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Mom, you were right, you can never love a child too much. Thank you.

—K.S.
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To Aidan and Allegra, the subjects of my own mother-child love story.

—P.W.L.






CHAPTER 1 The Most Exciting Woman in the World


I’m not black and I’m not white and I’m not pink and I’m not green.

My mother may have been known as a consummate talent, coy sex kitten, and courageous trailblazer who helped break down racial barriers, but she began her long, illustrious life in a distinctly different way. As she would be the first to tell you, she was “just a poor cotton picker from the South.” And no matter how far she got in life—and considering that she was world-famous by the time she was 23, and was still headlining when she was 81, I’d say that she went pretty far—on some level she still always felt like “just a poor cotton picker from the South.”

She starred in many Broadway shows, from New Faces of 1952 and Timbuktu! to The Wild Party and Nine, and performed her consistently sold-out one-woman show in Las Vegas, London, New York, Paris, and other major cities throughout the world. She made dozens of movies, from Anna Lucasta and St. Louis Blues to Boomerang and The Emperor’s New Groove; recorded 40 albums, both studio and live; was nominated for three Tony Awards, three Emmys, and two Grammys, several of which she won; and wrote three autobiographies, including one called I’m Still Here, for no matter what befell her in life—and an awful lot of tough stuff invariably did—she would always pick herself up again and still be there.

She spoke four languages, sang in seven, and had a unique, unforgettable sound—a voice for the ages that was mysteriously unidentifiable in geographic origin, yet unmistakably hers. And who hasn’t heard her many classic hit songs, including “C’est Si Bon” and “Santa Baby,” the best-selling Christmas song of 1953 and still an evergreen staple of the holiday season?

Her music remains as popular and relevant as ever, as evidenced by the soundtracks of the widely acclaimed HBO superhero series Watchmen, starring Regina King, and the hit Netflix series Emily in Paris, starring Lily Collins. Never mind that she may be best known by many today for playing her iconic role as Catwoman, the Caped Crusader’s feline adversary, on the 1960s TV series Batman.

Yet she was far more than just a celebrity who commanded both stage and screen. Along with being an outspoken civil rights activist who avidly supported Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., she served as a tireless social advocate on behalf of historically-underserved youth, gay rights, women’s rights, and countless other causes. Then there was that infamous incident at the White House. The one when she stood up to the First Lady, Lady Bird Johnson, at a luncheon in 1968, daring to voice her opposition to the Vietnam War, a defiant move, unheard of by celebrities in those times, which caused the CIA to compile a defamatory dossier on her, characterizing her as a “sadistic sex nymphomaniac.” That controversial episode nearly derailed her career.

Orson Welles once pronounced her “the most exciting woman in the world.” Yet the one achievement she was the proudest of was not any of those things.

What she prided herself on most by far was having brought a mutt into this world.

And when I say “mutt,” I mean me.

Despite the many famous men to whom my mother was linked romantically, all before I was born, there could be no question who the one true love of her life was.

Revlon founder Charles Revson? Entertainer Sammy Davis Jr.? Actor James Dean? New York banking heir John Barry Ryan III? MGM Studios scion Arthur Loew? No, no, no, no, no.

It was her one and only child. Her daughter, Kitt.

That would also be me.

She named me Kitt because she wanted to make sure that her name would be carried on. Regardless of whether I turned out to be a boy or a girl—and until I popped out on that Sunday afternoon in November of 1961, she didn’t know which—that’s who I was going to be.

“I’m Eartha, and this is Kitt,” she would declare to almost everyone we ever met. She would make that comment as though I completed her. And in many ways, I did.

Complete her, I mean. And vice versa. We were a really good fit for each other.

I got it. Got her, that is—who she was, and who and what she needed me to be. Those were things that, instinctively, I always understood. She needed me to care for her. Needed me to be there for her. Needed me to give her the roots that she never had.

Having been given away by her young single mother and never having known who her father was, who could really blame her?

When I was a little girl, she would put me to bed herself almost every single night, and we would read books together. One of my favorites was Are You My Mother? But for me that question was never in doubt. Never mind the notable differences in our appearance. She was mine, and I was hers. As if we were meant to be. I would often say to her, “I picked you! God had me pick you for my mommy.” How funny that I remember thinking that I had intentionally chosen her. Yet now, looking back, I sometimes describe it as believing that God, or some sort of higher power, had decided, “You would be a really good fit with her.”

I look back now on our life together, and it really is a love story. There are people who believe that there is only one person put on this earth for them, and that all they need to do is find that person. Well, I never needed to go find my person. I had already found her the moment that I was born. At least in terms of being a mother and daughter, we came about as close as any two people conceivably could to being a perfect match.

No, I’m not saying that she was a perfect mother. That would be a stretch for anyone. And honestly, how could she have been? Never really having been mothered herself, she didn’t have any real role models when it came to parenting. She followed her gut and her instincts and sometimes had to make it up as she went along.

But I have no doubt that I was a really good fit for her as a daughter. For one thing—and I think that this really helped—I never aspired to become an entertainer myself. I didn’t have any real desire to have my own spotlight. I already had a spotlight. My mother, as famous as she was herself, always put the spotlight on me.

Or maybe it’s that my mother was the spotlight on me. As a little girl, isn’t that all that you really want—for your parent to pay attention to you and think that you’re the greatest thing ever? Well, my mother thought I was the greatest thing ever. She didn’t do it to the point at which she indulged me, though. I was never, ever spoiled. On the contrary, she was strict as a mom, and always insisted that I have good manners and be well-behaved. She had a sense of command about her that made you fall in line. Everyone around her always did. Anything else wasn’t going to be tolerated, so you really had no choice. What’s interesting is that she wasn’t a person who ever yelled or screamed. She never threw fits in any form or fashion. It was more that she had this regal presence. She had an aura, an innate energy about her, that people, animals, and virtually all living things picked up on. It made you want to behave.

My mother may have been known as an international sex symbol—an image that she carefully cultivated to her dying day—but here’s the first big secret that I’ll share with you: Behind the scenes, my mother was far from risqué, in the sense of being lewd or the least bit crude. She was actually quite proper. She shunned profanity. Shied away from almost any mention of sex. You might even say she was a prude.

She was also very much a stickler for manners. She demanded good behavior. Especially from me. She expected me to act like a lady. That may have just been a product of the times in which we lived, but if you were female, she believed that you had to be ladylike. That didn’t mean that you weren’t strong and independent, as she decidedly was herself. You just had to behave like a lady. One thing that ladies don’t do, apparently, is chew gum in public. That was absolutely forbidden in front of my mother.

Many things were forbidden by my mother. I’m not talking about crazy things like “no wire hangers,” as Joan Crawford’s daughter Christina divulged in her tell-all book Mommie Dearest. I mean any kind of poor behavior. Like whining. Or talking too much. Or talking too loudly. Or cursing. Or being late.

Tolerant, she was not.

She wasn’t a difficult person per se. But she could be very demanding.

And even though she had the means and maybe the desire to spoil me, she never did. My manners were impeccable. In fact, the entire staff at the Plaza Hotel (where we often stayed when my mother performed in New York City in the 1960s) knew who I was. They called me “the good Eloise,” as opposed to the wayward six-year-old in the classic book series. I was the little girl who never got into trouble. The one who waited patiently in her mother’s dressing room while her mother was onstage. An only child who learned to entertain herself while her mother was busy entertaining the rest of the world.

Yes, I was a good Kitt to her Eartha. And she was the ultimate Eartha to my Kitt. We were a team. Inseparable. From the first day of my life to the very last day of hers.

As an adult, that meant that I served not only as her manager, but also sometimes her spokesperson, even in the most mundane situations. She had one of the world’s most recognizable voices, and yet I often served as her voice. For there’s another thing that might surprise you. Despite my mother’s brazen public image and her sensual, coquettish stage persona, she was extremely shy. At least she often felt that way when she was meeting someone for the first time, or walking into a room full of strangers. Me, on the other hand? People have called me many things over the years. Given the self-confidence that was instilled in me, shy is not one of them. I had no trouble introducing her to others or speaking up on her behalf.

There are people who may even think that I’m a little too loud. My mother’s longtime musical director, Daryl Waters, for one. He worked with her for at least thirty years. I once remarked to him that I was just a delicate flower, and he looked at me and said, “Sweetheart, you’re a cactus if I ever met one.”

And I said, “Cacti have flowers as well, and they take no crap from the outside, so I take that as a compliment.”

No doubt this book will appeal to my mother’s many fans—including her hundreds of thousands of followers on Facebook—who still abound across all generations over a decade after her death. I hope it will also find an audience among those seeking strong female role models (for my mother unquestionably was one of the strongest you will ever find). It should speak as well to all women, and men as well, who love their mothers, may have lost their mothers, or who yearn to have a person in their lives who filled that role. And it has the added dimension of being an interracial mother-daughter love story, between a pair who looked very different on the surface, even if my mother defied anyone to define what either of our racial identities was.

She herself penned three autobiographies—Thursday’s Child in 1956, Alone with Me in 1976, and I’m Still Here: Confessions of a Sex Kitten in 1989—plus a memoir in 2001 called Rejuvenate (It’s Never Too Late). Yet the truth is that I can offer a very different perspective. A unique perspective. And in many ways, a truer, or at least more objective, one. For I was the one person on the planet who truly knew her best.

Besides, the tale that I have to tell you is not the story of my mother’s life. It is, rather, the story of my amazing life with my mother. The mother I loved. The mother I miss every day. The mother whom millions admired, but only I truly knew.

I knew what it was like for her when she was blacklisted during the Vietnam War and was unable to perform almost anywhere in her own country for nearly ten years.

I knew what it was like for her to walk me down the aisle at my wedding—not once, but twice—feeling like she was losing her only daughter, the one that she doted and depended on, rather than gaining a son.

I knew just what she meant when she said, “I don’t have to be wealthy to be rich.” Or, “The only thing I can sell and still own is my talent.”

Or, “Sometimes it’s good to fall down to see who will pick you up.”

Now, as I look back on all of these things that my mother would say to me, I understand the lessons that she was imparting to me.

So, I think it would be fair to say that, in many ways, I did complete her. But there was another person who’d once completed the picture. I did have a father, too.

My father, Bill McDonald, to whom she was married in 1960, was of Irish and German descent. In other words, as lily-white as anyone you could find.

My mother, meanwhile, was African-American and Cherokee—on her own mother’s side, at least. As I have said, she never knew the identity of her father. Theories abound. Some people speculate that he was a son of the owner of the cotton plantation in South Carolina on which she was born. But it was assumed by almost everyone that her father had been white.

As a mixed-race child born out of wedlock, my mother was often made to feel ashamed of herself when she was growing up in the South. Her own mother soon abandoned her because the man she was going to marry didn’t want “that yella gal,” as mixed-race children were known there at the time. This was a rejection that my mother carried with her all her life. But my mother loved the fact that I was someone you couldn’t pinpoint or pigeonhole in almost any respect.

“You are a walking United Nations!” she would frequently tell me with delight. “You either fill every quota or you break every rule.”

You couldn’t put me into any category. You couldn’t identify my background. You couldn’t say, “She’s a white girl,” or “She’s a Black girl. She’s Asian… Native American.”

My mother herself was similarly hard to categorize or assign to any one group. She may have been Black to some people, but to others she wasn’t Black enough. Growing up relatively light-skinned in the South, she wasn’t quite dark-skinned enough to be considered Black by many people who were Black. Then, when she went up North, she wasn’t white enough to be considered white. No one ever knew what to make of her.

There are letters in my mother’s archives from people—both Black and white—saying incredibly nasty, horrible things to her. My mother kept all of these letters because they reminded her of who she was. “You think you’re white.” Or, “You think you’re better than everybody.” Or, “Who do you think you are?”

That is one of the many reasons she loved that no one knew quite how to identify me. She loved that you couldn’t look at me and make a decision based strictly on my looks. You just didn’t know, you know? It was left up to your imagination to figure out what I was.

My mother enjoyed having things left up to her own imagination. In fact, that was something else she was fond of saying. “I like to use the freedom of my own imagination.”

She also was known to say to me, and others as well on many an occasion, “God may not be there when you want Him, but He’s always on time.”

She coined phrases like this so often that we began to refer to them as “Kittisms.” Whether or not she was actually the first one to utter any of these expressions herself, she adopted them as a sort of mantra to such an extent that I have chosen to use them as chapter subtitles for this book.

But of all her sayings, one stands out in my mind the most by far. And not just in my mind. I have taken it to heart to such an extent that I have it tattooed on my wrist.

“Don’t Panic.”

It was something she said to me whenever I would begin to get so anxious about unsettling situations that I would forget to breathe.

It’s what my own children still say to me now whenever I forget my mother’s words and begin to stress out. No, what they actually say is, “Look at your wrist, Mom. Look at your wrist!”

And it was one of the many lessons I learned from my mother over our many years together, most memorably when we traveled to South Africa in 1974.






CHAPTER 2 Not a Walk in the Park


Never miss an opportunity to stay quiet.

As an internationally known entertainer, my mother performed all over the world. But being always a mother first, she hesitated to leave me behind. She also felt that seeing the world was a much better education than you could get in a classroom or from reading any book. It was the best way to learn about other people, cultures, and beliefs. You just can’t get all of that from a book. So, when she was on the road, she usually took me along for the ride. From the day that I was born until the day that she died, first as mother/daughter and later with the added roles of entertainer/manager, we were rarely apart for more than a few days as we traveled the world together.

Our travels took us to many distant locales. I went almost everywhere with her, from Thailand and Tokyo to Morocco, Manilla, and Melbourne, and almost every place in between. But no trip was ever quite as memorable as the one that we made to South Africa in 1974, when I was twelve, which was considered to be a very controversial thing for anyone in the entertainment business to do at that time.

Many artists boycotted South Africa during that era because they didn’t believe in its racially segregated system of Apartheid. My mother didn’t believe in Apartheid either. But that didn’t dissuade her from going there. On the contrary, it encouraged her to go. She felt that artists were the true diplomats, since they didn’t need to abide by things like political correctness. That meant they had the ability to go places and effect change when politicians couldn’t.

So my mother accepted an invitation to perform in South Africa, but on one condition. She stipulated that she would only perform for integrated audiences, something that was not done during that era.

She also had another agenda in making the trip. She hoped to use it to raise money to help build schools there for the African children. And by African children, I mean Black African children, not the white children who were referred to as “Afrikaans.”

Now, being a celebrity, my mother was not only able to go to this racially segregated country, even though she was Black herself, but also to go with VIP status. That meant that she could travel anywhere in the country that she wanted to go while she was there. She essentially had free rein and wasn’t going to be held to their laws of segregation.

So off we went to South Africa. And not just for a week or two. We stayed, as I recall, for what may have been as much as three months. We spent most of our time in Cape Town, because my mother had friends there.

While we were in Cape Town, the Royal Ballet happened to be performing there, too. And not just the Royal Ballet, but Margot Fonteyn. THE PRIMA BALLERINA OF THE ROYAL BALLET! She was my idol at the time because I dreamed of becoming a professional ballerina. Ah, to dream! I also dreamt of being a professional ice skater, a policewoman (on horseback), an FBI agent, and the CEO of a Fortune 500 company. I was going to lead a very busy life. But at that time, my No. 1 goal was to become a ballerina. So, of course, while I was there, I wanted to go see the one and only Margot Fonteyn dance.

My mother wasn’t free to take me, though, because she was performing almost every night. So instead, my mother’s friends took me to the Cape Town Opera House to see the ballet. We went in together and were walking around, then we went to find our seats. As we took our seats, many of the people around us began whispering, “Look! That’s Eartha Kitt’s daughter. That’s Eartha Kitt’s daughter!”

I was thinking, “Look at me! I’m this hot-shot little kid. Everyone knows who I am! How cool is that?” I mean, c’mon, you saw my list of dreams. I thought I was the bomb.

Then, the next day, someone showed my mother a local newspaper. One of the headlines read, “Eartha Kitt’s Daughter Goes to Opera House.” This was considered big news because the Opera House was for whites only. If I had been South African, I would have been considered “colored” because my mother was “colored.” I wouldn’t have been allowed inside. So, technically, I had broken the law. But because of my light skin coloring and blonde hair, and because I had walked in with a white family, nobody had questioned me.

Well, my mother thought this was the greatest thing ever. “My daughter broke the law!” she said proudly. Never mind that I hadn’t known I was doing it. She proceeded to make a statement to the press about it, pointing out the ridiculousness of their rules and their Apartheid policies. But the story doesn’t end there.

At the time, being of school age, I often traveled with a tutor—a British instructor, whom I really didn’t like. Who wants to do schoolwork when you’re traveling the world? But my life on the road wasn’t all work and no play, even with a British tutor in tow. There was this really cool amusement park in Durban, South Africa, across the street from our hotel. And I was dying to go to it, so my tutor took me one day.

After that, I kept saying to my mother, “You have to come to the amusement park with us. It’s so much fun!” This was something that I didn’t ever get to do with her back in the U.S., because with her level of fame, it would have caused a major scene.

By the time I’d been born, my mother had already been famous for many years. As much as that may have brought certain privileges—such as getting to travel the world with her—there was also a downside to that. Having a famous mother meant that I couldn’t do certain things. Or at least there were certain things that I couldn’t do with her. Normal things, and also special things. Things that other kids I knew often got to do. Like go to the supermarket together. Or the circus. Or, above all else, Disneyland.

Growing up in California, I would have loved to go to Disneyland. But my mother couldn’t have taken me. It would have been The Eartha Kitt Show, instead of a normal, “Take your daughter to Disneyland” trip. Back then, things weren’t the way that they are today, where they have ways of making it easier for celebrities to go to popular places. Today, they’ll offer public figures a VIP tour, for example. That wasn’t the case back in the ’60s. If you went somewhere like Disneyland, you went just like everybody else.

So I was dying to go to this amusement park in South Africa with my mother, where fewer people might recognize her. But her schedule was filled with interviews and rehearsals. She kept telling me, “I’ve got to work.” But then one day she was finally free to take me to the amusement park.

By now, I had already been there a couple of times with my tutor. So as soon as we arrived, I led her straight to my favorite activity of all there, the bumper cars. The ride was about to start when all of a sudden, an Indian man who worked there came over and said to my mother, “Excuse me, ma’am. Are you European?”

My mother, as I said, had a very distinctive way of speaking, a unique accent that was hard for almost anyone to ever quite identify. But she certainly wasn’t European.

“No,” she said, “I’m American.”

“That’s not what I meant,” the man replied. “What I meant is, are you colored?”

She looked up at this fellow, who had roughly the same complexion as she did, then down at her hands and her own dark skin. “Well,” she said, “if you consider this colored, then yes, I guess I am.”

From the time I was born, I had never really paid any attention to the difference in our complexions. People sometimes seemed baffled when trying to figure out how we were related. But I had never given much, if any, thought to the darker tone of my mother’s skin, and that had never been an issue before. Why would it be now?

“I’m afraid you’re going to have to leave, then,” the man told her authoritatively. “This is a whites-only park. You’re not allowed to be here.”

Hearing this, my mother got up. She didn’t say a word. She just stood up and got her bag, took me by the hand, and started to lead me out of the amusement park.

I couldn’t believe this was happening.

“Tell him who you are!” I stage-whispered in her ear, totally amazed. “He doesn’t know that you’re a famous person, and that you have VIP status. That you’re allowed to be in the park. You don’t have to abide by the rules of this country. You’re an American, and you’re Eartha Kitt! Just tell him who you are!”

But she just looked at me, her face so stiff that it was almost frozen, like a mask. Then she said that thing that she always said.

Two things, in fact.

“Don’t panic. God may not be there when you want Him, but He’s always on time.”

I wasn’t just panicking now. I was crying because this was a very big deal to me. I realized that I was never going to go back there with her. We had just arrived, and this was the only time that she had been free to take me. I wanted to be in the park with my mother, and she was allowed to be there. Why didn’t she just tell them who she was?

This was the budding teenager coming out in me. There were tears streaming down my face. Tears of outrage. Disbelief. Shame. But she was gripping my hand tightly as she remained absolutely calm. Almost eerily calm. Then she quietly led me out of the park without making any fuss.

But that’s not how the story ends, either.

A day or two later, my mother was holding a press conference in our hotel when a photographer happened to say to her, “Miss Kitt, can we please get a picture of you standing out there on the balcony, with the amusement park in the background?”

As she happily obliged by stepping out onto the balcony, she replied, “You know, it’s funny. I was thrown out of that amusement park just the other day.”

“What!?!” almost everyone asked at once, as the room instantly erupted.

“Yes,” she said, and she told the reporters the entire story.

It immediately made headlines that my mother had been kicked out of the amusement park. Now the owner of the park was being quoted in the newspapers, completely embarrassed that Eartha Kitt had been thrown off his property.

He soon came to her show with his wife and brought flowers and champagne to her dressing room. “How can I make it up to you?” he asked her. “My employee didn’t know who you were. He didn’t understand. Please accept my deepest apologies.”

My mother didn’t hesitate for one second. She was ready with an answer. “Well, we’re building schools for African children, and if you could make a donation, that would be much appreciated.”

She also dared to make an additional request. This one was on my behalf.

“Also, my daughter would really like me to be able to come back to the amusement park with her, and she would like to bring some of her friends.”

“Anything you want!” the owner replied. “I’m sending you a check right now, and sending tickets, too. Six tickets? Eight? How many do you need? Bring as many people as you want. And please tell your daughter she can come as many times as she likes!”

The check arrived. The tickets, too. And what does my mother do? She gets two Black children, two white children, and two light-skinned “colored” children, and we walk into the park together. Now we’ve got an entourage of reporters and photographers following us, documenting the whole thing. We sit down on the bumper cars together, with all of these different-colored faces. And that’s how my mother, in her own way, managed to help bring about change.

Whereas I would have been the hothead who would have stood up and made a big scene—saying, “Go get your boss! Don’t you know who I am?”—my mother functioned on a different level. It wasn’t that having this public embarrassment didn’t cause her pain. I can only imagine how that humiliation must have made her feel. But she understood, deep inside her psyche, that she was going to have a much greater impact by holding her tongue and waiting than by standing on a soapbox and making a scene.

I think about these things often as I get older, and I think about the amount of strength that it must have taken to hold her emotions in check. I think about that type of rejection—about being told, “You can’t do this,” because of how you look. It was the kind of rejection that she had faced early in life and that she never quite recovered from, no matter what she did, how many shows she performed, or how famous she became.

My mother was really a part of history—American history, entertainment history, world history, and certainly Black history. She happened to be a famous person. There are lots of people whose names you may never have heard who also effected change.

I’m just saying that my mother, and so many others—all the Rosa Parkses of the world, and many anonymous people, too—were able to keep their heads up high and to stay strong. My mother did that. I saw her do it with my own eyes.

She was this fascinating person. And I find myself becoming more and more fascinated by her and by her ability and inner strength—her strength to speak up, and also her strength to keep quiet, because doing that may take the most strength of all. She would often say to me, “Never miss an opportunity to stay quiet.”

I was recounting this story to someone recently, and I remembered a pond at my mother’s house in Connecticut, and how she taught me to skip stones there. The big stones don’t skip very far, she showed me. They have a ripple effect, but they just go plop.

My mother then explained to me, “See, when a big stone drops into the water, it creates big ripples on the shoreline. But if you take a little rock, a very thin one, and you skim it across the water, see how it makes a tiny little ripple? Well, those ripples have an effect on the shoreline as well. Maybe not as big an effect, or as quick an effect. But over time, all of those little ripples start to build up. And you will see change happen.”



My mother had the pleasure of being recognized during her lifetime for her many talents. But after her passing, it has become apparent not only how much of her work has passed the test of time, but also how much of a trailblazer she was and how many generations of people she touched and impacted and continues to inspire today.

She genuinely came from nothing and raised herself up by sheer will and relentless effort. She unabashedly spoke her mind and unequivocally supported the underdog. And although she had little in the way of formal education, she had so much wisdom—kernels of truth that would benefit so many people that I cannot keep them to myself.

She had no idea how that incident in Durban, South Africa, was going to pan out in the end. Having experienced extreme deprivation herself, she was always prepared to defend those who suffered from poverty, discrimination, or rejection, whoever they might be. But my mother understood instinctively, on a very deep level, that even when your voice is known and loved throughout the world, sometimes it’s better to simply hold your tongue.

She also understood that when an opportunity arises to help others, or to create change, no matter how small it may be, it only takes one person to make a difference. One person who doesn’t panic, even if she is just a poor cotton picker from the South.

One person, with possibly a little help from God, who may not be there when you want Him, but who is always on time.






CHAPTER 3 No Ordinary Life


I like to use the freedom of my own imagination.

Life with Eartha was never dull. Far from it! From the moment I was born, I was always by my mother’s side (or, more accurately, as an infant, in her arms). Always a hands-on parent, she was reluctant to ever leave me in the care of others while she performed throughout the world. That meant that even as a young child, I was exposed to glamorous nightclubs and the theater. I was repeatedly whisked away to live in London, Las Vegas, or other distant locales, reluctantly at times as I got older.

So instead of singing “I’m Still Here,” as my mother so often did, my signature tune could have been called, “I’ll Stay Here.” And by “here,” I would have meant home. Not that my home life was all that ordinary, either. My mother, you see, was not only famous. She was also famously unconventional. Even by Hollywood standards. And so, what I often craved was the typical stuff that other kids had. Attending public school. Riding my bike around the neighborhood. Junk food. (Ah, junk food! That’s for another chapter…)

I was born in Los Angeles, in what was then called Cedars of Lebanon Hospital, on November 26, 1961. The house that I grew up in was a sprawling, Mediterranean-style structure in Beverly Hills, set on 2 ½ acres of land. My mother bought that house in 1957 for $90,000. It was a lot of money for a house at that time. Her accountants and business advisors thought she was crazy to pay so much for a piece of property located up in “the Hills.” But she followed her instincts, as was always her way, and bought it anyway.

Truth be known, she was happy to have found it at all. She had repeatedly struck out in the sections of Bel Air and Beverly Hills in which she had originally been looking. Residents there were not quite ready to put out the welcome mat for an African American neighbor. Even a world-famous one.

The house was situated on a cul-de-sac, nestled right in the hills themselves. It had citrus trees, a huge garden, and an aviary. For a cotton picker from South Carolina, it was a little slice of secluded heaven. The swimming pool, pool house, and separate guest house it also included may make it sound more lavish than it was, because my mother wasn’t someone who went in for “show-offy” things. She was surprisingly very simple in her tastes. With the given name Eartha, land was important to my mother. She felt that owning real estate was far more important than having diamonds or furs because, as she would say, “They aren’t making any more of it.” She also felt that “land gives you stability,” and a means of survival, if needed.

The house stood at the end of a winding private road. The entire street had once been an old estate, but it had since been divided up. My mother bought the parcel that had been the stables. (How appropriately down-to-earth is that?) Although she had the place totally redesigned, she maintained the original structure, keeping its rustic roots on display, almost to make a statement as to the importance of farm life. It was shaped like a giant rectangle, with an open interior courtyard. One side of the house, which served as our dining room, had three stalls with the names of the horses that had once occupied them—Lefty, Tyro, and Priscilla—still carved into the double-hung doors. The house itself was red brick with a terracotta tile roof. Very California style.

And very down-to-Eartha.

The only problem for me, as a child, was that it was a little remote. Since I went to private school, and Los Angeles is so spread out, I didn’t have any friends who were close by. And living behind iron gates on a cul-de-sac, there were never any neighborhood children knocking on our door asking, “Can Kitt come out and play?” Sometimes I would ride my bike around in circles on the driveway, or play hopscotch and tetherball in the yard all alone. But that was OK. As an only child, I liked being alone.

I knew my mother’s stories of her early life in South Carolina, where she had spent much of her time in the woods with the animals, watching and learning from them as they foraged for food and went about their days. She would often say how she liked being by herself; how being alone gave her a sense of freedom. So, for me, it felt acceptable to be on my own. It seemed perfectly normal. My mother never said to me, “Why don’t you go ask so-and-so if she can play?” She never said that, in part, because I never said I was bored. My mother never heard those two words from me: “I’m bored!” For I never was bored. As an only child, you learn to entertain yourself.

And my mother encouraged me to be creative and nurtured my vivid imagination. When she played Caesars Palace in Las Vegas, I would run around with my little dog, exploring the nooks and crannies of the hotel. I was like a kid in a candy store, running around—or, more often, dancing with abandon—through its halls and open spaces. (Yes, times were different then. I was known to many of the employees, and my mother made sure they were watching out for me at all times.)

Similarly, when I was home, I would venture into the woods and hills of my backyard, inventing wild scenarios and stories in my head. Our property was lush with California foliage, and my mother had created these paths that zigzagged up and down, connecting the different levels of the property like a well-mapped maze. She’d had a glassed-in writing studio built at the top, and you could see a lot of Los Angeles from there. If you stood on the very tips of your toes, you could also see the ocean, she said, although my toes never seemed quite long enough for that.

I could often be found up there undertaking all sorts of adventures with our two dogs—a big white standard poodle named Snowball, and Baba, our little apricot-colored miniature poodle, whom I had named myself when I was two. They were my trusty sidekicks and forever playmates. Together we might be pirates, or go off on an adventure in the Amazon jungle.

As an avid reader, I would create my own live-action versions of Nancy Drew and The Hardy Boys mysteries. Or short dramatic reenactments of other favorite books like Wuthering Heights and Jane Eyre. I loved playing by myself because I could make up all the rules. I could also play all of the parts. And the part that I always chose to play was that of The Hero of my story.

I was never a princess. Never a damsel in distress. I was the one conquering lands or slaying dragons. I was always a strong, Joan of Arc-type leader, out blazing a trail, because that was the female role model I saw every day—the woman who taught me to rely on my instincts and always follow my heart. My mother! That was who she was, and that was my life, too. She had given me the freedom and the confidence to invent and explore. I never felt that I needed someone to come rescue me. I was perfectly capable of being the rescuer myself.

I rarely watched television. I really didn’t need to. From the time that I was old enough to walk, I had my own imagination to entertain myself and keep me busy. I would spend hours and hours out with the dogs, exploring the landscape and the foliage. I was content just to be, enjoying my own company.

I’m still perfectly content with my own company to this day. My husband often comes home from playing golf, and I’ll be sitting outside all by myself. No book, no music, no television, no noise whatsoever. “What are you doing?” he’ll ask.

“Oh, nothing,” I’ll say.

“What do you mean, ‘nothing?’ ” he’ll ask. “What are you looking at?”

“Nothing. Just the trees.” I attribute that mostly to my having had a mother who encouraged me to embrace who I was, and to think for myself. She bred story-telling. Thanks to her, I too like to use the freedom of my own imagination.

My mother felt that nobody could constrain your dreams. Nobody could tell you not to imagine something. They might tell you, “You cannot become that. You can’t do that. It’s not appropriate. It’s not possible,” or whatever else the reasoning behind your not doing something might be. But, she would emphasize, no one can stop you from imagining yourself doing whatever YOU wish.

You can get lost in your own imagination. You can be anything you want to be. You can go anywhere you want to go. You can accomplish anything you want to do.

My mother didn’t merely say these things. She never once stopped me from doing anything. Rather, she conveyed quite the opposite. So when I went up into the hills, whether I was pretending to be the Queen of Sheba or an astronaut rocketing to Mars, or maybe a gun-slinging cowboy riding the open range, ANYTHING was possible in my mind. And, subsequently, possible in life!

I was very independent from an early age. My mother had been, too, but not for the same reasons. She wasn’t given confidence as a child. She wasn’t given freedom. She had learned to be independent because she couldn’t rely on anyone else. When she had gone into the woods, it wasn’t to play. It was because she needed to hide. She needed to find a place where it was safe.






CHAPTER 4 Southern Hell


The present without the past has nothing to say for itself.

My mother didn’t have the luxury of feeling safe or secure as a child. Her early years were anything but that. I learned about the mistreatment she experienced starting from when I was very young. She wouldn’t necessarily tell all of these stories to me directly. But she would recount them in interviews, and I was never far from her side. Sitting on the floor playing with my toys, whether in a hotel suite or at home, I was always listening to her share what her life was like growing up. When you hear all these tales, even as a small child, you begin to understand early on who your mother is.

And in my mother’s case, the stories were very intense.

You know that old book, All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten? Well, everything that my mother really needed to know, she learned in the South.

My mother was born Eartha Mae Keith (pronounced “keet”) on a cotton plantation, in a little town called North, South Carolina. Her mother’s family were poor sharecroppers—tenant farmers who forfeited a portion of their crops to the plantation owners as rent. Her mother was named Anna Mae Keith, the family having adopted the last name of the Swiss-German people who owned the plantation. When my mother later saw the name written, though, it was spelled “Kitt.” A mixture of Native American and African American, Anna Mae was only about sixteen, and unmarried, when my mother was born. My mother always assumed that she herself had probably been conceived by rape. It wasn’t common knowledge who her father was. She would never learn his name. Several possibilities have been bandied about over the years. Some people say he was a son of the owner of the plantation on which she was born. Others believe he may have been a local doctor, an older man for whom her mother was sent to work after his wife had died. Yet one thing that was always assumed was that he had been white.

Being both illegitimate and of mixed race, my mother was treated as an outcast by almost everyone around. The lighter complexion of her skin soon led to her being abandoned as well. A few years after she was born, Anna Mae met an older man who wanted to marry her. But he already had children of his own and said that he would wed her on one condition—that she leave little Eartha Mae behind. One of my mother’s earliest memories was of seeing her mother kneeling before him, tearfully begging him to reconsider, only to be told, “I don’t want ‘that yella gal’ in my house.”

So, at the tender age of only perhaps five or six, she was left with a family she did not know. She referred to the woman who took her in as “Aunt Rosa.” But it was clear that Aunt Rosa was not an actual aunt. She was also no kind of mother. She proceeded to treat my mother like a Southern version of Cinderella. She forced her to wash the dishes, slop the pigs, feed the chickens, clean the house, and build a fire in the fireplace every day after sweeping the old ashes out—never mind that my mother was barely more than a toddler at the time. Meanwhile, this woman dressed her in rags and nearly starved her, feeding her only leftover scraps that she was expected to share with the family’s pets and animals.
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