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Prologue
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THEY SEARCH EVERY crevice of my mother’s soft, brown body. The rolls at her waistline, proof she carried four babies, must be checked. A female guard inspects under each bulge, her light-blue eyes and rough white hands moving over every inch. My mother’s breasts, their weight known for giving her back pain, are lifted one by one.


I won’t learn this until much later, but my mother is probed for weapons, the kind inmates make and take into visiting rooms with the purpose of hurting someone. A toothbrush shaved down to a pointed tip, at the ready to stab another inmate. This is just one of the things the guards searched my mother’s body for.


The flesh of her buttocks and the lips of her vagina are inspected, because that’s where inmates hide latex gloves filled with drugs. There are no drugs to be found inside my mother’s body, no balloons filled with anything. No crack cocaine or any other type of drug is tucked inside.


Only after her body has been deemed safe is she allowed to enter the visiting room. “Clean and cleared” are the words she needs to hear before she is allowed to see her family: her daughter, her mother, her father.


My mother waits behind a black steel door in the company of two guards, standing in silence until the sound of the buzzer lets me into the visiting room. I am already feeling ashamed—for her, for me, for all of us.


I am fourteen years old.


Finally, my mother enters, her round cheeks plump from her smile. Her honey-blond bob frames her round face, and a small dimple and dark-red lipstick make her appear cheerier than I assume she is. She greets us with an “Oh, I am so glad you came!” She answers questions with short, quick responses: “Good!” “Fine.” “No.” “How come?”


It baffles me how she can enter every visiting room with that smile. Stripped of her dignity, she does not share the pain she must feel, the embarrassment, the reality of her situation. I imagine it’s because we, her family, already have enough to deal with because of her mistakes. Or perhaps, after so much time living in this jail, my mother is numb to her emotions.


She cannot greet me with a hug or touch my shoulder. Nothing can be handed from my mother to us. And anything we want to give her—clothes, noncommissary food, soap, even letters—needs to be sent directly to the jail to be inspected, in advance of or after our visit. I know if I were in her shoes, I would cry every single time. I would walk through the heavy doors, wanting to hold my mom or dad or daughter, and whisper how sorry I am, how raw and hurt I feel after a stranger looked into my most private parts. But I am not my mother, and for this I am grateful.


Like my mother, though, during those visits, I never let the tears fall that would confirm my sadness. I never show my mother anything at all. I keep my feelings inside, under lock and key. We are all casualties of the war on drugs. We bear the toll of the life she’s chosen.


So we keep the conversation light. We do not go deep. We do not ask about fears, wants, or needs. We update her on family members; we talk about friends she has inside. The details my mother shares paint portraits of the other people in her life: her cellmates, mostly Black or brown women who have sold their bodies for drugs, murdered an abusive lover, or became so lost in a relationship with a man that somehow robbery seemed okay. She tells us about the guards who question why she is in jail again, the boyfriend who doesn’t visit, the young girls she voluntarily mentors.


I don’t ask her any questions. Instead, I imagine my mother behind bars: She wears an orange jumpsuit, her fingers wrapped tightly around the steel poles as the orange hue of the setting sun casts a shadow on the reality that she’s stuck there. She looks left and then right, waiting for a guard to walk by, just to have someone to talk to, before she lowers her head when she realizes that no one is coming.


IT IS NOT until years later that she offered me this: “The cell was small, and those girls got on my nerves. It took everything I had not to fight them. The cell had a bathroom in it. And the smell, the smell of piss, all of the time in jail! I made some good friends while I was there, but it was definitely a lonely place.”


I would never hear about the altercations or the abuse she faced. Denial and silence was the name of the game, and perhaps the only way she knew how to protect me. Over the years, a few stories about my birth and my childhood have been passed down to me. Aunts and uncles told me, Your mother hung out on the streets. Your mother was beaten up and bloodied after a fight with a boyfriend, and I washed her body off in the bathtub. The stories I’ve heard have holes in them, incomplete either because my aunts and uncles do not remember the truth or because the truth is too hard for them to handle.


In my infrequent letters, I eventually found the courage to ask my mother the questions I was too scared to ask during those visits while in the company of my grandparents: Why did she choose drugs over me? Why did jail appeal to her so? Why wasn’t I enough? In my neat handwriting, I shared with her my own stories—about living with Nanny and Poppy on Long Island, my Honors English class, my cousin and my friends, the high school dramas of my life. I shared and reshared my excitement about getting my driver’s license and a job, hoping to one day afford to pay for my dream car—a Honda Civic with a CD player.


In her letters back to me, she called me by her nickname for me—Mama—and she told me how beautiful my handwriting was: Just like mine. I prayed it was the only trait we shared. She told me how much she missed home and her own mother. She told me how much she missed me. I never believed her, because she never found her way back to me when she was free.


I know now that my letters would reach her opened, already read by the guards. What were they looking for? Did they laugh at my childish stories? Did they presume I, too, would end up in jail? Did they even think about me at all?


I’ve never been in jail, but I imagine the isolation I felt growing up feels something like being locked in a small cell: No one to depend on but yourself. No one around to call Mama.


ONE DAY, THOUGH, I’d become somebody’s mama. I’d struggle in ways my mother never had, carrying the constant worries that perhaps only a parent who is truly present brings. Now, I hold the birth stories of my own kids forever etched in my heart. I write down the details they may one day want to know, just like I wanted to know mine.


Being a mother requires so much emotional, physical, and spiritual strength. It can be exhausting, but as parents—good parents—we make the decision to be better people. We choose to put our children ahead of our own dreams and desires, reassured by the belief that one day we will be able to hold both our dreams and parenthood in the same space.


When I became somebody’s mama, I was forced to look at myself more honestly, more bravely, allowing the pain that defined my past to wash over me, baptizing me, so I could forge a life I love for my kids and me. I came to realize that being a parent was my calling.


I know now that being called Mama is a privilege—and a gift worth unpacking.
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WHILE I MADE the eight-hour drive from Virginia, I tapped the worn black steering wheel, trying to soothe my fears of the unknown. In a Long Island hospital miles away, cocaine ran through the veins of my newborn baby brother. I tested my memory by trying to name a song on the radio, distracting myself from what I was heading toward.


What would my relationship with him be like? Would he feel like my half brother?


With each twist and turn, I heard small pebbles lift from the pavement, catch in my tires, and spit back out. Barren trees lined the road, each quickly flashing out of view.


The flatness of the Long Island Expressway, a road I had driven thousands of times before, felt different today. A heaviness filled my chest, and I recognized it as anxiety. My car, a gray Volkswagen Passat wagon, barreled down the road at an uncomfortable pace—sixty, sixty-five, seventy. My worry ticked up with the orange dial on my speedometer.


Was my brother healthy? Did he have his ten fingers and ten toes? Was he going through withdrawal? Had anyone held him yet?


All I knew was that my mother’s baby had been born, and that in the state of New York when a newborn’s toxicology report tests positive for drugs, Child Protective Services gets called in immediately. He may have to go to foster care, I told myself, trying to prepare for every scenario, unsure if he would become yet another baby for my grandparents to raise, forcing them to live in some in-between land of grandparent and parent. But I also harbored an alternative solution.


And then I had another thought: My mother may die. Her heart just might give out this time.


How could I prepare myself for that?


My baby brother had been born early, expected Christmas 2006 but instead arriving soon after Thanksgiving. Two nights before his birth, my mother smoked a cocktail of drugs. Crack cocaine had long been her drug of choice, but this time it was laced with something else—what exactly, she didn’t know. She loved crack cocaine almost as much as she loved her four children—maybe even more.


This time, her excuse for using was the need to release pent-up tension from an argument she’d had with my aunt Lady, her older sister. Aunt Lady had a raspy voice from years of smoking Newport 100s. I remember watching her hands as she unwrapped the cellophane on a new pack of cigarettes. When she talked, her cigarette would move up and down quickly with every word she spoke. I never understood why cigarette smoking appealed to her so much until one day I heard her having a conversation with my mom. “When you have a good cup of coffee and that first cigarette of the morning, what a high it is,” she said.


Over the years, her lips and hands darkened from the nicotine, one shade darker than her original, light-brown skin color. Her coarse dark-brown hair was usually styled in a short bob, warranting the use of a silk scarf while she slept. When she spoke to me, there was a crassness in her tone. I never knew, and still really don’t know, if what she resented was my very existence. Maybe she allowed her anger toward my mother to color how she spoke to me. Or it could be that she wished her mother—my grandmother—would treat her like she treated me, as if I were her own daughter.


For half of high school, I lived in Lady’s house, feeling like I was Cinderella before she met the prince. My grandparents, with whom I’d spent most of my life till then, had decided to move back to Virginia and eventually live out their retirement years there. I’d wanted to finish high school in New York. My grandfather was still looking for work, so he, too, needed to stay on Long Island for a while. Nanny and my little sister, Ciara, rented a condo in Virginia, and Poppy continued working for Tropicana, making deliveries to different delis and even a jail my mother once spent time in. For two years, he and I shared a small room with a white metal-framed bunk bed at Aunt Lady’s, until he found a new job and I graduated.


Most often, Poppy would cook dinner for everyone, which included Lady’s husband, Bob, and their daughter, Natasha, and their son, Robert, who we called Manny. The expectation was that the three kids would do the dishes and clean the house—the hope was to instill in us the understanding that running a household required the cooperation of all family members—but it ended being mostly me doing the cleaning up. And there was a lot of it.


My mother and Lady loved each other but didn’t know how to show it. For as long as I can remember, they expressed their love through conflict. They were experts at arguing, their voices growing higher and higher as each quarrel escalated. Two nights before my brother was born, Aunt Lady and my mother had tried desperately to make their points, digging up old wrongdoings, wounds that should have stayed buried or been dealt with long before in healthier ways. After the fight, my mother called, asking to stay with me.


MY AUNT’S REAL name was Wanda, but she’d picked up the nickname Lady as a child because of the way she handled her siblings and how she spoke to adults, moving through the world with a kind of confidence and assertiveness well beyond her age. My mother and Lady were two of the six children my grandmother had with her first husband, Thomas, and they experienced life with a father who preferred the bottle to being a parent.


My mother, Aunt Lady, and Uncle Wayne were the oldest, then came Uncle Main, Aunt Kendra, and finally the baby, Aunt She-She. They were all accustomed to their father’s anger, but one explosive argument in particular stood out: It was raining when his weekly poker game was interrupted by wet tire tracks. Wayne had rolled his bike across the kitchen’s linoleum floor as he steered it toward the basement to store it.


The trauma still runs hot whenever any of the siblings tell the story, sometimes laughing off the seriousness of what happened but always with an acknowledgment that their lives were changed forever. Thomas yelled at Wayne, then a scrawny fifteen-year-old, “Get dat wet bike outta my house.” Then Thomas punched Wayne in the eye. Wayne took the bike back outside, rode it to the party his mother was at, and told her what his father had done. She stuffed his bike into her trunk, and they drove back home to confront Thomas.


“You don’t hit him over a bike,” she told her husband.


In answer, Thomas hit her.


When his hand collided with her face, all six children ran and jumped on top of him. The three oldest kids tackled his upper body while the three younger kids grabbed on to his legs and ankles, clawing and biting their way to save their mother.


Once Thomas was on the ground, my grandmother packed up what belongings she could, and then she grabbed the kids and they all ran outside and piled into her Chevy, its engine still hot, the bike still in the trunk. The rain was still pouring down, and in the race to leave, Nanny backed over Pam, their family dog, a stray they’d taken in. She didn’t stop—she had herself and her kids to save from the hands of her husband.


“That wasn’t the first fuckin’ time he hit her,” Uncle Main said when he recently told me this story again. “That was just the time we said we weren’t fuckin’ dealing with it anymore.”


What I know about the miseries my aunts and uncles endured as children, the ones they told me about and the ones they didn’t feel comfortable disclosing, is that they followed them into adulthood—through addiction, dropping out of high school, unhappy marriages, and questionable parental choices. Uncle Wayne started drinking at the age of nine and has held a Budweiser or a Heineken or a Colt 45—it doesn’t matter what kind of beer, as long as he has one—in his hand for the last fifty-six years, though thank goodness he never turned abusive like his father. For my mother and Lady, partying and drugs became their go-to distraction. Aunt Lady would eventually learn to curb it. My mother, not so much.


To cope in healthy ways requires living, breathing examples of how to do it, and it takes practice. Broken people cannot fix other broken people, but those same people can pass down trauma without even knowing it, from one generation to the next.


WAS THE BABY in the neonatal intensive care unit? Would he have a severe disability?


As angry as I was at my mother as I sped toward the hospital, I also understood her frustration, her desire to find comfort in drugs after her argument with Lady. What she really wanted was relief from her situation, from the life she found herself in, a life she must have blamed herself for. I imagined her with her big belly resting between her legs, her full lips wrapped around the opening of a crack pipe as she crouched low, fearful of who might find her. That smoke was her escape—and the fog that kept her living in the land of denial and regret.


After she smoked, her uterus had ruptured, labor began, and an emergency C-section was needed. Now she was in the ICU, her life hanging in the balance, along with the life of the baby who had been inside her.


I glanced at my silver flip phone on the passenger seat and decided that I would try calling the hospital again. I pushed REDIAL. “I’m checking on Lisa Eleazer and her baby,” I said with an assertiveness I didn’t really feel but thought of as a mother’s tone. I was assuming the role of my mother’s mama. It was a role I was intimately familiar with, since my own mother called me Mama, a label that branded me as someone she thought would love her unconditionally. “Are they okay?”


“Yes,” the nurse said. “And that’s all I can say.”


She hung up without saying goodbye.


I was being shut out before I’d even arrived. I still knew nothing more than that my baby brother was in the care of Child Protective Services. Our mother’s neglect meant he was in a tangled system I was already skeptical of. My hands began to sweat. I was some forty miles from my exit. I applied more pressure to the gas pedal.


I could not let fear get a hold of me now.


AT TWENTY-FOUR, I’D created a life for myself without any help from my mother, and her neediness did not fit easily into that life. She was really good at showing up when it was convenient for her but not for me. The constant calls and requests for help were a burden, but I loved her no matter how broken she was. We definitely had a mother-daughter relationship; it’s just that our roles were reversed.


After I graduated from Bard College in 2005 with a degree in human rights, my first job was working as a case manager for mentally ill adolescents at a nonprofit in upstate New York. I lived with my girlfriend, Kate, in a small rural town in the Hudson Valley, not far from Woodstock.


It was during that time that my mom called asking for her biggest favor yet.


Kate and I shared a sunny, spacious one-bedroom apartment with our dogs, Bella and Bailey. Bella, a brown-and-white cocker spaniel, was spoiled and easygoing, while Bailey, our large Weimaraner, was goofy and gentle. Both taught me about responsibility and commitment, maybe more so than my relationship with Kate did.


I was Kate’s first serious girlfriend. We met in my senior year of college. She’d graduated the year before me from another college, as a pre-med major. We were immediately attracted to each other. I remember staring into her light-blue eyes our entire first date, her straight blond hair brushing against my face during what I assumed would be just a hookup. It quickly turned into more. I was smitten.


Kate shared stories about her absent father that I identified with, but also about a mother and stepfather who cared for her in ways my mother hadn’t. Her white skin gave her a privilege I would never know. It seemed to me that her blond hair and blue eyes also made it easier for her to get what she wanted. I was the one with a complicated childhood. I was the one with a mother who had a drug addiction and who never finished high school. I was the one who had to hope and pray not to be like my mother. I loved Kate because she represented everything I wasn’t.


Kate introduced me to the Wattamelon Roll. When she mentioned it to me one night at the kitchen sink when we were cleaning up after dinner, she said it as if she’d told me the same thing a thousand times before: “Man, I want Wattamelon Roll cake.”


I turned my head and said, “Kate, I’ve never seen a watermelon roll cake… anywhere, ever.” And we both laughed.


She went on washing the dishes, the white suds disappearing underneath the water with each movement she made. I stood next to her, drying the plates, forks, and cups with a dish towel, as she explained to me what a Wattamelon Roll was.


“Didn’t you ever have one at Friendly’s?” she asked me, as if she’d heard me talk about my family’s Friday night trips to Friendly’s. She had not. We didn’t go to Friendly’s. Maybe once, but it certainly wasn’t a regular occurrence. “I used to go all of the time with my mom,” Kate continued. “And then we saw the ice cream. It’s ice cream made to look like a real watermelon, but it’s not. It’s, like, ice cream in the shape of a watermelon. Well, not ice cream ice cream, but sherbet. Let’s get some so you can try it,” she said. And she found it at our local ShopRite.


I loved sharing the holiday season with Kate, though I had never known the kind of bliss she felt about Christmas. Kate started playing Christmas music the day after Thanksgiving. It was Kate who taught me how special a gift of homemade Christmas cookies could be. One year, we decided to bake dozens of different cookie recipes together. “Baking is about getting messy, and just having fun,” she told me. “And, of course, when it’s done, you can eat as many delicious cookies as you’d like.” There was a kind of magic in her bright blue eyes that was alive and well from the first snowfall to the dropping of the ball in Times Square.


Living through all the holidays with Kate meant I got to truly see how someone could be an adult and still access the child inside. Kate did that. It wasn’t about the gift giving but about the experiences and the memories. And though I didn’t have joyful holiday memories from my childhood that included my mother in them, she brought me the experiences so I could make new memories.


I WAS THE one who proposed to Kate. I wanted stability. I wanted to create the kind of family I imagined Kate had. She smiled through the entirety of her phone calls with her mother and celebrated each time a care package from her arrived. I could choose partners better than my mother had. I felt it was time.


Before I proposed, we’d talked about when we would get married. One day, the two of us decided to go to Zales jewelry store to check out what kind of engagement rings we might like. I have a tendency to be impulsive, so during my next trip to the mall, I bought the emerald-cut ring Kate liked with my newly opened Zales credit card. I held on to the dark-maroon box for a while, with an idea of how I wanted to propose but no real plan. Instead, one evening, I walked her into our living room and asked her to sit on the couch. I felt a bit of trepidation. I had the odd sense that it was the wrong decision, but I was still elated when she said yes.


I knew getting from that yes to walking down the aisle would be a battle. We had much to overcome and reconcile as a couple but also as individuals. She needed to come to terms with her sexuality—I was only the second woman she’d been with—and her mother, with whom she was ostensibly so close and to whom she told almost everything, didn’t know we were involved, let alone how much we meant to each other. Kate simply wasn’t ready to declare whether she identified as a bisexual person, a queer person, a lesbian, or some version of all three. She didn’t tell her mother about our engagement even after she said yes.


I had my issues, too. I needed to figure out how to manage my own family, especially my mother. I needed to learn how and when to open up to Kate, to lean into the fact that this was someone who I was going to spend my life with. I needed to not be afraid she’d leave me when things got hard.


Then there were our careers, which neither of us had quite figured out. She originally wanted to be a doctor, but now she wasn’t so sure. I had also thought of becoming a doctor—a pediatrician or an ob-gyn. Growing up, I’d spent many hours daydreaming about delivering babies or caring for sick kids. Now, I was considering going to graduate school to become a psychologist, but I didn’t want to take out more student loans.


We went about our lives as an engaged couple, regardless. I hoped our love for each other would be strong enough to shelter us when storms threatened to sweep us away.


Maybe I was blinded by how in tune our bodies were. Maybe I was too optimistic, thinking she would recognize that her love for me was more important than her fear of committing to being with a woman, and that she would fight for what she wanted.


But maybe I just wasn’t a priority for her—just like I wasn’t for my mother.


ONE DAY, WHILE Kate and I sat in our living room, my mother called unexpectedly. At the time, she was pregnant and living with Lady. Aunt Lady had risen through the ranks working for the Internal Revenue Service, and she now managed teams and got to tell people what to do.


Lady’s husband, Bob, showed up for me as much as he showed up for his own kids. He was the one who made sure there was a hearty snack at the ready for us when we’d come after a long day in high school. He was the one who encouraged me to try a new sport. He was the one who listened to me whenever I needed to vent about my mother. He was in my life even after he and Lady got divorced in 2008.


As for Lady, she was the family’s repairer. She would patch up problems, including the catastrophic ones caused by my mother. Her siblings would turn to her when they didn’t have a place to live or were in sticky legal situations, and she’d coach them through it. Most of my aunts and uncles were still bouncing around Long Island, where they’d grown up and never left. I suppose they found comfort in staying close to home. Whether they lived in Mastic or Riverhead or Southampton, the North Shore was their true north, where they played out whatever dreams they had. And Lady was the one they called if their dreams turned into nightmares.


When my mother got deep into selling drugs or when she needed an address to use in order to be released from jail, Lady would be there. She was there when another of my mother’s babies needed a home base in order to stay out of foster care or when a relative needed refuge after a bad breakup. She was there even after the police raided her house, with her own children inside, while they were looking for my mother.


Lady didn’t always have it right—the right answers or the right way of doing things—but she showed up, giving of herself in ways no one else in my family seemed to have the fortitude to do. She was always ready to speak her mind, to quash an argument, or to push her own point to the bitter end, the smell of cigarettes on her breath accompanying each sentence that left her mouth. But when something was wrong, we called Lady.


Over the years, she became understandably worn-out by all the neediness. I didn’t know it then, but her inclination to always say yes when family called on her was my first inkling of why saying no mattered so much to me.


Lady had inherited the house on Randall Street in Riverhead, payment for taking care of her father, Thomas, when he fell ill. It was the same house where Nanny, along with the kids, left Thomas after he hit her that rainy night many years before. After his death, Lady moved her own family into the house. Like so many times before, Lady had agreed to give this address to my mother’s parole officer, who would check in and make sure my mother made it in before her 9 p.m. curfew.


In August of 2006, the sisters got into an argument, which ended with my mother stomping out and vowing never to return. In a last-ditch attempt to stay clean and do right by her then unborn baby, she called me.


“I have no place to go, Mama,” my mother said. I braced myself for the inevitable. “Can I come stay with you?”


I took a deep breath in and held it.


“Let me talk to Kate about it. I’ll call you back,” I promised, even though I was unsure if I meant it.


I didn’t have time to fully digest her request before my phone rang again. I looked down and saw my grandmother’s number light up on the screen of my silver flip phone. I stared out the window at the woods beyond our apartment and took another deep breath. I answered.


“Nikki, have you spoken to your mom?”


“Yes. She asked if she could move in with us.”


“She has nowhere to go. She’s living in a car out in Riverhead,” she said.


“Nan, I don’t live here alone. I need to talk to Kate.”


My tone surprised me. I’d never spoken to my grandmother with such assertiveness, but I was tired of bailing my mother out—whether it was out of jail or something else. I did not want to play the same role as Lady, didn’t have the same life experience or desire to clean up other people’s messes. Of course, I knew that allowing my forty-one-year-old pregnant mother to move in with us would stress Kate and our young relationship. But this was my mother, and I knew I could give her a safe place to stay, food to eat, and stability for the baby she was carrying.


I rehearsed the discussion I planned to have with Kate. It was much easier to get the words out in the imaginary exchange in my head:


You know, she’s my mom, and I love her.


I could not live with myself if something happened to her or the baby while she’s living in a car, knowing I could have helped her.


She needs a place to stay. What do you think about us helping her for a few weeks?


I knew it would be a hard conversation, but Kate’s reaction when I actually asked, proved how fragile our relationship really was.


“No way,” she said. “She’s a drug addict who will probably steal from us. And on top of that, she’s pregnant. No.”


Kate wasn’t entirely wrong to feel this way, but still her words stung. My bond with my mother was hard for any outsider to understand. It was clear that Kate would never have empathy for a poor, traumatized, uneducated Black woman with a substance-abuse problem. Kate existed in a world with less discrimination. She’d had a childhood filled with love and without jail or prison visits. Kate’s mother had provided for her and didn’t ask for help.


The truth is, though, that Kate’s response gave me a way out, an escape from taking responsibility for how I really felt about my mother moving in with us.


When I called my mother back later that afternoon, I felt sick to my stomach.


“Hi, Mom.”


“Hi, Mama,” she said.


“I want you to move in, but you just can’t. We have two dogs and a one-floor apartment, and we would hear you snoring through the wall. I’m sorry.”


My words didn’t make sense to me even as I said them. I was full of shit, and she knew it.


“Okay. I’ll figure something out.”


I heard the defeat in her voice, a feeling she knew all too well.


My mother would have to turn to plan B: moving back in with Lady. I feared their strained relationship would crumble further under the weight of my mother’s issues. But if she had moved in with Kate and me, I would have lost myself in caring for her. My life would have revolved around making sure my mother had what she needed—just like it had so many times before. It would give my mother control over me in a way that I was no longer willing to cede.


Still, it felt like I had deserted her. I sat on my couch, looking through the window decorated by the canine-nose-print decals, and inhaled deeply. It was one thing to parent two dogs and something entirely different to be wholly responsible for another human being.
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