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Dedication

To the family I made,

Marc, my heart, and our children,

Kemah, Mason, and Margeaux,

you are my everything.





Epigraph

“The desire to go home that is a desire to be whole, to know where you are, to be the point of intersection of all the lines drawn through all the stars, to be the constellation maker and the center of the world, that center called love.”

—Rebecca Solnit, Storming the Gates of Paradise
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First Word: Where We Awaken

Go and find your life,” my father once encouraged me. At the time, I had recently graduated from college, my newly minted Howard University communications degree inviting me to seek my place in American media. My father had another idea. He thought I should take a few months to discover myself first. “Why not go backpacking through Europe and Africa?” he suggested. “Use this time to decide who you want to be.”

“Are you serious?” I responded, stunned by this suggestion from my industrious, overachieving father. I had dropped by Dominguez Valley Hospital, where he was chief of surgery, to get breakfast with him. Having just completed an eventful paid summer internship with the Los Angeles Times, I was now looking for a full-time job. Daddy and I were walking to the hospital cafeteria when he shared his entirely unexpected idea. He gave a low chuckle as I halted in my tracks, mouth gaping open, not quite sure I had heard him right. This was, after all, the man who from the time I was in elementary school, had taken pains to ensure that my work ethic was unimpeachable. Yet he was now advocating that I blow off finding a job in favor of gallivanting across the world. But as I thought about it more, I realized that his proposition was not as incongruous as it had initially sounded. Far from being a footloose frolic across two continents, in my father’s view this backpacking trip would be a continuation of my essential education.

“But I don’t have anyone to go with me,” I said, my mind already churning through the possibilities, assessing my summer savings, devising itineraries, wondering if I could take out a loan or apply for a travel grant to underwrite such an adventure.

“So go by yourself,” Daddy shrugged, and in that moment I knew I would dare the journey, carrying my father’s blessing in my pocket.

He reminded me that in college he had worked as a biology and chemistry tutor and served food in the campus cafeteria, saving every penny to make the same trip in the year between graduating pre-med from Howard and returning to pursue his medical degree there. He’d often shared that traveling the world alone as a Black man had left him with an unshakable belief that he was equal to whatever life might send his way. In emboldening me now to explore regions as yet unknown to me, he trusted I would strengthen my own resilience and resourcefulness, too.

I would need those very qualities just one year later, when this man who had been my life’s most constant presence told me he was terminally ill. His body riddled with the prostate cancer that would eventually take him from me, my father changed his directive. “Go and find your mother,” he told me then, his voice rough with the work of trying to live. “You need to know your medical history on her side.” It was a doctor’s instruction, but after a pause he added softly, “She needs to know you”—and that, I knew, was the wish of a father’s heart.

I WAS TWENTY-FOUR WHEN MY FATHER ASKED ME TO SEARCH FOR MY mother, so that I might ask the questions that had burned in me all those years without her. In my two-plus decades as a motherless child, I had learned that identity is shaped as much by those who are absent in our lives as by those who stay by our side. My physical appearance only complicated things as a kid; my lightly toasted complexion and mass of wavy brown hair baffled some people. They might recognize me as Black, but the nod usually came with a wrinkle to their noses, as if to say, but what else you got mixed up in there, girl? Other times, if I wore my hair blow-dried straight, people queried whether I was Italian, Jewish, or Hispanic, peppering me with questions about my heritage long before I had examined such questions for myself.

As a child, the only detail I’d known about the woman who birthed me was that she wasn’t Black, which, on confronting my light pigment and pointed features in the mirror each day, had left me to assume she was White. As I grew older, the unsolved mystery of my mother inclined me toward chasing the answers. This might explain why a career in journalism called out to me. One story at a time, I wanted to investigate life’s unknowns, to engage the larger narrative of my American homeland and witness human experience from the center of its unfolding. Broadcast news in particular appealed to me—I suspect that I secretly hoped that my mother might one day see me on her television screen and come to claim me.

Through the years, my work as a TV news correspondent would place me at the center of epochal moments in Black history, from the tragic aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in 2005, to the shocking massacre of Black worshippers by a White supremacist in a Charleston church ten years later, to the fevered George Floyd rallies in the shadow of a global pandemic, when Americans of all creeds and colors marched together for a brief hopeful moment in the cause of racial justice and the sanctity of Black lives.

Fortunately, in my career as a journalist, I have been tasked with bearing witness to more than Black trauma and pain. There has been triumph, art, and inspiration, as well as stories of pure joy and whimsy, such as the royal nuptials of Prince William and Kate Middleton, and when I donned my tartan and traveled to Scotland to report on the hit TV series Outlander, with its romantic time-travel plotline. All of it has shaped me not only professionally, but also personally, amplifying my voice as a Black woman storyteller.

Finding my way into network newsrooms wasn’t always easy, however. With my untamed exuberance, transparent vulnerabilities, and penchant for blurting out the right sentiment at exactly the wrong moment, I stepped into my calling in fits and starts, navigating spaces where people weren’t quite sure what to make of me. Such encounters never failed to short-circuit me back to a childhood in which I was bused to four different schools in five years, a Black girl integrating White environments, who ached with wondering where she truly belonged.

These days, some might recognize me from CBS Saturday Morning, which I cohost weekly with Dana Jacobson and Jeff Glor, guided by our fearless executive producer Brian Applegate. By giving me agency on a national platform, that show changed my whole trajectory in the news industry. Others may recall my time as First Lady of New Orleans, including the spectacle of my wedding to the scion of one of the nation’s most powerful Black political families, Marc Morial, then the youngest mayor ever of his storied city, and now president of the National Urban League. Still others know me as a suburban New Jersey mother of three, while to those who remember me from my hometown of Los Angeles, I am the native daughter done good.

But this is more than a memoir of how I got to the place where I now stand. It is also a clear-eyed engagement with our nation’s racial story. Indeed, in the fall of 2020, as the country went to the polls to apply the lessons of the George Floyd protests by voting out a divisive president, I was reminded of an observation that behavioral scientist Oliver Sacks once made about the need to bear witness. “The most we can do is to write—intelligently, creatively, evocatively—about what it is like living in the world at this time,” he had said. And that is my goal: to offer a narrative of my experience as a mixed-race Black woman in America in a moment when we are finally daring the hard conversations about race and identity, and confronting the multilayered truths of those whom our history has marginalized.

I believe that my own effort to find and know my mother mirrors the quest we all must undertake—to bring together our estranged tribes, to knit something good from a painful past, to invent ourselves anew. As I reflected in “Witnessing History,” the CBS This Morning segment about my family that aired at the height of the George Floyd racial justice protests in 2020: “Everyone must see in America who she was and who she is, in order to decide who she wants to be. We are living with her original sin. We must face that, and bear witness to change that won’t allow a next time.”

This book is my witness. In its simplest terms, it is the story of one woman’s search for herself. In the context of my mother’s early abandonment of me, and my coming of age in the racialized crucible of my American homeland, it is a search that has involved the painful work of constructing an identity that is authentic and purposeful, healed and whole. Perhaps, as my father suggested when he urged me to explore the unknown, this is the task we must each engage—to find our lives. We are each, after all, born to a quest whose starting point is set by the providence of where our star is cast, and we must place our feet upon the path where we awaken, and follow it home.





Part One

Mother Figures

“Absence is to love what wind is to fire;

it extinguishes the small, it inflames the great.”

—Roger de Bussy-Rabutin





One

Original Sin

Only hours after I squinted up at my mother’s face in the delivery room, she was gone. I had gulped my first mouthful of air at daybreak on a balmy Thursday in Los Angeles, at the end of a historically turbulent year. It was December 1967: I arrived at the crescendo of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s righteous fight for Civil Rights and just as New York senator Robert Francis Kennedy was weighing his fateful decision to run for president of the United States. That afternoon, after holding her light-skinned infant in milk-colored arms, the woman in whose body I was made handed me to my Black father and walked out of the hospital. I have often wondered if she had second thoughts as she left me squalling in the nursery.

When there are gaping holes in your story that you don’t yet have the language to interrogate, you begin to color in the missing pieces. This determined act of self-creation is infinitely preferable to walking through the world with a yawning emptiness at your center, into which you might disappear. And so you invent what you don’t know as a way to ground yourself, and this desire to contrive your story, to claim your worth in the world despite your own mother leaving you behind, quietly frames how you make sense of everything and who you become.

As a small child, I’d heard my grandmother refer to the woman who birthed me as Caucasian. The context is lost to me now, or perhaps I was too young to grasp what she and my dad were discussing. I did know, however, that Caucasian meant White; that much I had discerned from listening to grown folks talking around me. I had observed from many hours of solitary television watching in my grandmother’s house that the people who breathed inside White skin were at the top rung of the ladder of social privilege, and people who looked like my father and grandmother and the rest of our family were often unwelcome or absent in White spaces. And so I had surmised early on that my mother being Caucasian had something to do with her not being around, but it would be years before it dawned on me that my mother’s absence from my life might be as much about America’s unforgiving racial hierarchy as it was a consequence of the fact that, when I was born, my father was not exactly free to love her.

I don’t recall when I first grasped that I was the child of a clandestine affair. I only knew that when Dr. Ross Miller Jr., then a thirty-eight-year-old surgeon, received me from my mother’s arms, he already had a wife at home, Iris Rogers Miller, a tall, slender, ochre-colored Southern beauty from a family of prominent Black funeral home owners. But children accept the world as they find it, and so the fact that my father had been married to a woman who was not my mother, simply was.

My father’s wife knew nothing of my arrival. Iris’s parents had raised their only daughter as an African American princess, the belle of Black debutante society in Fayetteville, North Carolina, a young woman whose refined upbringing and impeccable manners everyone assumed would make her a perfect doctor’s wife. But Ross and Iris weren’t temperamentally well suited: Ross was gregarious and charismatic where Iris was cool and reserved, her demeanor severe in that disdainful way that Black folks refer to as seditty. My father’s easy conviviality drew everyone to him. As one of the first two Black city councilmen elected in Compton the same year, he considered himself a man of the people, while Iris preferred to mingle only with “the right kind.” Their marriage, difficult from the start, became more strained when it appeared that Iris could not conceive. Relatives whispered that Iris would have been perfectly happy to forgo the mess and chaos of young children, but Ross yearned to be a father, and convinced his wife to adopt not one, but two little girls, Cheryl and Adrienne, with the idea that they would be company for each other as they grew.

Both daughters had already celebrated their first birthdays by the time Ross and Iris brought them home. Cheryl, older by three months, was the distracted dreamer, a tiny honey-colored child with a cascade of wavy brown hair and thin features. As a toddler, Cheryl shied away from people, even family members. Adrienne was her polar opposite; inquisitive and precociously bright, she engaged adults readily and could read before she was three. A deep walnut brown like our father, she had short, tightly coiled black hair, alert black eyes, and full lips. Ross, painfully aware that dark-skinned children like Adrienne were less chosen in every realm of American life, had insisted to Iris that at least one of their daughters be of his complexion or darker. But he failed to anticipate that bringing two babies home in the same week would ignite a slow-burning resentment in his wife, who was left to attend to their daughters mostly alone. Ross spent long hours each week at the hospital, with the rest of his time consumed by his community medical practice; his city council work; local school board meetings; and the campaign and networking events he organized as an elected Democratic Party delegate.

My father saw his activism as vital to achieving civil and voting rights for America’s disenfranchised communities. Down South in Alabama, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was leading protest marches from Selma to Montgomery, with demonstrators braving police batons cracked against their skulls, fire hoses and snarling dogs let loose in the crowd, and the murder of freedom fighters who were only trying to register Blacks and poor Whites to vote. In Los Angeles, where systemic oppression was more likely to hide behind the polite smile of a bank officer declining a Black family’s home loan application, or the White realtor telling a Black buyer that a property listed just that morning was no longer available, my father felt an urgency to do his part to help dismantle America’s racial caste system.

He had experienced its barriers firsthand. Years before, when he’d tried to buy a house in Compton, the White homeowner refused to sell to him. My father enlisted a White friend to buy the house and deed it to him for a dollar, only to have the local Ku Klux Klan set a burlap-wrapped, gasoline-soaked wooden cross aflame on his front lawn soon after he moved in. The experience left him with the conviction that he could not afford to stand on the sidelines. Though California in the late 1950s was being lauded as a land of liberty and prosperity, attracting hordes of Black Americans fleeing violence and persecution in the Jim Crow South, Ross had seen that Los Angeles was still a very divided town. It was why he had become involved in Democratic Party politics and community organizing, and why he had joined with four other Black doctors to open a practice in an old factory building they had purchased on Compton Boulevard.

The refurbished factory now housed a pharmacy as well as the offices of a pediatrician, an internist, an OB/GYN, a dentist, and Ross, a surgeon who specialized in disorders of the heart and lungs. Conscious of the fact that people of color too often received indifferent medical attention, and armed with studies showing that Black patients had better outcomes when treated by Black doctors, my father envisioned a fully equipped practice that would offer the highest level of care. In many ways, Daddy was a visionary, fighting against social inequities on several fronts at once, staging protests against police mistreatment of Black and Brown people, agitating for more funding for under-resourced schools, and publicly decrying the burning crosses proliferating on the lawns of the city’s striving Black families.

In my father’s busy life of doctoring and social activism, I had been completely unplanned. Having convinced Iris to adopt little Cheryl and Adrienne one year before, Ross never intended to conceive an out-of-wedlock child. For the first eight years of my life, I knew hardly anything about the woman with whom he’d had an affair, because the details Daddy chose to share about her were so sketchy and elusive that I couldn’t seem to retain them. I sometimes wondered whether Daddy had considered asking Iris for a divorce so that he might make a life with his lover, but given how circumspect and emotionally submerged he became whenever I broached the subject of my missing mother, it wasn’t something I felt I could ask him, at least not back then.

AS IT HAPPENED, I WAS TO BE KEPT NOT ONLY FROM MY BIOLOGICAL mother, but also from my father’s wife, and my sisters, Cheryl and Adrienne, who were now two years old. Though several relatives later reflected that Iris must have had some inkling that her husband’s attentions were engaged elsewhere—“A woman always knows,” my cousin Reggie maintained—for a long time she appeared to have no idea that he had fathered a child.

I feel only compassion for Iris when I consider her situation. Much later, I would hear gossip that Iris’s father had kept a second family across town back in Fayetteville, and Iris had grown up fully aware of her half brothers and sisters, though her mother never spoke of them. Perhaps this explains why she pretended not to know about Ross’s affair. The coddled child of wealth and privilege, she had watched her mother studiedly ignore her father’s faithlessness, and now she resolved to do the same. As long as my father remained discreet, she would hold her head high and pretend fiercely that all was well, because her mother’s example had taught her that a woman without her own means, married to a good provider, must endure such infidelities.

Since my father couldn’t simply bring me to the home he shared with Iris, the logical person to care for me would have been my grandmother, whom everyone called Bigmama. Beatrice Burson Miller lived in South Central in a turreted storybook house that she and my grandfather had purchased in the late 1950s. Ross, who was then doing his surgery residency in Los Angeles, had convinced his parents to move from East St. Louis, Illinois, where they had raised him and his older sister Edna. My grandparents had joined the massive migration of Black Americans moving north and west to escape violence and oppression, though their new cities were hardly racial utopias themselves.

Still, my grandparents had been content living on that beautiful tree-lined street in South Central, with their son nearby. I arrived too late to meet my grandfather, the first Ross Matthew Miller, who died of a heart attack the year before I was born. Now my grandmother was alone in that well-kept house with its luxuriant garden, except in the summers when Aunt Edna’s teenage sons traveled from their home in Birmingham, Alabama, to keep Bigmama company. Though already in her seventies, Bigmama would happily have taken me in, but she was never asked. My dad and Aunt Edna decided, without ever putting the question to their mother, that a newborn would be too much for her to handle on her own. Perhaps my father also worried about having me so close by, in a house that he often visited with his wife and their two daughters. How would he explain the baby girl who appeared out of nowhere in Bigmama’s home?

Looking back, I have no idea why my father believed he could keep me hidden. I suspect he simply hadn’t thought too far ahead when he enlisted his older sister to have me cared for in Birmingham. But Aunt Edna had her hands full with five children of her own, four sons and a daughter only five years old, as well as full-time jobs teaching at the local business college, Lawson State, and helping my uncle, Thomas Gardner Sr., manage the funeral home that they would very shortly come to own. Her solution was to send a family friend named Margaret Tripp to get me from the hospital and bring me to Birmingham. Margaret became the first mother figure I would ever know, the gentle soul whom my father paid to take care of me. I would live with Margaret, her husband, and their seven-year-old daughter for the first six months of my life, until late in my first spring, when Daddy finally told Bigmama of my birth. Within the month, Bigmama boarded a plane to Birmingham to collect me from Margaret Tripp’s home and bring me back to South Central. From that day on, I was hers.

My return to Los Angeles would be brushed by history in the process of being made. Swaddled in my grandmother’s sturdy brown arms, I traveled back to the city on June 6, 1968. We had departed Birmingham on a morning flight and landed at Los Angeles International Airport in the early afternoon, just as the body of Robert F. Kennedy was being loaded onto Air Force One. The plane had been sent by President Lyndon B. Johnson to bring the slain senator home to New York, along with almost a hundred mourning family members and friends. In an indelible entry in American history, Bobby Kennedy had been victorious in California’s Democratic presidential primary two nights before, and had given a rousing speech that evening in the packed ballroom of L.A.’s Ambassador Hotel. Shortly after midnight, as he exited the stage area through the hotel’s pantry, several shots suddenly rang out. When the pop pop pop that sounded like exploding firecrackers finally ended, the junior senator from New York lay mortally wounded, a pool of red blooming under his head.

As Bigmama held me to her bosom, shushing my restless whimpers while we waited at the far end of an LAX runway, she already knew that her son had been the first physician to kneel at Bobby Kennedy’s side. As a party delegate from Compton, Ross had campaigned with Kennedy during the weeks leading up to the primary, and had been in the ballroom for his victory speech, hope soaring that a true ally of the Civil Rights movement might yet become the nation’s next president. And then came the call over a loudspeaker: “Is there a doctor in the house? If there is a doctor in the house, please come to the stage at once.” My father pushed through the crowd and started to climb onto the stage, but Secret Service men barred his way, not believing at first that this tall, clean-cut Black man was a physician. When he finally convinced them of his credentials, they grabbed his arm and hurried him to the kitchen, where the candidate and five others lay bleeding on the concrete floor.

Bobby Kennedy would die less than twenty-six hours later, in the early morning hours of June 6, 1968. Whenever my dad recounted the story afterward, his voice thickened with sorrow as he recalled assessing Kennedy’s vitals and realizing there was nothing any doctor could do to save him. Of the four bullets that struck the candidate, each fired at close range, one had entered behind his ear, ripping through his brain and sealing his fate. All my father could do at that point was to make the senator more comfortable and try to help the others who had been wounded.

Daddy could never tell the story of that night without also feeling the weight of an earlier tragedy, when another of his heroes, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. had been assassinated just two months before. Indeed, it had been Dr. King’s execution on April 4 of that year that had prompted my father to finally tell Bigmama about me. The world seemed to him to be going up in flames, and who knew how long any of us had left? Suddenly, he couldn’t bear the thought that a daughter of his should remain a secret from the loving educator who had raised him.

That afternoon, as I finally dozed against Bigmama’s shoulder, waiting for Air Force One to depart, few people had any idea just how historic its passenger manifest actually was. As a reporter many years later, I would run across an obscure news clip noting that the world’s three most famous widows of slain leaders had been aboard, two of them offering the newest member of their circle what thin solace they could.

Coretta Scott King had been in Washington, D.C., when news broke of the shooting at the Ambassador Hotel. A family friend later recalled how Coretta broke down in front of her television set, sobbing from the depths of herself at the loss of yet another champion of righteousness. The friend recalled how, after Martin had been cut down on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel two months before, it had been Bobby Kennedy who arranged to fly his widow to Memphis to collect his body. Now, as Coretta finally allowed herself to weep without restraint, no longer needing to project strength for the sake of Martin’s movement allies, there was only one place that she wanted to be—at Ethel Kennedy’s side. She knew she was one of the few who could understand the public mourning Bobby’s widow would now have to perform with a dignity and stoicism that were impossible to truly feel.

Jacqueline Kennedy understood this particular agony, too. She had stood in Ethel’s shoes five years earlier, when another hail of bullets had ended the life of her husband, President John F. Kennedy, on a sunny Dallas afternoon. Jackie Kennedy was in London when she learned that her brother-in-law had been shot and would likely not survive the night. She, too, immediately made her way to Ethel’s side. Now, at the other end of the airport tarmac from where Bigmama cradled me, Air Force One taxied down the runway and lifted into the air, passing above us as the three widows consoled one another, their stories of loss marking my homecoming.

THE DAY CAME THAT IRIS LEARNED OF MY BIRTH.

Her discovery of my existence was as a result of carelessness on my grandmother’s part, although I have always suspected that Bigmama was simply tired of keeping me a secret. Soon after my first birthday, she had brought me with her to afternoon tea at the home of friends, later insisting she had no idea that Iris would also be in attendance. As it wasn’t in Bigmama’s nature to be intentionally cruel, I believe this to be true. But gossip also swirled among family and friends that there was no love lost between Bigmama and Iris, for reasons I can only surmise. Perhaps it was simply that Iris was standoffish, and Bigmama never warmed up to her. Whatever the cause of their disaffection, there I was, toddling from knee to knee in that room filled with gracious Black ladies sipping from teacups held in perfectly manicured hands. Under my mass of curly dark brown hair, my father’s features were unmistakable on my face, and for anyone in doubt, Bigmama’s devotion to me made everything crystal clear.

Iris confided to a neighbor afterward that as she watched me with my grandmother that afternoon, she knew exactly who I was, though she said nothing to reveal what she had discerned. Bigmama admitted to me many years later that she had felt remorseful when she noted Iris’s stiff posture and lips pressed together in a grim line. She realized that her daughter-in-law was embarrassed and seething, and without a doubt, hurting, too.

At the time, my father was away at a Black doctors convention, otherwise he would surely have stopped what happened next. Iris went home that afternoon, and before the week was out, she had packed up three-year-old Adrienne’s belongings and taken my sister back to the agency from which she and Ross adopted her. I cannot begin to understand what she was thinking. Perhaps she told herself that Ross had insisted on two daughters, and damned if she was going to allow him three. Or maybe she had never wanted the darker-hued child, though it pains me to consider such a possibility. In any case, she kept light-skinned, straight-haired Cheryl and divested herself of her dark-skinned, woolly-haired sister. By the time Ross returned home on Friday, his daughter Adrienne was lost to him.

There would be no reversing this devastating event—not for my sister, whom I would now never get to meet, or for my dad. The adoption agency would not return Adrienne to a family in which the mother had demonstrated such a lack of commitment to her welfare, no matter how ardently my father petitioned them. Relatives and friends were aghast at what Iris had done, and the whispers began. As the years passed, it became apparent that my sister Cheryl, though intellectually bright, suffered from undefined social issues; Bigmama, the former teacher, believed that she might be on the autism spectrum, though she was never officially diagnosed. Family members and friends now muttered variations of “Iris kept the pretty child and gave away the sensible one.” It was a statement only marginally less harsh than the more usual utterance: “Iris kept the fair-skinned child and took back the little dark one.”

It wasn’t long before it occurred to me that, to my own mother, I had been “the little dark one,” too. Hearing the whispers, I slowly absorbed that it was the difference between my sisters’ skin colors that had sealed Adrienne’s rejection by her adopted mother, and I tried to work out exactly what role my own complexion might have played in the Caucasian lady rejecting me, too.

For Ross, Iris’s cruelty toward Adrienne could not be redeemed. Their union was irrevocably broken. After they separated and Cheryl went to live with her mother, I saw my sister only once a month, on those occasions when Daddy brought her to visit Bigmama and me. Though she was two years older, I felt oddly protective toward her. Cheryl continued to be skittish even around family members. A voracious reader, she preferred to curl up inside the house with one of her chapter books, determinedly ignoring everyone. I was more like our father, energetic and outgoing, and I loved being outdoors, playing imaginary games in Bigmama’s backyard. But there was another reason I felt the need to watch over my sister. With a child’s understanding, I had fathomed that when Cheryl’s mother learned about me, she had done an unforgivable thing. I never stopped worrying that if I made a wrong move—even though I had no idea what such a move might be—my remaining sister might be in jeopardy, too.

I never verbalized this feeling to Bigmama or my father. I doubt I could have articulated it to myself back then. All I knew was that I felt somehow responsible for the loss of Adrienne, as if Iris taking her back to the adoption agency had been my fault alone. Though I now recognize that I was completely innocent in this event, and eventually relaxed into the assurance that Cheryl was in our family to stay, it would be many more years before I grasped the excruciating irony that a girl whose mother had left her behind in a hospital nursery had been the catalyst for another girl losing the only mother she had ever known. As I grew older, I burned with wondering whether Adrienne had ever found a mother who stayed—and whether I would ever again gaze into the face of the mother who did not.





Two

Bigmama’s House

Bigmama was seventy-three when she brought me back to South Central. As I was just six months old, for me this day exists only in the retelling of it by my cousin Lynn, the youngest child and only daughter among Aunt Edna’s five children. Lynn was supposed to fly with us from Birmingham. A month away from her sixth birthday, she was excited at finally being old enough to spend part of the summer with Bigmama, as her older brothers Thomas Jr., Reggie, Eric, and Paul had done.

Though Lynn had never spent so much as a night away from her parents, she had been lured by the promise of being able to “play with the baby” at Bigmama’s house. With Aunt Edna and Uncle Thomas on either side, she had crossed the hot tarmac ahead of Bigmama and me, a squirming bundle in my grandmother’s arms. But as Lynn watched the looming metal stairs being wheeled to the airplane door, she began to have doubts. The three of us ascended the stairs, and Lynn was all buckled into her window seat, peering through the thick oval pane at her parents on the blacktop outside, when she noticed how much smaller they appeared than when she’d let go of their hands and climbed up the stairs just moments before. She remembered the planes she’d often seen streaking overhead, tiny silver bullets in the sky. Reflecting on how the people inside managed to shrink themselves that small, she suddenly realized she had no idea how to pull off such magic.

In one frantic motion Lynn had clicked open her seat belt, clambered over Bigmama’s knees, and was running up the aisle and down the steps to her parents. When the stairs were finally rolled away and the plane doors closed, Lynn was still outside on the tarmac, leaving Bigmama and her littlest grandbaby inside the aircraft, the two of us staring into each other’s eyes, forging an unshakable alliance as we crossed the continent toward home.

Bigmama didn’t bother to get me a crib; she just tucked me in next to her at night, a wall of pillows securing the bed’s far edge should I roll away from her. I would share my grandmother’s bed until I was almost seven years old, dreaming nightly next to her sleeping form. A stately woman, Bigmama wore her permed iron gray hair gently waved around her face or subdued in a low bun. She was always impeccably dressed in garments ordered from catalogs sent to her by Aunt Edna. Even her nightgowns were soft satiny affairs, yet her demeanor was without frills. My grandmother was a woman of few words, making her seem stern and unflappable, so if you weren’t paying attention, you might miss the softness that settled into her features when she gazed on those she loved, or the way her eyes might suddenly dance mid-conversation, as if she was in on a joke that she alone knew. I knew that Bigmama doted on me, the surprise child of her sunset years. As thoroughly as she would correct, caution, and chastise me if she felt the occasion merited it, I rested easily in the tenderness of her expression whenever she turned toward me.

I resided with my grandmother at 1100 West 80th Street in the shadow of Pepperdine University, before it moved its main campus to Malibu ten years after I was born. A romantic central turret and two black-shingled gables crowned the crisp, off-white façade of Bigmama’s traditional storybook house, and arched entryways led to spacious rooms and a working fireplace within. The living area was appointed with white lace sheers at the windows and mahogany antiques that Bigmama had acquired through her six decades of marriage. Beatrice Burson Miller and Ross Matthew Miller Sr. had started out as newly-weds in Boston, my grandfather’s hometown. After eloping in the summer of 1924, Beatrice and her new husband had moved in with his widowed mother and younger sister. Both schoolteachers with graduate degrees, Beatrice and Ross soon welcomed a daughter, Edna, born in July 1925, with my father, Ross Jr., joining his sister in February 1929.

A year later, the family relocated to East St. Louis, Illinois, where my grandfather had accepted a position as an elementary school principal. East St. Louis sits on the Illinois shore of the Mississippi River, across from St. Louis, Missouri. Though technically in a midwestern state, when my grandparents lived there the city was every bit as oppressive as the Jim Crow South. Sixty-three years earlier, across the river, a Black man named Dred Scott had sued for his liberty under a local statute stating that enslaved persons who traveled to states where slavery was outlawed, automatically became free, even if they later resided in a slave-holding state. Dred Scott had traveled with his master to the free states of Illinois and Wisconsin. On his return to Missouri, he sued his master, arguing that having traveled to non-slaveholding states, he was now a free man.

The landmark case went all the way to the Supreme Court, which in 1857 infamously ruled that a Black man has “no rights that the White man was bound to respect.” This ruling would remain in effect until 1868, five years after emancipation, when the Fourteenth Amendment guaranteed full rights of citizenship to all persons born on American soil regardless of skin color. But this grant of birthright did little to counter the racial discrimination that would be progressively encoded in the nation’s very institutions through the passing of Jim Crow segregation laws.

Into this separate and unequal world, Bigmama brought all the refinement and stoicism of her genteel Texas upbringing. Her father, Edward Burson, the son of a former slave, had earned the reputation of being one of the finest Pullman porters in the Lone Star State, a leader in that brotherhood of Negro sleeping-car porters who would later unionize the transportation industry and help to organize the 1963 March on Washington. In the late 1800s and well into the next century, Edward Burson was also employed by the racially exclusive Dallas Country Club in Highland Park. A tall, lean, and dignified-looking figure with a painter’s brush mustache, my great-grandfather graciously navigated this playground of wealthy White elites, collecting tips as a server and quietly amassing a small fortune for a colored man of his apparently lowly status. For him the equation was simple: He would endure the slights and indignities of his humble station so that he might provide a comfortable life for his wife, Edna Dade Burson, and properly educate his three children.

My grandmother, the oldest, was born in Dallas in 1895. Her sister, the middle child, would die of scarlet fever at the age of twelve, while her brother, the youngest of the three, would survive into adulthood but bear no children. And so it fell to Beatrice to carry on the Burson line. An academically gifted child, she had roamed happily inside the family’s sixteen-room mansion, which she always made a point of reminding me had been equipped with modern indoor plumbing. My grandmother had also been the only Black teenager in Dallas to have her own Neiman Marcus charge card—though she was obliged to wait for nighttime Negro shopping hours to use it. She had attended a prestigious Black boarding school in the South, graduating with her high school diploma in 1912, at the height of the women’s suffrage movement. Admitted to Howard University, then the most prominent of the nation’s Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), she would journey east to Washington, D.C., by train, comforted by the knowledge that her father, Edward, had instructed his fellow Pullman porters to watch over his firstborn and secure her safe passage to the nation’s capital.

At Howard, Beatrice blossomed fully into the bon vivant socialite she had always been at heart. In Texas, there had been few outlets for an intellectually brilliant Black girl of gracious tastes, but now she was able to join social clubs, including the legendary Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority, Inc. She threw herself into helping with neighborhood food drives, tutoring local schoolchildren, organizing fundraisers and fashion shows, and engaging in passionate political debates that were an everyday part of her Howard experience. She amassed a wide array of friends who would go on to become leaders in every sphere of Black American life, and she would keep track of each one for decades afterward, through marriages and births and transitions in career, health, and geography. My grandmother was legendary for never losing a friend.

Upon earning her bachelor’s from Howard, Beatrice headed north to attend Columbia University’s Teachers College, having decided to pursue a master’s in education. It was on a train platform in New York City that mutual friends introduced her to my grandfather, also an aspiring educator, who was visiting from Boston. Ross and Beatrice corresponded for a year after that first encounter, and eloped six weeks after their second meeting.

In East St. Louis, Ross and Beatrice settled with their children in a segregated neighborhood of Black achievers. There, they became friendly with a prosperous dentist and his wife, a classical violinist and music teacher, who lived down the street. The couple’s daughter, Dorothy Mae, was the same age as my Aunt Edna, and the two would become lifelong friends. Their son, a year younger than the girls, would defy his mother’s wish for him to study the violin, falling in love with the trumpet instead. He would grow up to become the world-renowned jazzman Miles Davis.

Miles was a scrawny and headstrong boy, “always a little bit eccentric,” Bigmama told me. She shared that she used to keep chickens in her unfenced side yard, and ten-year-old Miles would careen down the street on his bicycle, chasing them on purpose, laughing wildly as he set off a frantic rustling of feathers. One day he ran over one of the chickens. It was an accident; Miles wasn’t being mean, Bigmama explained, but he had been reckless. She was so furious that she stormed out to the street and lifted bony young Miles right off his bike and gave him the thrashing of his life. Ignoring his outraged sobs, she sent him on home with an instruction to “tell your mother what you did, and that I spanked you for it.” That was my Bigmama. She believed children should be disciplined both in and out of the classroom, and that Black children in particular could not afford to set a foot wrong without being corrected by a caring elder, because the rules were more stringent for us.

My father, Ross, had tried to skirt the line his parents drew. The youngest Eagle Scout east of the Mississippi, as a fourteen-year-old he already had an eye for the ladies. His parents knew it, too, which is why Bigmama had cautioned Ross not to “run behind” a girl from the neighborhood who was two years older than he was and “much too fast” for her own good. My father asked the young woman out on a movie date anyway, figuring that what his parents didn’t know couldn’t hurt anyone. But as he and the young lady boarded the bus that would take them to the Negro movie theater across town, there sat my grandmother with hands crossed demurely over her purse in the seat right next to the back door, where Black folks entered.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Miller,” she pleasantly greeted her son, pretending not to have noticed the young lady.

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Miller,” my father croaked before sheepishly making his way past her to the farthest row.

His defiance of his mother’s wishes was made harder to bear by the fact that when he arrived home that evening, Bigmama said not a word about having seen him on the bus earlier. Her silence on the matter only made him feel guilty and wrong. And, unaware that his mother hadn’t mentioned the deceit to his father, Ross waited for weeks and then months for the other shoe to fall. Though both my father and Bigmama considered the whole episode uproariously funny by the time I came along, back then Daddy was convinced that Bigmama had spies everywhere in town, reporting on his movements. He resolved to never again sneak around behind his mother’s back, and claimed to have stayed true to that resolution. When he related this story to me many years later, I did not point out that the first six months of my life were a rather notable exception.

My father graduated high school at the top of his class and enrolled at his mother’s alma mater at age fifteen, earning his bachelor’s degree from Howard in two and a half years, and his M.D. from its medical school by the time he turned twenty-one. After a general surgery internship in Newark, New Jersey, and a residency in thoracic surgery in Nashville, Tennessee, he headed west to Los Angeles in the late 1950s. By then, his old neighborhood in East St. Louis was in steep decline, its once-budding prosperity choked by redlining banking practices and other forms of institutional neglect. It hadn’t taken much for Ross to persuade his parents to join him in the shining City of Angels on the Pacific edge of the continent, where jobs were plentiful, the climate mild, homes affordable, and everything seemed possible and new. Already living in Compton, Ross helped his parents purchase the double lot house in an area called Vermont Knolls. My grandparents moved in at the start of a trickle that became a torrent of White flight as more people of color bought homes in the neighborhood. By the time I was born in the late 1960s, Vermont Knolls had been folded in with Compton and Watts to form South Central, which everyone knew was shorthand for “Black and Brown L.A.”

Growing up, I never quite understood that our well-tended street was considered to be the hood. In South Central, under Bigmama’s care, I spent my earliest years reading and playing imaginary games with my dolls, painting at a card table set up in the backyard, or running through the side garden with my friend Lois from next door. A year younger than me, she helped me stave off the loneliness of being an only child in an elder’s home as we laughed and shared secrets among the pink hibiscus, blood red poinsettias, exotic birds of paradise, roses of every hue, and succulents of every description that my departed grandfather had planted. Only when I grew tall enough to pick ripening fruit from the peach, persimmon, avocado, and lemon trees that my grandfather had once meticulously tended, did I begin to notice that other children knew their mothers and I did not, and there were missing pieces to my story.

“BIGMAMA, HOW COME I DON’T HAVE A MOTHER?” I QUERIED MY grandmother one night as she stood over the kitchen sink washing bowls from which we had eaten her okra and tomato goulash for dinner.

I was on the floor near her feet, playing with my doctor Barbie, her cocoa brown skin set off by a starched white coat, pink plastic stethoscope, and Diana Ross cloud of crinkly black hair. At four years old, I had just spent my first week of kindergarten closely observing morning drop-offs, and it had left me with some questions: “All the other kids have mommies, Bigmama, so why don’t I have one, too?”

“Oh, everybody has a mother,” Bigmama told me mildly, confirming what I already suspected. “I met yours. She was light-skinned, a Caucasian lady.”

“Where is the ’Casian lady now?” I wanted to know.

“I really have no idea,” Bigmama said, frowning at the glass into which she was now squirting blue dish soap. “Why don’t you ask your father?”

Though Daddy had never lived with Bigmama and me, he came by to see us almost every afternoon or evening. And so the next day after school, I perched myself at the top of the steps that led from the kitchen to the side yard, watching for his car to turn into our driveway.

“Where did my mother go?” I yelled out as soon as I saw him. I bounded down the steps and barreled across the yard toward him as he unfolded his tall, brown-suited frame from the driver’s seat. “I want to know where my mother is,” I repeated breathlessly, hopping from one leg to the other. “Bigmama said you’d know.”

As I recall, I would ask my father this question a hundred times that year, seeking an answer concrete enough for my four-year-old mind to understand. Back then, I was neither hurt nor offended that my mother had chosen not to stay. I was simply curious: Other little girls lived with their mommies and daddies, while I lived with my paternal grandmother and had a father who was always around but whose home was elsewhere. Why was I different from other little girls? I think I was asking only that, but it was never the question Daddy answered.

“Well, Michelle, your father met your mother, they fell in love, and then they had you,” he told me on the afternoon that I first posed the question. He would phrase his response that way every single time afterward, the same sentence delivered like a recitation, offering up the barest outline of the relationship that had led to my conception. His use of the third person made me wonder whether he was the man in the story, but his care and constancy told me that he must be, which only unearthed more questions.

“Why did my mother leave us?” I pressed him when he showed up on my fifth birthday, bearing my gift of a pristine boxed set of Encyclopedia Britannicas encircled by a big red bow. “Why did she leave me?”

This line of interrogation was new—where had evolved to why—and I had lobbed the question from left field while my unsuspecting father was bent over stacking the thick black-and-red volumes on a low shelf of the bookcase in Bigmama’s study. Daddy straightened up from his task and gazed down at me thoughtfully. Whenever I call back this moment, I can see my father pulling himself in carefully, as if to sequester all memory within the stillness of his posture and the flat look of his eyes behind his black horn-rimmed spectacles.

“Your mother couldn’t stay,” he said at last.

Until I was nine years old, no matter how many times I posed this particular question, it was the only answer he would ever give me.





Three

After the Fall

Your grandfather sure did love that garden,” Bigmama murmured as she stood at the kitchen window watching Robert, a small, wiry, blue-black man in his forties who came each week to water the riot of plantings, trim the hedges, mow the grass, and prune the fruit trees. “Ross wouldn’t let a fallen leaf sit for so much as a minute on his lawn,” Bigmama added softly as she turned back to preparing the meal she always made for Robert to eat when his labor was done.

Robert not only tended the garden, he was also a meticulous housecleaner, finding corners that Bigmama’s arthritis would no longer allow her to reach. I understood vaguely that Robert struggled with aspects of human interaction that others took for granted. Like my sister Cheryl, he was excessively shy and reticent to meet anyone’s eyes. I thought that might explain why Bigmama felt so protective of him, sighing heavily as she watched him work, as if his very industry made her sad.

Robert was the son of one of Bigmama’s tenants in a four-story walk-up on the other side of the freeway. Before my grandfather died, rent collection had been his job, but now the monthly task fell to Bigmama. Later, as gang activity gained a foothold in the neighborhood, my father would persuade Bigmama to sell the building, so she wouldn’t have to climb the four stories knocking on doors each month, with drug buys possibly going down in the stairwell. Daddy worried about the escalation in crime, but as far as I could tell, Bigmama never did. Until the day she sold the property, she felt responsible for her tenants, and when one lost a job, or a child fell ill, she would tide them over, letting them make good on the rent the next month, or the one after that.

I usually accompanied my grandmother to collect rent on the first Saturday of the month, and so I had met Robert’s mother, a now elderly, rail-thin woman who always grasped Bigmama’s hands with an expression on her face that I could not name back then. Maybe desperation came close—a kind of disbelief mixed with gratitude and fear, as if trusting anyone’s kindness was a fragile bargain. But Bigmama had decided Robert was a soul in need of her particular attention. Years before, when Robert was a teenager, Bigmama had seen how he struggled in school with limited success despite his diligent soul. The teacher in her folded him into her heart, and at some point when he became an adult she had hired him to help her around the house and yard. Now, as he gardened and cleaned each week, she would cook him a hearty supper of spaghetti and meat sauce, or stewed chicken with candied yams with a big tub of collard greens that she’d soaked all day. Sometimes, she’d make her buttery cornbread with barbecue ribs, always crowning
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