A hero's daughter

On Sept. 11, 2001, Mariah Mills told her adoptive mother, 'I think one of my parents is dead.' The St. Paul teenager's premonition was the start of a journey filled with grief and gratitude. 'I just didn't understand.'

BY ELLEN TOMSON
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Could I have lost someone today and not know it? On September 11, 2001, we watched and listened to news of hijacked jets and terrorist attacks. And we asked ourselves that question.

It was hard not to consider "what ifs," hard not to wonder about those who died. Nearly 3,000 were killed while going about their daily lives.

One of them was Tom Burnett, a 38-year-old Bloomington native. He led an assault against the terrorists piloting United Airlines Flight 93 and died a hero.

Mariah Mills, then 16, did not know Burnett. She was sitting in a religion class at CretinDerham Hall High School in St. Paul when her principal announced two planes had crashed into the World Trade Center.

The hallways were quiet minutes later as she moved on to another classroom, where a teacher sobbed and a television repeatedly flashed images of the collapsing towers.

Mariah was unusually subdued when she arrived home from school that day and went directly to her bedroom. Normally, she chatted with her mother, Cathy Mills, about her day or gabbed with friends on the phone.

Mariah's unusual silence troubled her mother. Cathy Mills and her husband, Walter "Buzz" Mills, enjoyed a close relationship with their daughter. They had adopted her as an infant, and she was their only child.

Cathy Mills hurried upstairs and found Mariah in bed, curled in a fetal position, wrapped in blankets and crying.

"I think one of my parents is dead," Mills recalls Mariah saying.

TThe story of Flight 93 was reported and repeated hundreds of times after 9/11. Tom Burnett's name and details of his life became well known, especially to Minnesotans:

He grew up in Bloomington, earned an undergraduate degree from the University of Minnesota and a master's from Pepperdine University. He lived in the Bay Area of Northern California and was returning home from a business trip in New York when he boarded Flight 93. He and his wife, Deena, had three daughters, ages 3 to 5.

Deena was one of the few people who knew Tom had an older daughter, too.

Deena and Tom met in Atlanta in July 1989 during an afternoon happy hour. She was a Delta Air Lines flight attendant, and he was a regional sales manager.

On the morning after their third date, Deena called her mother to say she was going to marry Tom. "I liked his sense of humor, intellect and ability to express himself verbally," Deena says. "He was very nice. Attentive and genuine."

But about six weeks into their relationship, Tom said he had something to tell her. He was solemn, apologetic and teary.

He'd had a girlfriend in college who had gotten pregnant, he said. Neither considered abortion an option. He worked two jobs to pay for medical bills, accompanied his girlfriend to all her doctor appointments, attended birthing classes and was present when the child was born. The two had talked about getting married but finally decided to give the baby up for adoption.

Deena was shocked — and angry.

"I came from southeast Arkansas, where if you had a child out of wedlock, you kept that child," she says.

But she could see that he felt regret and "was still struggling with the fact he had given this child up," she says.

Tom made it clear "he hoped to have a relationship with that child at some point, and I would need to be willing to accept that child into our family," Deena says.

Deena thought long and hard about what Tom had told her.

"That was a point in our relationship when I could have walked away from it," she says.

She didn't share the information with anyone. She didn't want her family to know until the day it became necessary — if it ever did.

"We never talked about it"
TTom's older sister, Martha Burnett, knew about the baby, born at the end of January 1985.

She says she met the baby's mother in 1984, during the pregnancy, and discussed the circumstances with her and Tom over breakfast at a Denny's restaurant. Tom and the baby's mother were both college students. He was 21, and she was 19.

"They told me they were going to get married," Martha recalls. "Tom was really rational and very mature in many ways, and his first inclination was, 'OK, this is my responsibility, I need to get married.' "

Martha says she told them not to rush into anything.

"Then, all I know is they had the baby, she was healthy, and they were going to place her" for adoption, Martha says.

The birth mother was sweet, calm and interested in working with children, Martha recalls. The summer after her baby was born, she baby-sat for Martha a few times and showed her pictures of Mariah as a newborn. Martha did not keep in touch with the birth mother after that summer.

She, her sister and their parents avoided references to the baby from then on, says Martha, who has three adult children and works at an advertising and public relations agency in Minneapolis. "We all knew the baby existed, but we never talked about it."

But during the last several years of his life, Tom did talk about the baby with his younger sister, Mary Jurgens. He made clear that he would never interfere with the adoptive parents. But Mary says he also told her more than once, "My children and I will meet that child when the time is right."

Tom last visited with his family in Minnesota just before Sept. 11. They all ate dinner together, and Tom and his father visited Wisconsin farm property the family owns. He and his sisters ate at Al's Breakfast near the University of Minnesota. He attended church with his mother and then took her out for a glass of wine.

"It was one of the most perfect family weekends we ever had," Mary says. "Everyone had this moment in time to have this special connection with him that would remain positive forever."

"They made us a family"
TThe counselor at Catholic Charities in downtown St. Paul told Cathy and Walter "Buzz" Mills they might have to wait seven years to adopt a little girl. But the call came after less than three years, suddenly, on April 9, 1985.

They sat side by side, excited and nervous, as a caseworker placed the 9-week-old baby, dressed in a pink outfit with a "Dynasty" label, into Cathy's arms.

"She was right there, and oh … ," says Walter, faltering, his eyes filling with tears. "We just saw that little girl and thought, 'Oh, she's wonderful. She's the one.' "

The social worker handed them a packet of information that included physical descriptions of the baby's biological parents and their families and a listing of their accomplishments.

The birth parents both had excellent academic records. The mom worked as a volunteer with children and was interested in psychology. The dad was an all-around athlete who enjoyed hunting and fishing.

The birth parents had also stated they wanted the baby to be raised Catholic and to have a stay-at-home mother during early childhood. The dad wrote: "Expose her to as many educational opportunities as possible." In addition, they signed an affidavit of disclosure, stating their names and addresses were to be released when the child was older. They were emphatic about having the opportunity to meet their daughter in the future, the social worker said.

"They wanted to do it, and we were willing," Walter says. "They had read our background and chosen us. We didn't have anybody's names, and they didn't know ours."

The Millses stayed up all night after they brought the baby home, staring at her in her little crib, wondering if they were dreaming, worried she would stop breathing or somehow wouldn't actually be theirs to keep.

"We're so thankful they did what they did — gave her a life and gave her up," Walter says. "They knew themselves well enough to know it was not time for them to be parents. They both wanted her to live, and that made all the difference in the world to us. They made us a family."

Mariah was a happy baby who took regular naps and tried to stand up early, Cathy recalls. As a toddler and preschooler, she was social and very verbal and loved dolls. She was inquisitive and liked math and books.

The word "adopted" was part of her vocabulary from the start.

"I explained to her that her birth parents were not ready to be parents and decided she should be with some parents who were ready," Cathy says. "And I said she would meet them one day. We told her she could look them up, find out who they were when she was 19. Of course, I was curious, too."

Mariah attended first grade at St. Paul's Capitol Hill Magnet School and then switched to St. Rose of Lima, a Catholic elementary school in Roseville. The year she took the entrance exam for Cretin-Derham Hall, a Catholic high school, Mariah's score was among the top 10, according to her mom. She sought the most challenging courses in high school, studied hard, lettered in mock trial and received scholarship help all four years.

Walter Mills, a U.S. Postal Service information technology employee in Eagan, worked a second job, selling beer at the Metrodome, and Cathy Mills took jobs as a substitute teacher to help pay her tution. Mariah worked, too, for a wedding reception service and at a flower shop.

Walter says he knew he would be a little anxious the day his daughter learned her birth parents' names. But he factored into his thoughts some of Mariah's characteristics: decisive, passionate, strong-willed.

"She was going to do what she was going to do, and I wasn't going to be able to stop her," he says with a grin.

Mariah grew up in the house in which her parents still live, overlooking the Como Park golf course.

Margaret Nevins grew up nearby and has been Mariah's close friend since kindergarten. Margaret, one of seven children, says Mariah was always fascinated by the similarities in the Nevins family.

"She was curious about where she came from genetically and, since she was an only child, curious to know if she had any siblings out there and didn't know it."

Says Mariah's roommate, Abby Lundsten: "She saw her friends and her friends' parents and how they resembled each other and wondered why she is as tall as she is and has her color eyes. It was really important to her to find out."

"Well, is one dead? Are they famous?"
Mariah turned 19 on Saturday, Jan. 31, 2004, and mailed the letter she had prepared ahead of time to the Minnesota Department of Health. Finally she was old enough, according to state law, to request a copy of her birth certificate with the names of her birth parents.

"I was so excited to be 19," Mariah says. "I had never felt like my birth parents just gave me away and didn't want anything to do with me. I knew they did, and I just really, really wanted to find them."

By then, she was living in Chicago and attending DePaul University on a full scholarship. She loved the city but came home to be with her parents for Halloween, Thanksgiving, Christmas and spring break.

The day she flew home for spring break, she called them from Chicago's Midway Airport.

She asked her mom right away, "Did my birth certificate come yet?"

It had. That morning.

Mariah had asked her mother to open it as soon as it came, and Cathy Mills had.

The name of the birth father seemed familiar to her. His address was in Bloomington. Television images and disturbing thoughts suddenly connected like dots along a line: Disintegrated bits of a plane strewn in Pennsylvania woods, she felt so badly for the man's family, those three little girls. …

Her mind reeled and halted at her next thoughts:

Mariah? Mariah! … Does his wife know?

Cathy didn't know what to do with the information she held in her hand. She called her husband at work and told him the name. He recognized it right away. And they both remembered what Mariah had said on 9/11: "I think one of my parents is dead."

Of course, they had reassured her then that the chances were "one in millions." Most of those killed lived on the East and West coasts, they had said.

Walter Mills shakes his head in disbelief as he recollects Mariah's words on 9/11.

"That — what's the word? Premonition? Yes, premonition. That's nothing science could ever explain."

Cathy Mills recalls that when Mariah called from Midway, she told Mariah, yes, the letter had come, adding: "We'll talk about it when you get home."

"Their names aren't on it?" Mariah had said, sounding panicked.

"No, that's not it. They're both on it."

"Well, is one dead? Are they famous?"

"I think one of them is dead," Cathy Mills recalls answering.

The name of that parent had to be one her mother recognized, Mariah thought. She stood in the airport, crying, then quickly called a close friend.

"She was so upset, and I remember her saying, 'I think my birth dad is dead,' " Margaret Nevins says. "She said, 'I think it's that guy who died in 9/11.' I thought she was jumping to conclusions."

The Millses had only a few hours before Mariah would arrive home. They Googled "Tom Burnett," read articles online about him and saw his picture.

"I didn't want this to happen to her. I just didn't want it to be him," Cathy says. "But I could see how she resembled him."

"The information just hit us like an explosion," she says. "It was like that plane crashed into our house. The trauma, the shock, the sadness. Everything changed."

They showed Mariah the birth certificate after they brought her home.

"I thought that's who it was," Mariah said.

"Mostly I look like a Burnett"
MMariah and her parents visited Jefferson High School in Bloomington during that spring break. Mariah wanted to look up Tom Burnett in his senior yearbook. She found his photo and one of her birth mother, too.

"It was weird to finally look like somebody," she says. "I have her eyes, but mostly I look like a Burnett."

That same day, she visited Tom Burnett's grave at Fort Snelling National Cemetery and left flowers there. She spent most of the rest of spring break crying. She locked herself in her bedroom and scarcely ate or slept. Her parents encouraged her to take a leave from school, but she refused.

"It was painful to watch," Cathy Mills says. "She was just traumatized. She would never meet him. And the way he died — such a public death — yet she had no way of knowing about it at the time. A girl she knew at DePaul told her she went to his funeral. Of course, Mariah wasn't there."

"On one single day she found out who he was, that he was dead and she would never know him," says Margaret Nevins, now 21 and entering her senior year at DePaul. "She's gone out to the plane crash site and she's visited his grave, seeking that physical connection with him. She was also trying to find closure two or three years after everyone else did."

Mariah didn't go out much after she returned to DePaul to finish her freshman year.

"I felt just numb," she says. "I slept a lot, stared at the wall. I would wake up in the morning and look at myself and see … him. His face, his nose and my eyes set like his. I'd waited so long to meet him, and I was two and half years too late. College is about figuring out what you want to do and who you are and, for me, finding out who my parents were was a last missing part of the puzzle."

Her mother and father visited her and made efforts to distract her. Her dad took her to a White Sox-Twins game in Chicago. Mariah, a Minnesota Twins fan who rarely misses a game when she is home, once told her mother, "If you have to bury me first, I want a Minnesota Twins-themed funeral."

During one visit, Cathy suggested they contact Catholic Charities about finding Mariah's birth mother and the Burnetts. Catholic Charities supported their idea of writing a letter instead of calling.

They sent the letter, along with pictures of Mariah, to Tom Burnett's older sister, Martha, who lived at the address listed on Mariah's birth certificate.

Mariah's mother worried about how the Burnetts would react. She decided to test the waters by approaching Monsignor Joe Slepicka, a longtime Burnett family friend, mentioned on a memorial Web site . After the conversation, he immediately called Tom's parents.

Soon after, Cathy Mills received a phone message from Tom's mother, Beverly Burnett: "Of course we want to meet her. Please call us."

"I wanted to be perfect for them"
MMariah barely slept the night before meeting the Burnett family. "I've never been so scared," she says.

She thought a lot about what kind of impression she wanted to make and what she would wear.

"I wanted to look conservative but nice for my grandparents," she says. "Nothing tight or low-cut. I wanted them to be proud I was their relative."

She brought along photographs of herself, family and friends and a bouquet to give them.

"I wanted to be Miss Personality — funny, articulate and charismatic," she says. "I wanted to be perfect for them."

Adoption counselors recommended a neutral location and meeting one person at a time. Her parents suggested a small meeting over coffee and urged her to bring them along.

But Mariah wanted to meet the Burnetts on her own. They invited her to Martha's house for brunch on a spring day in 2004. Tom's younger sister, Mary Jurgens, met her at the door. Mary instantly felt a deep connection to the tall, blond teen with a lovely smile who stood before her, neatly attired in light blue capris, a black tank top and cardigan, and black flip-flops.

"When I opened the door, it was like looking at my little nieces — but grown up. I was so excited to meet her and yet there was this deep sorrow my brother couldn't be there. When I opened the door it was like, 'I know you. You are part of us.'

"I felt this deep sense of responsibility to make sure we could fill in all that history so that Mariah could have an understanding of who her father was as a person, as a brother, a son and a dad."

The family looked at Mariah's photos and showed her their family pictures and mementos, contained in a big box. They had almost two decades of catching up to do; the brunch stretched to three hours.

Mary had already formed an impression of Mariah through e-mails the two exchanged.

"This was a very eager, outgoing, intelligent young gal, with a lot of energy and ideas, who is very resourceful and does her research," Mary says. "She's very passionate and wanted to connect with everyone. She wanted idyllic. Right away."

Mariah went home feeling she had successfully connected with everyone — except, perhaps, her grandmother.

Tom Burnett's parents, Thomas Burnett Sr. and Beverly Burnett, did not want to comment for this story.

"We were so glad to see her and touch her and see how she looked like us," recalls Martha Burnett of her and her sister's reactions. "We bawled and bawled and hugged. But my parents just weren't ready."

"If only Tommy were still alive," Mary Jurgens says. "I have this vision of what it would have been like for her to meet him, and it just breaks my heart. He was so calm and collected, and it would have been so comfortable to him, meeting her. I pictured my brother flying to Chicago and picking her up for dinner, making it really special. They would have had this fabulous time.

"And he would want to take the time to get to know her before we would all meet her. He would have coached us on how to react; he would have been the leader."

"I knew the right thing to do"
Deena Burnett could not eat or sleep for months after 9/11. She felt physically ill and was afraid it could be something serious.

"Deena, you're sad," her doctor said. "We have pills for that."

"No, you don't," she answered. "You don't have a pill for this kind of sadness."

Deena and Tom Burnett had been married 10 years when terrorists hijacked Flight 93 and headed for targets in Washington, D.C. They crashed the plane near Shanksville, Pa., killing everyone on board.

Tom Burnett called Deena from his cell phone four times during the flight. The last words he spoke to her were: "Don't worry. We're going to do something."

Within a year after the crash, Deena decided to move back home, to Arkansas, where she would have the help of extended family and longtime friends in raising her children.

On Mother's Day 2004, she received a telephone call from her mother-in-law, Beverly Burnett, who told her Mariah had contacted them and met with the family.

"She seemed very surprised about having been contacted," recalls Deena.

The Burnetts sent Deena copies of papers filed with the adoption agency shortly after Mariah's birth, and Deena recognized her husband's signature on one of the documents.

"I knew the right thing to do was contact her and welcome her into our family," she says. "But I wasn't sure what her expectations were, whether she wanted to have a relationship with the girls and me. I wanted to think about what I wanted to say to her and anticipate reactions she might have, so I would handle them appropriately. And I wasn't sure how to tell my children."

She and Mariah began corresponding by e-mail.

"It was a little bit hard to define our relationship," Deena says. "I'm not her mom. Are we stepmother and daughter? Not exactly. Friends? I hoped I could be a little of both and provide guidance and assurance."

At Christmastime 2004, Deena traveled to Minnesota and met Mariah for the first time. Deena gave Mariah three gifts: a University of Minnesota sweat shirt her husband wore, a St. Thomas Aquinas medal like one he had with him when he was killed and a letter Tom Burnett had begun writing to Mariah when she was about 2 years old.

It was one of many letters he had tried to write but could never complete. Deena says she discovered it while cleaning out some files and saved it, though at the time she couldn't have explained why.

Mariah didn't read the letter until after she arrived home and was by herself.

"It is the only direct contact I'll ever have with him, the only thing I have from him that was exclusively for me," she says.

"Dear Child," the letter began.

Mariah says: "It was so good to see he was not one of these dads who had a kid and then just went on. He said he loved me, and it was clear how awful he felt giving me up. He said it was against his nature to be separated from his child, and he really struggled with the decision to give me up.''

"You have daddy's nose and chin"
TThree little girls ran toward Mariah, their hair merging in a blond cloud.

"You have another sister," Deena had explained to her daughters on the same day she met Mariah. "Your dad had a daughter with another lady a long time ago."

"How come we've never met her?" the girls wanted to know.

"We didn't know who she was or where she was," Deena answered.

Mariah met her half sisters, twins Madison and Halley, now 10, and Anna Clare, now 8, for the first time at the Mall of America, next to the carousel.

"It was one of the best days of my life, meeting them," Mariah says.

"They didn't have one question for me," Mariah recalls. "They were hugging me and saying, 'Can you ride the Ripsaw Roller Coaster with us?' "

"She's so pretty," they also exclaimed, and Mariah thought, "Oh, I love them already."

Later, one of the girls examined Mariah's face closely and said, "Let's see … you have daddy's nose and chin …" and … "You look just like me."

Mariah's and the girls' facial expressions and movements were also similar, Deena noted. "Oh, wow," she thought. "That's what my kids are going to look like when they are teenagers."

Mariah has since visited Deena and the girls at their home. Deena also invited her to join them last summer in California for a fundraiser golf tournament.

"I wanted to be able to spend time with her, get to know her, and I thought it would help her feel more connected to Tom," Deena says.

They toured San Francisco during the six-day visit and stayed in a hotel suite with two rooms. Mariah's half sisters applied Mariah's lipstick to each other's lips and wanted to talk on her cell phone.

At the golf tournament, Mariah drove the girls around in carts and handed out khaki polo shirts that said "Tom Burnett Family Foundation" on one sleeve. She chatted with her birth dad's California co-workers and friends, some of whom mentioned the resemblances among Tom Burnett's four daughters.

Deena introduced her to everyone as "Tom's oldest daughter."

"That felt so good," Mariah says.

"I could not have introduced her any other way," Deena says.

"My birth dad made a brave decision"
FFive years have passed since Tom Burnett died. Deena, 42, wrote an inspirational book, "Fighting Back: Living Beyond Ourselves." She remarried in June. Mary Jurgens married and gave birth to two daughters. Martha Burnett moved into her childhood home when her parents chose to move to a smaller place.

Mariah transferred to the University of Minnesota, where she is a senior, studying abroad. Her dream job, she says, would be writing about baseball, covering the Minnesota Twins.

Since the loss of their only son, Thomas and Beverly Burnett have fought for government disclosure of information about Flight 93 and devoted themselves to efforts preserving the memory of their son as a hero.

Both in their 70s, the Burnetts grew up in an era when an out-of-wedlock birth was a dark secret. They've met for restaurant meals with Mariah a couple of times, but they are, for the most part, stuck in a state of denial, say their daughters.

Last October, Mariah volunteered to have a DNA test, and the results were compared to a sample of Tom Burnett's DNA. Deena, who says she never doubted Mariah was her husband's daughter, thought the test would be a good idea, "just to ease everyone's minds, including Mariah's."

The results came back in January and established Tom Burnett's paternity as fact.

"Absolutely, without a doubt, she is his daughter," Deena says.

But Mariah's grandparents did not embrace Mariah in the way she hoped they would.

"It's not a logical response they're having," Mary Jurgens says. "They are not the same people they were before Tom's death. … They rarely come to see me or my sister; they go visit my brother's grave. They're stuck. In their grief."

"That still doesn't feel good," Mariah says. "But you can either decide to continue to be hurt or pick up and move on with the people who are in your life. It seems like a waste to focus all my energy on what I don't have. I have a zillion people in my life now who just mean everything to me."

Mariah celebrated her birthday with her birth mother, who asked not to be named for this story. She lives in St. Paul with her husband and two small children. Mariah's extended family has also grown to include her maternal grandmother, uncles, aunts and cousins; the Burnett sisters, their husbands and children; and Deena Burnett, her husband, stepson and three daughters.

"Before I was even born, my birth dad made a brave decision — to give me a life," Mariah says. "It was a selfless act, just like his actions on Flight 93. And, as awful as it was that he died, and I never got to know him, there is good that came out of this. We each sort of get part of Tom back. I get all of them and they get me, his daughter."

Editor's note: How the story evolved

Mariah Mills worked as a nanny for staff photographer Chris Polydoroff starting in the summer of 2005. After Polydoroff learned she had only recently discovered that Tom Burnett was her biological father, he suggested Mills share her story in the Pioneer Press.

Initially hesitant, Mills later agreed to be interviewed by staff reporter Ellen Tomson.

"People should know what he did for me," Mills said of Burnett. "If he'd never been on that plane and was still living in California, he'd still be a hero to me. He gave me a chance with a wonderful family."

