had no money to speak of, but luxury—whether it came in the form of a beautiful dress or dinners at the best restaurants in town—wasn’t foreign to us. Mom always found a path to it and, in her way, made sure I had a taste.

			

		

	
		
			
				THREE

				Always Moving

				One white sofa, long, impractical, and capable of imparting a certain glamor to any sort of apartment

				One coffee table

				One tabletop color television

				Four table lamps

				One formal dining room table with four chairs and a buffet

				One double bed and nightstand

				Two dressers

				Two boxes of china, glasses, pots and pans, a handful of spice jars: an instant kitchen

				Two boxes of assorted groceries

				One small box of cleaning supplies

				Two boxes of child’s drawings, photos, mementos

				Two boxes of toys, dolls, and games

				One French Provincial–style four-poster bed with white canopy and gold details on the frame

				One wardrobe box of women’s clothes

				One wardrobe box of girls’ clothing

				Framed artwork: color studio portrait of a young black girl (me), photo of a black farm couple (my grandparents), photo of a young black mother with daughter (us)

				We were a quick, cheap move, an easy load and unload. After a year or so, some of our bulkier pieces of furniture and nonessential belongings like mementos had taken up residence in a storage space, and the rest was simple to pack. We stashed the empty boxes in a closet, and when it was time to tape them together again, I got good at tossing in my things. After a while, neither of us bothered to do much unpacking. Home for me was my four-poster bed from Sears, and once it was set up, I’d pull out a pink baby doll with a music box inside that you could wind up with a tiny key on the back. When it tinkled “Playmate, come out and play with me,” I was in my haven, my floating island. If we were in a fancy place, like the huge condo near Lake Union with a balcony and a view of the city, I was thrilled by the change of scene. As often as not, though, our next perch would be far out of town, in Bellevue or Redmond, where rents were cheaper. I learned not to get attached.

				“Always moving” was a state of being for us. We couldn’t stop, couldn’t rest. In my mom’s mind, I’m sure much of that had to do with staying ahead of bill collectors and bitter landlords and the chance that someone at work would find out how we were getting by. It was as though we’d been snatched by the winds of a tornado, and somehow we’d be fine as long as we kept spinning. If we stopped to look closely at our precarious state, we’d crash to the ground and have to survey the rubble. So instead we flew on. 

				Mom looked for new jobs, new houses. I was propelled by the hunt for the next A. According to my mom, I’d need all I could get. “When you’re a black female, good isn’t good enough,” she said, echoing generations of black mothers before her. “You’re going to have to work harder and do better, just so people will take you seriously.” I took her words to heart. If there was extra credit to be done, I piled it on. I wanted the A-plus, not just the A. The funny thing was that Mom didn’t insist. If I’d said I was too tired to do my homework, she’d have told me to rest. She believed in me. I was the one who needed to prove to the world that she was right.

				That became a problem when a new student showed up at Epiphany in the third grade. She was a pretty Asian-American girl, shy and brainy. For the first time in my life, I had competition. I’d handily been number one on every test and paper, but suddenly, there was someone who’d best me by a point or two. Some kids might have enjoyed having an equal, a true rival, but I hated it. 

				Mom couldn’t see anything but the As on the papers I brought home, and I think she was surprised by how much the new girl upset me. “Honey,” she said when I asked what to do, “nothing beats a winner but a try.”

				I didn’t like the idea that I was not the winner, but I could go with the “try” idea. And try I did. On the playground I lobbied to make sure no one talked to the new girl. “I can’t be on your team if you play with her,” I pouted to the other kids. I even roped my friends into tactics that had an uncomfortable twinge of Lord of the Flies.

				“When she walks by, let’s whisper, then point at her.”

				“What do we say?” someone asked.

				“It doesn’t matter,” I said. It didn’t. We mumbled gibberish while we giggled in her direction, and she walked away, stricken.

				My teacher took me aside and tried to explain that I needed to be friendly to everyone, especially the new girl, but I was only so successful at tempering my resentment. At the end of the year, she transferred to a new school. All these years later, I still feel guilty about that. I’ve blocked out her name, but I can still see the sadness on her face. Little Asian girl, if you’re out there, I owe you an apology. 

				[image: ding.jpg]

				Even when it agitated me, school was the calm center of our whirlwind, and it remained constant in a way our home couldn’t. Especially in my first years at Epiphany, when all it took to thrive was effort and we kids seemed almost blind to color and circumstance, it was my refuge. Maybe that’s why I snapped the way I did when I ran into the bully at the bus base. 

				We were living in Bellevue then, and I would take one school bus to a transfer point where I’d catch another bus that let me off near my campus. I’d been aware of a loudmouthed kid bothering people, but I’d kept my head down and my nose in a book, and he hadn’t singled me out for any attention ... until the day we were both at the front of the line waiting to get on. 

				“Hey, chocolate chip!” he snickered.

				“What did you say?”

				“You heard me, chocolate chip,” he said.

				I didn’t think. I picked up my antidog umbrella and whacked him. And then I whacked him again. “Take it back!” I yelled.

				He flung his arms into a roundhouse swing, and we were in a full-on brawl when the bus driver and another adult pulled us apart and marched me over to the office so they could call my mom. I wasn’t worried about any bruises or scratches I’d inflicted. But when people began to talk about how I might not be able to take the bus anymore, I panicked. This was serious. I needed to get to school.

				My mom had to do some major apologizing to the bully’s parents before I was allowed back on the bus that week. 

				“What got into you?” she asked me. 

				“He called me a chocolate chip, Mom.”

				She tried to hide a smile. “And that’s why you hit him? What he said wasn’t right. It was ignorant, and I understand why you’re upset. But you can’t hit everybody who calls you
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