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Foreword

Beverly Johnson made history in 1974. Her story is both powerful and unique.

She was the first African-American woman, a woman of black skin, whose face appeared on the cover of the world’s most prestigious fashion magazine, the holy grail of style—American Vogue.

Since that defining moment in 1974, Beverly has journeyed on in her life with grace, gravitas, and gold-rimmed guts.

Beverly Johnson shattered the ideological standards of beauty in a commercial domain, introducing a whole new paradigm not only for black women, but for the world and its acceptance of and response to black beauty as a whole. Beverly should be considered among the most important faces to alter the image of fashion, and the entire cultural dynamic, over the last century. Her staggering influence in that world still looms today.

This is the story of an American woman, a role model, and a mentor for so many women, particularly women of color all over the world. And for all of us: I became the first African-American man to break the secret code of the Vogue culture when Anna Wintour named me one of the magazine’s creative directors in 1983. I flew into that gilded cage nine years after Johnson’s historic breakout cover.

Beverly becoming the first black woman to grace the cover of Vogue signaled a bold game change in the world of fashion. The year 1974 was a hallmark year because of the courageous decision of Condé Nast and then Vogue editor-in-chief Grace Mirabella to use Beverly’s image on the front of the revered fashion bible. It was all at once a beautiful and triumphant nod to the 1960s—that eventful and fascinating decade of civil rights, women’s liberation, feminism—and a breakdown of the invisible codes of prejudice on the hallowed pages of the gold standard of fashion. And it was only one of the fabulous moments that make Beverly Johnson’s life and narrative so wonderfully rich and so fabulously vivid.

Today, Beverly is a strong businesswoman, daughter, mother, grandmother, and a true survivor of life and everything it’s thrown at her along the way. She is a true force of nature—determined, fighting back from the brink of destruction—and to this very day she is still just as elegant and just as beautiful as she was on that now-legendary Vogue cover in 1974.

If Beverly’s life were fiction, it would be a great masterpiece from the very grand Toni Morrison, the Nobel Prize–winning African-American author. If Ms. Johnson’s life were a film, it would no doubt be directed by Steve McQueen, whose 12 Years a Slave won Best Picture at the Academy Awards in 2014.

Beverly is brutally honest throughout and doesn’t hold back the tears, even when revisiting some truly heartbreaking life events. She is especially introspective when delving into her seriously troubled second marriage, which ended in an ugly divorce and an even uglier child-custody battle, in which she lost her daughter.

But she fought back and survived it all with grace and style.

In the light of the disco ball, which she aptly calls “smoke and mirrors,” where money is big, egos are colossal, and evidence of a noble human spirit is a rare thing, Beverly amazingly managed to survive fame, celebrity, and all the damage it can do to the human soul.

Beverly’s journey is one that should inspire every woman from any generation and from any walk of life to keep soldiering on no matter the endless land mines she may come across.

More than just a face, Beverly is a bona fide living legend. As I reached the end of her manuscript, tears of joy welled up in my eyes. Her life thus far is a story that should uplift the human spirit of both men and women. She has lived through it all: adversity, fame, fortune, love, marriage, divorce, marriage again, divorce again, addiction, redemption, renewal of spirit, and just plain life in general. Beverly’s history is not just a chronological tale about her rise to the top of the world of fashion, it’s also the story of a woman who refused to give up even when the world seemed to turn against her.

Ultimately, Beverly Johnson’s story is one of infinite grace and towering strength.

—ANDRÉ LEON TALLEY

CONTRIBUTING EDITOR, VOGUE


INTRODUCTION

Ode to Gloria

My mother, Gloria Johnson, always had the most towering presence in my life, all of my life, and what a gift she has been. When I think of my lucrative and history-making career on the covers of so many national and international glossy magazines, I can’t help but bring to mind my mother’s looming influence.

When my father forbade me from entering the modeling world oh so long ago, it was Gloria Johnson, ever so sweet and proper, who did the unthinkable. She defied my father’s wishes and made the phone call to New York to set up appointments for me to be seen by those who could help steer me toward a career that I could have never imagined for myself. My mother rarely defied my father, but that time she did.

Many years passed before my mother told me that she, too, had once dreamed of a career in modeling. But the times didn’t allow it, and my mother’s prayer remained unanswered. She was determined to make sure my dream didn’t suffer the same fate. I think in many ways I fought hard to develop my career in fashion as a tribute to my mother and to make her proud. Deep down inside I knew I was also helping her fulfill the long-lost dream she had been denied so many years ago.

Gloria Johnson was my hero then, and she remains my hero today as she gallantly fights the debilitating effects of Alzheimer’s disease. She always said she didn’t want to experience pain as she got older, but we never thought she would suffer the pain of a disease that attacks the mind in the way Alzheimer’s does. How I loathe this unrelenting disease that has stolen so much of my mom from me and my entire family. Alzheimer’s has stolen too much from far too many families, and I pray a cure is close at hand.

The memories that once made my mother laugh, cry, and smile are no longer there. She barely recognizes me or my name now without my prodding, yet she is still the mother I adore, and I’m forever her daughter. The smiles, hugs, and girlish giggles we share together are more precious now than ever. I thank God every day for the gift of my mother and her unwavering support. My mother’s love was always deep and always unconditional, and it is that love that continues to sustain me now.

Today, my mother isn’t able to remember the story of my rise to the top of the modeling world, nor can she recall her role in helping me get there. But I can assure you she was right by my side every step of the way.


CHAPTER 1

Who’s That Girl?

I never really thought I was pretty. Not that I gave my looks much thought at all while growing up in Buffalo, New York.

Let’s be clear: There were more than a few attractive people residing in the Johnson family household. We can start with my mother, Gloria, then move on to my two gorgeous sisters, Joanne and Sheilah; but not me. Never me.

So how exactly I ended up being the one with a coveted invitation to spend an evening at the home of designer Roy Halston Frowick for one of his legendary gatherings on this particular day was a true mystery. Though my sisters Joanne and Sheilah were the girls every guy in our neighborhood drooled over at first sight during my childhood, I was the Johnson girl who later moved to New York to model for major magazines. No one saw that coming, least of all me.

It was August 1973, the height of Halston’s glory days on Madison Avenue, and there I was standing on West Sixty-Third Street, trying my best to figure out where exactly I was going. It was the hottest summer afternoon I could remember in New York City, and the heat wasn’t doing my perfectly layered makeup any favors. I hurried down the street, in heels of course, trying to read the house numbers. It seemed like the sun’s powerful rays were the universe’s way of punishing me for jumping out of the cab before I had my bearings.

Even though I was still in my early twenties, my life had already become an endless blur of appointments, interviews, and meetings. My likeness had already begun to appear on a bevy of magazine covers and in advertisements, but I was just learning how to navigate the peaks and valleys of what that exposure really meant for me.

Since this wasn’t quite the adult life I had envisioned for myself while growing up, I was still adjusting to the madness of running from one photo shoot or fashion fitting to another. The sheer weight of the logistics could easily frazzle anyone’s nerves on any given day. If that weren’t enough, I was also encountering some self-inflicted personal drama in the form of an ex-husband who refused to comprehend the true meaning of “ex.”

Many days I found myself just trying to keep my head above water. Don’t get me wrong, I loved the life I was living, but I wasn’t always prepared for the nonstop demands and pressures it presented. Somehow I had gotten on a fast-moving roller-coaster ride, and I wasn’t at the controls.

Still, even with all that background noise in my head, I couldn’t afford to be out of sorts that afternoon. I had to appear flawless when I entered Halston’s party, and flawless is what I was determined to be. There could be no clothing mishaps, and no evidence that my perfectly applied makeup had encountered that sweltering New York City day.

While I was enjoying a booming career in the world of high fashion at that time, I knew I had really arrived when I received an invite to a dinner party at the home of one of the world’s most prominent designers.

Halston was by far the most celebrated and influential designer of the seventies, and I loved him something fierce. Everyone did. Halston—one name was all he needed—emerged as the first billion-dollar fashion designer in the world of haute couture and single-handedly developed the blueprint for the likes of Oscar, Ralph, Calvin, and Diane to become household names the world over. Until Halston appeared on the scene, most of the highly respected, famed, and grand design houses were located in Europe, in either Paris or Milan. Halston would change that the day he created a pillbox hat for Jacqueline Kennedy to wear as she watched her husband take the oath of office of the President of the United States in 1961. After that major coup, Halston’s designs routinely graced the bodies of some of the world’s most stylishly stunning women. Fabulous ladies such as Lauren Hutton, Princess Grace of Monaco, Ali MacGraw, Bianca Jagger, Liza Minnelli, and Lauren Bacall were photographed regularly in his couture designs.

Then of course there was me. I’d always been fascinated by each and every aspect of the fashion industry, and Halston was the first to take my call when I yearned to learn even more. He agreed to put me in his runway show at a time when well-known print models, which I was at the time, rarely did such a thing. Runway modeling was considered a few steps beneath print during the sixties and early seventies. But that did little to discourage me from wanting to be on the runway. As far as I was concerned, a rule wasn’t a rule until somebody had the gall to break it.

Thankfully, Halston was happy to oblige me. Early one week in 1973, I strolled along in his show wearing several of his slinky halter-neck dresses and wide-legged jersey trousers. I loved every minute of it! Despite my initial terror of sashaying around a room filled with potential buyers and New York socialites, my first foray into the world of runway modeling had been as seamless as one of Halston’s pricey cashmere designs. Simply put, I nailed it! After the show on a Tuesday, Halston casually mentioned a little dinner party at his home that Friday and suggested I stop by.

Stop by? Of course I would stop by! Yes, I had a modeling assignment for Glamour magazine on the island of Saint Martin the day following the show, Wednesday, and wouldn’t be returning until Friday afternoon. But a little thing like being out of the country wasn’t going to prevent me from accepting one of the most desired invitations in town. Halston was the king of the New York social scene, and his parties were as legendary for their ambience and fine dining as they were for their cachet and megastar power.

Halston personified everything that made the crazy seventies the decade many people wish they had been part of. It was a sparkling new age that seemed to belong exclusively to the young, or at the very least the young at heart. The baby boomers of today were actually teenagers back then, which means those years were all about exploration and experimentation. Sex, drugs, and rock and roll ruled the day, every day. But it was also a decade in which people searched for their identity and for truth, including me. Halston embodied all of that complicated seventies angst in his talent, in his style, and in the manic way in which he lived his public and private life. And I wanted to be in the middle of it all.

But first I had to get to his party. The actual logistics were complicated. The dinner began at 7:00 p.m., and my plane didn’t land back in New York at JFK until 4:00 p.m. If you’ve ever tried to get from JFK airport to Manhattan at that time of day, you know what a nightmare it can be. There was a fifty-fifty chance I’d make it on time, but nothing was going to stop me from trying. I was in luck—my cabdriver seemed to think he was driving in the Indy 500, and though I kept thinking that I really would rather not succumb to the flames of a fiery car accident just to get to a party—not even Halston’s—we somehow made it to my apartment safely and in good time.

Which was good, because the party was sure to make the top of Liz Smith’s celebrity gossip column in the New York Daily News the next day. After debating half an hour what to wear to my first big-city party, I chose a long black jersey cape over a matching long black dress. But it wasn’t a Halston, even though I had a closet half-filled with his designs. (Note to self: You really should wear the design of the designer to his dinner party.)

Those days were long before the era of personal makeup artists arriving at your house before an event. That night I had to do my own, and I think I did a pretty jam-up job, if I do say so myself. My hair was pulled back in its usual neat bun and my silhouette was chic, slim, and sleek. Once I was ready, I grabbed yet another cab and raced from my West Forty-Eighth Street apartment to the Upper West Side soiree. Fortunately, I found that my “face” had stood up well against the smoldering August heat, as I finally found the famed 101 West Sixty-Third Street address. I arrived looking exactly like the version of Beverly Johnson most expected to see out and about in the big city.

I entered the designer’s glass-façade town house and stopped dead in my tracks; I couldn’t believe I was still in New York City. Halston had transformed what had originally been an eighteenth-century carriage house into a virtual oasis, a more-than-seven-thousand-square-foot home solely created for him to peacefully exist in his own space and time, completely oblivious to the concrete jungle just outside his door.

I steadied myself as I stood in the huge foyer and tried my best to take in everything that was going on. In front of me, a staircase seemingly floated in the air, like a mini catwalk, and on it the seminude bodies of models Pat Cleveland and Sterling St. Jacques danced to Sister Sledge’s “He’s the Greatest Dancer.” As I watched them, Halston appeared and glided down the rail-less staircase. The designer’s suave movie star looks nicely complemented his tanned skin, model-like height (six feet, two inches), and freshly styled salon hair. He was wearing his signature uniform: black cashmere turtleneck sweater, formfitting suede jacket, dark trousers. His left hand held his ever-present long cigarette while his right hand waved at the crowd of friends gathered in his living room.

Halston loved nothing more than throwing parties for his famous friends, stars like Andy Warhol, Candice Bergen, Anjelica Huston, and Margaux Hemingway. I watched my dear friend as he was surrounded by people who hung on his every word. Who could blame them? Halston had an incredibly endearing way of telling a story that made every detail come alive and dance before your very eyes. And boy did that man have stories to tell about the unbelievable life he had lived, from growing up in Iowa to his years in New York.

And when he wasn’t throwing his own parties, he could be found holding court at the infamous Studio 54, his home away from home. Halston wasn’t just the toast of the town—he was the toast of the entire fashion universe, and he wasn’t shy about tooting his own horn to let you know about it, either. Halston actually wasn’t shy about anything!

Eventually the crowd parted and I got a quick hug and a kiss from the man of the hour, and then he was gone again. I decided to take a further look around his unique and elegant home. Fireplaces roared in eighty-degree temperatures, there were bamboo gardens in the backyard—complete with mirrors to reflect light back into the house—and as if that were not enough, the house boasted a rooftop deck the size of a baseball field! It was breathtaking!

The legendary architect Paul Randolph had been responsible for the interior design, which was awash in various tones of white and gray. Those colors mixed perfectly with the furniture, upholstered as it was in the same knit flannel Halston often used in his clothing collection. Gray was a color Halston thought looked good on just about everyone and everything, so even the floors in his home were covered in a gorgeous gray velvet carpet. Adding to the sense of restraint, my dear friend Halston avoided using a lot of artwork on the walls, and there wasn’t much in the way of accent pieces, either. It was haute, and minimalist, and all quite spartan.

After I completed my tour, I noticed that Pat and Sterling, who had previously been dancing seductively on the catwalk, were now mingling with the crowd. Sterling, an absolutely beautiful black man, had a small (well, not so small) cup covering his private parts, while Pat was now gleefully free of any clothing at all and proudly showcasing everything for all to see. She was particularly interested in highlighting the fact that her pubic hair had been waxed into a perfectly defined heart shape. I was completely taken aback (one of the many times that night) when I heard her ask people their opinion of her new design.

Pat’s exhibitionist ways turned what I had hoped would be a fabulous night of fun into something rather uncomfortable for me. She was the only other black woman in attendance and now she had become the “show” for the evening. I suspect that Pat had done her homework and discovered that the easiest entrée into that world was simply becoming the night’s exotic entertainment. By “that world” I mean the white, upper-crust, very wealthy one that few blacks ever got the chance to witness, much less enter. Performing for the crowd was Pat’s hall pass through the front door, I suppose. It seemed to have unlocked many doors for her, but I guess my twenty-one-year-old mind just didn’t fully understand or appreciate Pat’s thought process that night.

In the wake of the civil rights movement, I felt obligated to those who had fought and died for my right to be treated equally. There were so many who had marched and sacrificed their lives so that I could have a place in the mainstream world of fashion and even attend that party that night. Maybe Pat felt the same but just had a very odd way of showing it.

Juggling the knowledge of this country’s volatile racial past while navigating the hippie movement of the seventies would often put me at great odds not only with others in the industry, but with myself at times, too. Whereas the sixties demanded a certain amount of social responsibility, the seventies demanded the complete opposite. Halston’s designs and Pat’s unabashed nature defined an era known for both its luxury and excess, and they were two vices that became far too comfortable for far too many of us.

There were other vices, too. Cocaine was Halston’s drug of choice, and all of his dinners offered a large supply of it. The drug was presented in small salad bowls alongside tall glasses of champagne. As my relationship with Halston grew, I regularly observed him enjoying his daily intake of the three c’s; caviar, champagne, and cocaine. We sometimes joked with each other that water simply had too many calories! It all seemed so fun and harmless back then.

With Pat’s heart finally out of view, I made my way through the throng of guests to the dining room. In the middle of the room there was a rather odd-looking Lucite block table that easily could have been confused with a large slab of Antarctic ice upon which Elsa Peretti–designed votive candles and Tiffany flatware had been placed. There was also a marble-topped cocktail table, numerous hassocks, and some people were even eating on the stairs. Halston’s best-buddy-for-life Liza Minnelli always ate on the stairs, and that night there she was, in her favorite spot, laughing it up as she drank glass after glass of champagne.

Waiters were beginning to serve the meal created by Halston’s charming live-in assistant, Mohammed Soumaya, so I decided against joining Liza on the steps and instead cozied up to the Lucite table for a sampling of the meal du jour. And what a meal we dined on that night! Crudités for starters, followed by an entrée of blanquette de veau, and Halston’s favorite, a baked potato topped with caviar. (Later, I would learn that though the entrée menu varied from party to party, that side dish rarely, if ever, changed.)

As I began to eat, I briefly looked up and found myself staring at the most beautiful pair of violet-hued eyes I’d ever seen in my life. In fact, I’m quite sure I hadn’t seen a pair of violet-colored irises ever until that night. Sitting across from me was the grand dame of all grand dames, Ms. Elizabeth Taylor, in all her legendary glory. I knew she and Halston were great pals and that he’d designed a number of her most beautiful gowns, but I’d never imagined for a moment that I would be in the same room with her. But there she was, looking exactly how I’d have imagined she would, and more. She was incandescently beautiful, with the most gorgeous porcelain skin and a head full of glossy dark-brown hair. I had to force myself not to stare. She said, “Hi,” but all I could manage in return was, “I love your ring.”

That night she was wearing the famed Taylor-Burton diamond, given to her by her then estranged husband Richard Burton. I had followed every detail of their torrid love affair in the popular Hollywood gossip magazines, including the story of that ring. From what I’d read, Liz clearly lived her life unconcerned with how others felt about the decisions she made. I had tremendous respect for her for just that reason. I think she also lived by the motto that life was too short not to look amazing every day, so she never left home without dripping in millions of dollars’ worth of bling. I had a tremendous amount of respect for that, too!

Yes, Liz had other gems, stones, and diamonds, but none like the diamond she wore that night. The original rough diamond had been found in 1966 in the Premier Mine in South Africa and cut into a pear shape by jeweler Harry Winston. Burton had engaged in a fierce bidding war with shipping magnate Aristotle Onassis just to get his hands on that diamond, and he eventually purchased the 69.42-carat ring from Cartier for $1.1 million in 1969, making it the most expensive diamond in the world at the time. Now that’s real love for you.

As I gazed at that storied piece of jewelry, Liz Taylor said, “You like it, you wear it.”

Without missing a beat, she pulled the ring off her finger and threw it across the table. I caught it in midair and slipped it on my finger just to see how it would feel to wear something so rich with history and love.

I won’t lie. For a moment I fantasized that I was the owner of that amazing rock, waving it around for all to see as I explained that my newest BFF, Liz Taylor, had recently gifted it to me on a whim.

My fantasy didn’t last long. As I much as I loved the ring, I had an even stronger desire to get it back to Ms. Taylor as quickly as possible. Lord knows the last thing I needed in my life was to lose, or even run the risk of losing, Elizabeth Taylor’s history-making, million-dollar ring. I could just see Liz Smith having the time of her life in her column the next morning were such a mishap to take place. But before I could hand it back, Ms. Taylor wandered off to chat with other people, though I’m quite sure she could see me out of the corner of her eye. Clearly the woman known for playing roles in films such as Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? and Cleopatra was having a good old time watching me sweat. I figured her throwing her huge diamond ring to some poor unsuspecting soul was one of her favorite party tricks, done just for laughs.

After what seemed like forever, Liz came back to our large block of ice and motioned for me to come sit next to her, giving me the chance to finally return her ring. With all the stories about her historic Hollywood career and rocky personal life, I honestly didn’t know what to expect as I made my way to sit by her side. What in the world would I talk about with this woman I’d watched all my life on the big screen? Or should I breathe a word at all?

Thank goodness she was nothing like what I expected. She told me that Halston explained to her a while ago that I was the new and beautiful “It Girl” and now she wanted to know more about me.

I may have been the It Girl of the moment, but she was the It Woman of all time as far as I was concerned! Why would she want to know more about me?

As the dinner party began to wrap up and the beautiful people in attendance began making their pilgrimage to their next stop on the party train, with Halston leading the way, I decided to head in the opposite direction. I wasn’t in the mood for Studio 54, which was no doubt where they were all headed. I needed to go home and prepare for my next day of work.

I wasn’t much of a club girl. I needed to get some rest so I’d be ready for my next close-up! I wouldn’t get it hanging from the rafters at Studio 54. So I took my third cab of the day and headed home.


CHAPTER 2

Smile

In the taxi on the ride home from Halston’s dinner party, my mind was spinning!

Home was now my new—but still very empty—apartment in Midtown Manhattan, the one I had shared with Billy, my still somewhat-present and ever-clingy ex-husband. I hopped out of the cab to find the same overdressed pimps hovering outside my building; inside, oversized rodents ran around in what was supposed to be my one-bedroom haven.

It’s safe to say my real-estate choices in the big city left much to be desired. It was also safe to say I wouldn’t be inviting my new BFF, Liz Taylor, over for drinks anytime soon.

How had I gotten to this magical (if sometimes contradictory and confusing) place from where I’d started?

Nothing in my life up to this point could have prepared me for the world I found myself in. To be honest, I don’t think anything could have prepared me—not even my mother’s wisest words of wisdom. Which was odd because there was a time when I thought Gloria Johnson had an answer for everything.

For as long as I could remember, my mother had always offered each of her children the most deceptively simple yet amazingly effective advice. And it worked! One day, for example, I was changing into my after-school clothes in the bedroom of our modest two-story home. As I did most days, I was telling my mother all about my school day. For good measure, I decided to share with her my fear that I didn’t have enough friends. At the time, my next-door neighbor Dada Bratton was my one and only friend in the whole entire world. Although I loved Dada dearly, I felt I needed to expand my personal circle somehow.

My mother’s advice? If you want more friends, smile more.

As luck would have it, not having a multitude of friends as a child was not the first clue my mother had that I’d likely be the most offbeat of her five children.

I was born smack-dab in the middle of two girls and two boys, and without question I was the only bona fide introvert in the gregarious Johnson clan. I certainly wasn’t the one in the family who turned all the heads. My sister Joanne was a year younger than me, and a shade or two lighter in complexion, which during those years made a world of difference. She was petite and short, too, with curves in all the right places. I often wished I looked more like Joanne. She was also very charming, and that won her friends, too, particularly boys.

My older sister, Sheilah, was pretty easy on the eyes as well. But her beauty was something all together different from Joanne’s. In her bare feet, Sheilah stood nearly six feet tall, and her skin tone was a beautiful golden brown, just like our father’s. But it wasn’t Sheilah’s height or her blemish-free skin that made her a big standout. Whereas Joanne’s brick house of a body caused quite a stir wherever she went, Sheilah’s trademark was her thick, silky head of hair that grew like a weed in summer; it thoroughly refused to comply when she finally decided she wanted to get down with Black Power and grow an Afro. (By the way, my sisters are still knockout beauties to this day.)

I was born right between them and had neither long silky hair nor light-colored skin. I was simply an African-American nerd. Brown, lanky, and painfully shy, I always had my head in a book. I read nonstop, between classes and late at night, everything and anything, from James Baldwin to Pearl S. Buck. My books meant the world to me, because they allowed me to escape to faraway places and helped me avoid unwanted eye contact with people.

So while my siblings enjoyed an endless supply of friends during our childhood, I had more serious things on my mind. Keeping my grades up was one of them, and resisting the girls who bullied me anytime the opportunity presented itself was the other. These were little roughneck girls who waited for me at the school bus stop, ready and willing to start a fight for no reason. Apparently Regina, Betty Ann, and Rita from down the street thought that my being taller than most of my classmates and making straight As in all my classes were good enough reasons to give me constant grief.

So with only a few friends of my own, and with the threat of a regular beat down hanging over me, I turned to swimming. When I wasn’t reading, I was swimming or teaching someone else how to swim. I loved the water, and I usually swam before school in the morning and for a few hours after school was done. My father once lovingly teased me by saying that I was as dark as a copper penny due to the fact that I stayed outside in the sun all day during the long summer months. He didn’t say it as an insult, but that was the era of “light being right,” so my feelings could have been hurt. But I hadn’t planned on using my looks (such as they were) for much of anything as I got older anyway, so I thought nothing of it. Instead, I was planning on a future in law. It was the end of the 1960s, and I’d been profoundly influenced by my heroes, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, and President John F. Kennedy. I wanted to somehow continue their work, and the best way I could see of doing that was by becoming a lawyer.

But along with my dreams of being a lawyer, I spent most of my preteen and teen years pursuing my dream of becoming a world-class swimmer. Being under water allowed me to escape from those mean girls at my school. Spending time at the pool every day gave me the chance to sidestep, as much as humanly possible, that awkward and unenviable Odd Girl Out title that every kid, no matter who she is, dreads with a passion.

Too bad I wasn’t able to live under water 24-7.

But what about my mother’s advice to smile more often? Well, I decided to try that simple exercise one day in Mrs. Miller’s science class. Mrs. Miller was my favorite teacher, and when she asked me to read the class assignment out loud, I did so with a huge smile plastered on my face. I also threw in a joke here and there. Thankfully, I drew a few giggles and smiles from classmates who up to that point had completely ignored me. Mission accomplished—or so I thought.

After class, I received a couple of high fives, as well as a note from Mrs. Miller to give to my parents. Mrs. Miller liked me, so I didn’t give the note much thought.

Big mistake. When my mother read the note out loud to me later that night, I discovered that it suggested I had been boisterous in class and that my jokes were out of place and uncalled for. I was close to tears, but my mother was just plain angry. Not at me, just to be clear. My mother’s first and only inclination was to come to my defense, given my consistent record of excellent grades and exemplary behavior. She didn’t understand why Mrs. Miller hadn’t just pulled me aside to ask why I had done something so out of character. Maybe something was wrong with me that day or I just needed some extra attention for some reason.

Gloria Johnson was something else, especially the way in which she fought to protect her children whenever she felt they were under attack.

My mother’s calm and pleasant demeanor hid a fierce dedication to her home and family. That’s not to say that my mother was the type to offer long, mushy hugs at bedtime, or kisses whenever you made the honor roll or won class queen for the year. She was a traditional, old-school southern African-American mother, one who worked hard to make sure all her children were well fed, clothed, and protected from the elements. That was true motherly love as far as she was concerned. She wanted nothing but the best for her children and she made sure each of us had it, but overt acts of affection and outward expressions of emotion weren’t a part of that package.

I came to realize that this behavior was pretty typical of my mother’s generation down south. I can’t imagine that tenderness was something she was shown a great deal of as a child, given that she was born when her own mother was just thirteen years old. My grandmother, “Mother Dear,” as we called her, was forced into an arranged marriage to a much older man. My mother was the result of that marriage, and I think it’s pretty fair to say that love had nothing to do with it. The arrangement didn’t last very long—one version says my great-grandfather got wind of physical abuse toward my grandmother and my grandfather went missing under “mysterious” circumstances.

I assume that since my grandmother was still a young child herself it was decided that raising my mother was just too much for her. So my mom was sent away to boarding school up north. Little black girls attending boarding school was a rarity during the thirties and forties, but my mother wasn’t big on sharing the details, so I never got the chance to hear much about those days. Black folks from the South, particularly those who struggled through the challenges of postwar America, often kept their personal lives private. No amount of prying could or would get them to open up about what they’d been through, and it was an unspoken rule to respect their wishes.

Though I never learned the details, boarding school is where I believe my mother developed her impeccable sense of style and grace, attributes that she still carries with her to this day. My mother was always refined and elegant. It would be a few years before I developed that type of elegance or grace in my own life, though. After my classroom reading fiasco, I reverted back to my old ways of keeping to myself, hanging out with my neighborhood friend Dada, and devouring my favorite books to pass the time. I continued to devote myself to swimming every morning and afternoon, which saved me from more confrontations with the mean girls from my neighborhood. But that didn’t last very long, either.

Right before I entered junior high school, the girls and their beef with me hit fever pitch. One day, an entire group of them met me at the bus stop on my way home and beat me up. Dada, my one and only friend in the whole wide world, was there by my side and went down swinging with me. We got our butts kicked real good that day.

The entire neighborhood was buzzing for days about the incident. My parents were pretty angry, but what could they do about other people’s kids? What could anybody do? My ego might have been hurt a little, but I played it cool, as was my way, and made a plan to get revenge as soon as I could.

It was important for me to make certain those girls and their hateful pranks didn’t haunt me throughout my junior and high school years. I had to find a way to put a stop to it. I wouldn’t live with that kind of fear, so with Dada along for the ride, we figured out where every girl would be over the following few days. Then we worked out how we would approach them individually to return the ass-whupping in kind.

We didn’t have to go find Betty Ann. She literally walked past my house one afternoon while my family and I were all sitting outside on the front porch talking and enjoying the day. It was my lucky day! I bolted inside the house to get myself ready for a good old-fashioned girl fight!

Fighting black girl–style takes some preparation. For me at least, it meant earrings off to avoid torn earlobes (very unattractive, not to mention painful) and a significant amount of Vaseline evenly applied all over my face to prevent unsightly dark marks and scars. Though I had absolutely no idea then that I would become a model one day, I always protected the face.

Vaseline applied, I hurried back downstairs, passed by my parents and siblings, and yelled, “I’ll be right back.”

Halfway down the block, I screamed out Betty Ann’s name, but she kept on walking—in fact, she actually had the nerve to pick up her speed after glancing back and seeing me closing in on her. All of her sassy boldness was nowhere to be found that day. With my long legs it didn’t take me long to catch up to her. When I did, I landed the first blow to the top of her head and she hit the ground with a loud thud. And that was it—it was all over! No blocking or ducking required. Though I’d wasted a good dollop of Vaseline, it was worth it. I never had a problem with Betty Ann, or any of those girls, again.

If only I could have slain all my childhood demons so easily.

Like any young girl wanting to earn some spending money, I would often babysit for families on my street. One family I worked for, the Browns, were pretty good friends with my parents, particularly Mrs. Brown. I was quite comfortable in the Browns’ home, so things usually ran smoothly when I babysat there. I did my homework while the kids played, and I made sure they were sound asleep by the time their parents returned from a night on the town.

Most evenings, when I heard the Browns’ car drive up, I readied my things for Mrs. Brown to drive me home. Mr. Brown would usually come inside first to ask if all was well and to pay me. But one particular evening, Mr. Brown, a short and stocky man, walked through the front door and with a strange look on his face headed directly toward me. I was dressed in a white turtleneck, jeans, and boots, and I had my coat in one hand. Before I knew what was happening, he reached out and grabbed me, knocked me to the floor, and began to grope my breasts. I was twelve years old. I was horrified. Wasn’t this man a friend of my family’s? How could he do this to me?

Dazed and upset, I fought back and managed to get Mr. Brown off me with one big shove. I ran out of the house as quickly as I could and into the car with Mrs. Brown. I was out of breath, with my hair scattered all over my head. Mrs. Brown asked me if I was OK. All I could say was a quiet “Yes,” as I tried hard to fight back tears while she drove me home.

When I think back, I really believe Mrs. Brown knew what had happened to me inside her home that night. Sometimes women look the other way when their husbands do unspeakable things to other women. Sometimes they look the other way because they feel helpless to do anything about it. Sometimes they are just grateful it isn’t happening to them.

Molestation wasn’t a topic discussed with your parents, friends, or anyone else in those days. There wasn’t anyone I felt comfortable enough with to talk to about the nightmare that had just happened to me. I didn’t know what self-esteem was at twelve years old, but what Mr. Brown did that night ripped away whatever I had of it. I had to find my own way of coping with an incident that I didn’t even fully understand.

A few days later at another babysitting gig, I filled an empty baby bottle with some Scotch from the
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