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INTRODUCTION

THRILL RIDES

Do not ride your bike with another kid on the back. You could kill yourself.

—HELEN WILLIAMS

My school report cards say I was the kid who obeyed rules and followed directions. But my mother tells a much different tale. When Mom told me not to do something, I did it anyway. The thrill of the adventure, the adrenaline rush, and the escape trumped all consequences. And there were always consequences—because no matter how quiet, sneaky, and brilliant I thought I was, I couldn’t outsmart Mom.

It was the summer of 1972 and I was heading into fourth grade with Mr. Hart (that’s how I remember the early years—grade and teacher). My three cousins from Baltimore were staying at our Millwood, New York, home during their annual visit. Gabby, the youngest, was always my partner in crime. We decided to explore the neighborhood by bike.

I had just traded up from my little-girl bike with the banana seat (they had been the rage—all the Brady Bunch sisters had them) to a big-girl green six-speed that my dad had found in a trash heap on the side of the road and repaired. I pulled it out of the garage and jumped on. Since Gabby didn’t have a bike with her, she walked next to me. I figured when we were a few houses down the street on Glenwood Road, Gabby would jump on the newspaper rack over the back tire.

Mom knew exactly what I was thinking.

“Don’t ride that bike with Gabby on the back,” she said. “It’s too dangerous. You could kill yourself. Take turns.”

I nodded, but was thinking, I can handle this.

A few minutes later, I hooked a left onto the quiet, crescent-shaped road. “Jump on the back,” I told Gabby.

She sat sidesaddle and wrapped her arms around me. I pumped my legs and pulled at the handlebar, balancing the bike perfectly. We headed toward a hill—always the best part of my daily bike ride. I loved to coast down it, let go of the handlebar, balance, and fly.

I coasted as we gained speed downhill, laughing as the wind whipped through our hair. I tightened my grip, freewheeling so fast that everything became a dizzying blur. It was exhilarating, until…

The handlebar started vibrating and the bike wobbled. In a sickening flash, I realized that because there was too much weight on the back, the bike was out of control. With every muscle in my nine-year-old arms, I pulled at the handlebar to stop the wheels from weaving. But the bike couldn’t handle it. The handlebar ripped off the frame.

The front tire slammed into a drainage ditch, and I sailed over the bike, still holding the handlebar.

For a second, I was flying. Then my face, hands, and knees smashed into the pavement on Glenwood Road.

You know that moment when it doesn’t hurt but you know the big pain is on its way? I knew this was a big one. The gravel was embedded in my palms and knees. I slowly pushed myself up and staggered to my feet. Everything started to throb.

The handlebar had gouged out a chunk of my thigh. The pain in my mouth was unbearable, and I tasted blood. I felt around with my tongue and discovered a bloody gap in the front of my mouth. My tooth! I turned toward Gabby, who was on the ground, holding her knee and moaning. Once we looked at each other, we started to wail.

WAAAAH!!!!!!

Mrs. Worthy, who was the mom of the “other black family” in our small town, came running out of her house as soon as she heard us. Then she called my mom. Seconds later, it seemed, her car screeched to a stop next to us.

I wanted Mom to say, “Oh, my poor sweetheart! You must be in terrible pain. Let me hug you and everything will be fine.”

Mom slammed the car door.

“What have you done to your face? Vanessa, look what you’ve done!”

How could she be so direct? Mom wasn’t the huggy, touchy, “I love you, sweetie” type mom. She didn’t show affection much, but I thought this time would somehow be different.

Look what I’ve done!

Maybe that’s what this book is all about.

Eventually my face healed. My dad had to use Krazy Glue to keep in my dental cap that fell out when I ate. I spent countless hours in the dentist’s chair getting root canals. (I still have a cap, but no Krazy Glue.) For months I’d cry myself to sleep because there was constant, throbbing pain from the exposed nerve where my tooth had been.

Throughout this ordeal, Mom never said, I told you so.

I thought Mom was being unfeeling when she stood over me while I silently begged for her affection. But in her own way, she was holding me tighter than I could really understand—she was teaching me the lesson I needed. You did it—deal with it, learn from it. One day, the consequences will be greater and I won’t be there to help you, much less carry you. Figure it out, Vanessa.

Mom was a schoolteacher and I was her most challenging student. Throughout my life, Mom’s lessons have helped me survive it all—scandal, love, marriages, divorces, disappointments, children, death, failures, success.

I’m still learning. Mom has yet to say, I told you so.

Helen

The bike accident was typical Vanessa. It’s the story of her life.

Vanessa always learns the hard way. Milton—her father—and I didn’t have many rules, but she managed to break them. All of them. As she got older, the rules changed—but Vanessa never did. She’d do what she wanted, knowing she’d pay for it later. And she always paid for it later. (Usually with interest.) Vanessa didn’t make it easy for me. She did not and she does not.

A lot of parents think it’s important to be their child’s friend. When Vanessa was growing up, I didn’t care if she liked me. She could hate me as far as I was concerned—and sometimes I think she did. I wanted her to understand that I reacted the way I did because I knew she would continue to do things she would eventually regret. That was always my instinct with Vanessa.

When Ness was a teenager, I told her, “Never ever pose nude for anyone.”

You know what happened.

Well, a little of what happened.

There’s so much more.

You have no idea.


PART ONE

INTO THE
WOODS


CHAPTER

1

Never ever pose nude for anyone.

—HELEN WILLIAMS

The phone call from the New York Post reporter seemed like just another of the hundreds of interviews I’d done since becoming Miss America ten months earlier. They were all the same—I could predict the questions: “How has your life changed?” “What’s it like being the first black Miss America?” “Do you feel you’ve made history?” “What’s next?”

I had the standard patter down: “It was an unexpected honor, with lots of pressure and great opportunity.”

But “unexpected” was actually an understatement—I never had any desire to be a beauty queen, let alone Miss America. There had never been a black Miss America. Miss America was usually a blond-haired, blue-eyed girl (I do have blue eyes, though, just like my paternal grandfather, Milton Williams Sr.). I, on the other hand, was the girl who smoked pot and inhaled, drank beer at cast keg parties, and had premarital sex with my boyfriend. I lived life! Or at least I was living a twenty-one-year-old’s version of life as a college junior.

My friends found the very idea of it hysterical. As we sipped our Rolling Rock beers at our theater parties before I won the crown, it became a punch line to a joke only we understood.

“Vanessa as Miss America? They have no idea who you are.”

When Gary Collins, the host of the pageant, announced my name as Miss America, my first thought was, Damn! There goes my semester abroad studying theater in London. Gotta tell Diane to get another roommate. No scones and clotted cream; no greasy fish and chips in newspaper. My second thought was, What am I in for? What happens after I walk down the runway of the Convention Center and head back to the fake hugs from the other contestants whose dreams had just been crushed by a pageant first-timer from New York State? Then what?

Yikes!

And now my year was almost finished. It was Friday, July 13, 1984 (yes, Friday the 13th), and I had just six weeks left in my reign. I was in yet another hotel room on the road, the Ramada in Watertown, New York. The tiny town near the Thousand Islands, one of New York’s natural wonders, was home to the New York State pageant, which I’d won last year. I was there to crown my successor.

It had been a typical day so far. Midge Stevenson, my bubbly, fit, blond chaperone and a pageant pro, had given me my itinerary in the morning. There was breakfast, pageant rehearsals, and some interviews, including this one with the New York Post reporter. I sat on the edge of the bed discussing Geraldine Ferraro, Walter Mondale’s running mate in the upcoming presidential election and the first woman vice presidential candidate.

A first commenting on another first.

“I think it’s fantastic. She’ll do a wonderful job. It’s a great thing for our country.”

That about wrapped up the usual fifteen-minute question and answer, but before I could hang up, the reporter said, “Oh, by the way, I heard from a very reliable source that there are nude photos of you coming out in September’s Penthouse. Is it true?”

“Excuse me?”

My heart froze. Nude pictures? Impossible.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. What reliable source?”

“Well, we heard it from a very reliable source—but if you don’t know about it, then I won’t print it.”

I hung up the phone and could not breathe.

This has got to be a mistake. Reporters always get facts wrong, right?

Plus I never signed a release for those pictures.

But that thought didn’t calm me—instead my heart felt like it was about to explode. Is this really happening? How could I be so stupid to even get into this kind of situation?

I had to do something. My parents were on their way and I’d have to let them in on my monstrous secret. How disappointed they would be! That’s the worst. The “D” word coming from the lips of your parents.

I decided to call Dennis Dowdell, a neighbor from Millwood and a corporate lawyer at American Can Company. He’d become my counsel, handling the offers that were rolling in.

I told Dennis about the reporter’s question. I then confessed to the stupid summer of my nineteenth year.

“You’ve got to find out if this is real,” I told him. He said he would. We were in detective mode, hoping to uncover a hoax.

Two years earlier, 1982, had been my “summer of freedom.” I was nineteen and on a “break” from my boyfriend, Bruce Hanson, after nearly three years together. We had one of those relationships where we were almost consumed with each other. We were crazy in love. If we were apart for even a few hours it was tragic. I’d skip class or jog to meet him in the park, jumping into his waiting burgundy Camaro to make out. Once, we drove to his dorm room at Fairleigh Dickinson University, a college in Madison, New Jersey. When we were together, there was no one else in the world (except for the time my mother walked in on us in the den, stereo blasting, mid-stroke).

But what had once been so intensely pleasurable was sometimes suffocating. I told him I needed some time apart, some space. I needed to break free. I don’t even think my parents knew we weren’t together. They weren’t fans of our relationship—and that’s putting it mildly. More than once they forbade us from seeing each other. Bruce and I were a volatile combination. Too possessive, too reckless, too much for my folks to handle. Where I’d go, he’d follow. (He even transferred to Syracuse University to be with me during my freshman year.)

Bruce was handsome, with sandy brown hair and deep-set, brown, Richard Gere–like eyes—and he was white. While my mom had plenty of white friends, the idea of a white boyfriend was uncomfortable to her. She once called me into her bedroom during an episode of The Phil Donahue Show that was addressing the struggles interracial couples faced.

“You need to watch this,” she said.

But even though this was my self-proclaimed summer of freedom, I still had to work. Every summer since I was eleven, I had some kind of job—babysitting, selling vegetables from our garden, peddling Avon cosmetics. I worked at a furrier, at a men’s clothing store, a junior boutique, and a discount outlet shop.

My parents paid for my college tuition, and each year I had gotten partial scholarships for my acting, dancing, and singing. But I needed money to live on, to buy gas and spend on discount fashion. My parents wanted my younger brother, Chris, and me to learn how to be independent in case anything ever happened to them. By age three, we had learned to tie our shoes. By ten, we did our own laundry. If we had no clean clothes, that was our problem.

So I checked out the trusty PennySaver Classifieds. I found an ad for models wanted. I asked my dad what he thought and he told me to see what it was about.

A few days later, I climbed to the top floor of an old walk-up above an unpainted furniture store in Mount Kisco, New York. The sign on the door read THE MODELING REGISTRY BY TOM CHIAPEL. I walked in and was greeted by the owner—a Henry VIII lookalike, complete with a scruffy beard, jowls, and obesity.

“So you want to be a model?” Tom asked.

“Yes,” I said. That would have been the easiest of all summer jobs in the world!

Then he hit me with a reality check. “I also need a receptionist plus someone who can do makeup for the models when I shoot their portfolios.”

As I quickly learned, it wasn’t a modeling agency—it was a “registry.” All these poor hopefuls (guys included) would come for a consultation, have a lengthy discussion about their potential, and then Tom would declare: “You’ve got a great look. But you need a portfolio. I’ll shoot it.”

That was his hook: Here’s the package; I’ll shoot it for a good price.

And that’s how he made his living. Tom also considered himself an artist. Little did I know, he would become the biggest scam artist of my life.

On shoot days, these poor suckers (myself included) would bring their own wardrobes. I’d do a full makeup job—I was hired as a makeup artist—complete with fashion contouring for black-and-white film. I’d apply blush, eyeliner, the whole nine yards, which was a lot more fun than serving fries at Burger King. Tom also snapped some “fashion shots” of me on location in a wooded area when I started working for him.

One hot summer day, Tom asked if I could stay after hours to do a shoot.

“My friend Ami is coming over. I’m going to shoot her and I’d like to use you in a few black-and-white nude silhouettes. It’s going to be very artsy—you won’t even see your face, only shapes and forms.”

I immediately heard my mom: Bad idea! If anyone ever asks you to pose nude, you say no!

I knew why Mom said, “Don’t take nude pictures.” Mom believed I had a future that could be bright, and those pictures could one day haunt me. She also told me, “Men can be dogs.” She was trying to protect me. She knew men would prey on me, and she knew how trusting I was: “You’re just like your father. You’ll give everyone the benefit of the doubt.”

At the time I thought, Here goes Mom again, telling me what I shouldn’t do. I’m an adult now. I finished one year of college, for God’s sake.

Tom’s pitch was that nudes were a work of art. I agreed. I still believe that the human body is beautiful.

There was something so freeing about doing what you’re not supposed to. At nine, it was riding my bike with my cousin on the back. Ten years later, it was posing nude with a stranger.

“These are just for me. Don’t worry—no one will know it’s you anyway,” Tom said.

Tom was my employer but also had become a friend. I’d met his wife and kids. He paid me on time and was respectful. Why shouldn’t I trust him?

“Okay,” I said.

Ami arrived for the photo shoot after the office closed for the day. She was about my age, maybe a little older. It was a hot summer evening in July and we drank plenty of white wine to take the edge off. Tom locked the door so we wouldn’t have to worry about intruders. I was nervous and it felt like an awkward blind date. Tom probably sensed my discomfort. He knew I was a trained dancer, so he asked me to do some jumps while he photographed me.

Tom photographed solos of Ami. After he felt we had loosened up, he asked us to pose together. He positioned us and told us what to do. It felt silly, stupid, and not very artistic.

We’d pose, frozen in these awkward positions, and then wait for the next command, giggling the entire time. We were two young women giving the man behind the lens all the power in the room.

Why? Why didn’t I stop it?

Part of me felt like we were being crazy and adventurous. It felt awkward having a naked woman’s body so close to me, but I pretended it was no big deal. I was grown-up, artsy Vanessa. After all, this was what I wanted that summer—to break free.

A few days after the shoot, Tom showed me the contact sheets. The pictures were so tiny on the glossy paper that I had to look through a loupe to see any detail. I saw myself jumping in midair. I looked at the silhouette shots. Tom was right. You couldn’t tell who those bodies belonged to on the sheet. But they were way more erotic than I remembered or had meant them to be.

It didn’t matter—they were just a few rolls of film taken on a summer night on the top floor of an old building in Mount Kisco. Photos that no one would ever see.

Later that summer, I took a Metro-North train from Chappaqua to Grand Central Terminal. As I was making my way through the maze of commuters, a meek-looking man with wire-rimmed glasses approached me.

“Excuse me, I’m a photographer. Do you model?”

Not another one, I thought. Here we go again.

But when Gregg Whitman pulled out his portfolio, his photography was not only edgy and strong but also feminine and romantic. He seemed to be a better photographer than Tom Chiapel.

“You’ve got a great exotic look that Europeans love,” he said, explaining that he did a lot of work for the foreign market. “I would love to do some testing with you.”

I took his information, thought about it, and gave him a call.

A few days later, Bruce (yes, we were back together) drove me to the photo shoot on Steinway Street in Astoria, Queens. I wasn’t familiar with this neck of the woods, even though I considered myself a seasoned New Yorker. Of course, Gregg’s “studio” was also his apartment.

(Ding! Ding! Ding! Escape, escape! But guess who stayed? And this time I couldn’t use booze as an excuse.)

Bruce was concerned and asked if I wanted him to come with me, but I assured him that I’d be fine and told him to pick me up later.

We started the shoot on a nearby street. I’d brought my wardrobe—a floral, black chiffon dress; Union Jack jogging shorts; boots; and scarves. Gregg took some typical New York City shots—I posed on top of a cab and on a front stoop. Then we headed back to his place.

That’s when he asked me to take a chance and go for more revealing setups. They’d be beautiful, provocative, and alluring, he said.

A classmate, Shelby, had given me a gorgeous burgundy scarf for my eighteenth birthday from Abels, the ritzy store in Mount Kisco, and I’d brought it along for the shoot. I undressed and wrapped my nineteen-year-old cellulite-free bottom in it. I turned my back to the camera, pretending to be a vixen instead of a teenager using a graduation gift as a prop in an adult-only photo.

Then Gregg showed me some S-and-M, Helmut Newton–style photos. The images were strong, but the lighting seemed to soften the kinky message a bit.

“Can we try for something like this?” he asked. “Trust me. It will be beautiful.”

He took out a leather contraption that looked part G-string, part nippleless bikini bra top, complete with a studded collar around the neck. I held it in my hands and studied it. It was so not me. But I thought, Okay, let me be daring and adventurous. I went in the bathroom and put it on.

What am I doing? I started out on top of a cab and ended up in a dog collar! Have I lost my mind?

Mom, this is when I need you to rescue me!

As adventurous and strong as I’ve always been, there was also a part of me that failed to speak up when I needed to. I don’t know why this is—it’s just how I’ve always been for as long as I can remember.

But I headed into Gregg’s room, pretending that being dressed like this was no big deal. Gregg told me how to stand and he began to snap away.

The poses Gregg positioned me in didn’t feel artsy to me; they felt dirty—no matter how good the lighting was. I knew I shouldn’t be doing them. I’d never even seen an outfit like this.

I felt all the energy just drain from my body.

After shooting barely a roll of film in the bondage getup, Gregg asked me what was wrong. I told him I didn’t want to do this anymore. I got dressed and couldn’t wait to escape Queens.

Bruce was waiting out front in his car and I jumped in. We sped back to the safety of my home. I didn’t say a word about the shoot, but it was eating away at me. I tried to act as normal as possible, and Bruce bought my act.

A few days later I told Bruce about my bonehead decisions and that we had to go get those negatives.

But when we got to Gregg’s apartment, he wouldn’t give them back. He said they were “our child” and he didn’t want to “give up our child.”

(This is where the creepy music plays.)

But Bruce and I were a team and we wouldn’t leave. After a few minutes of pestering, Gregg went back and returned with a pile of negatives.

Whew! Problem solved—or so I thought.

Thinking back on that ordeal as I sat in the hotel after my phone interview, it dawned on me that Gregg must have kept some of the photos and sold them to Penthouse. It couldn’t have been Tom—he was a friend!

I sat waiting for Dennis to call. How was I ever going to break the news to my parents? It had been an extraordinary year for them. They’d been so proud.

I prayed for guidance. I prayed that this was all a big mistake.

The phone finally rang. My heart pounded in my ears. It was Dennis.

“Sorry to tell you this, but it’s true. The September issue of Penthouse has you on the cover and photos of you with another woman.”

What? Tom? Impossible! I never signed a release. He promised me no one would ever see them.

Shit!

[image: ]

We had just walked into Vanessa’s hotel room, excited to see our daughter who had been away for so long. It was supposed to be a happy occasion in one of the best years of our lives. I wish every parent could experience the joy we experienced watching our daughter crowned Miss America. Parts of it were so exhilarating, so rewarding, so fun.

But when Vanessa opened the door she didn’t look happy to see us. She looked petrified. She couldn’t speak. Vanessa at a loss for words? It was my turn to be petrified. This was going to be really, really bad.

Vanessa choked back sobs and blurted it out. “There are these nude photos of me coming out in Penthouse. I have no idea what they’re going to look like. I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

She couldn’t stop apologizing. She couldn’t stop sobbing. I knew that telling us was the hardest thing she’d ever done.

Wait a minute. Nude pictures? When? How? Who? And why?

Her father and I were stunned. I was too stunned to speak—and that was a good thing because I don’t know what I would have said—or yelled.

Raising Vanessa had always been a challenge. I thought I was always ready for anything. But nudity? I wasn’t prepared for this.

Her father walked over to her and hugged her tight. I joined him, and the three of us just held on to one another for a long, long time. I knew the next few months were going to be tough. I knew the press would be merciless. I knew Vanessa needed us, even though part of me wanted to scream, “WHAT WERE YOU THINKING?”

“It’s all right,” we said. “We’re always on your side. We love you and we’re always here for you.”

You could see this pressure being lifted off her after she told us. As tough as the next few months would be, the hardest part for Vanessa was telling us. Now that she had done that and had our support, she felt that she could handle the onslaught.

When the photos came out, I asked Milton, “Aren’t you going to look at them?” He shook his head. He could not speak about it. It was all too much for him. But me? Of course I had to see for myself what Vanessa had done. Milton knew I’d look, but he never asked me about them and I never brought it up. I closed the door to my bedroom, took a deep breath, and prepared myself for anything. I didn’t know how I’d feel—if I’d be furious or just plain sick.

When I saw the pictures I wasn’t angry, just very sad. I stared at them and tried to get into Vanessa’s head. I knew exactly what had happened. I understood how the photographer had been able to cajole her. He fed into Vanessa’s need to be daring.

While the world focused on her naked body, I looked into her eyes. They looked so confused, so sad. The look said to me, “Oh my God, what am I doing here?” As daring as Vanessa wanted to believe she was, she wasn’t really daring at all. I could see she was so uncomfortable, so out of place.

I could also see that she was thinking of me. She was hearing my voice telling her not to do the very thing she was doing.
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I started out posing on top of a city cab and ended up inside with a studded collar around my neck.




CHAPTER

2

If you are going to do something questionable, ask yourself, “Is this something that would make my parents proud?” If the answer is no, don’t do it.

—HELEN WILLIAMS

Vanessa, naked photos? What were you thinking?”

I still get asked that question to this day! People will say, “You’re an intelligent woman; how could you think nude pictures wouldn’t come out if you became famous? Especially if you became Miss America?”

Well, guess what? I never imagined I’d be any type of beauty queen, that’s for sure—let alone Miss America! Even when I’d sprawl at the foot of my parents’ bed and watch the Miss America pageant with Mom, I didn’t stare at the brightly lit runway thinking one day I would be on that very stage. Instead, we critiqued the gowns, cracked on the stiff hair, laughed at some of the “unique” talents, and rooted for a winner. Miss America was an American tradition, the granddaddy of the pageant world.

And it was rare to see anyone who looked like me.

Growing up in Millwood, I never ever thought of myself as beautiful. My mother emphasized early on to focus on accomplishment rather than appearance. Even the women I considered gorgeous—Lena Horne, Diahann Carroll, Jayne Kennedy—had talents that transcended their looks. My mother would watch other women like them and say to me, “Talented, bright, rather pretty.” I realize now that she was subtly explaining to me that looks can only get you so far. When I graduated from Horace Greeley High School in Chappaqua, I wasn’t voted prom queen or Best Looking. I was voted Best Actress. And that meant the world to me.

Back in my day, preppy was the style, and the “beautiful” girls in school didn’t resemble me at all. They were wraithlike with straight blond hair. They wore Fair Isle sweaters and Izod shirts. They skied on winter break, played tennis at the clubs in the summer, and had names like Leigh, Paige, and Blythe. I was different because my hair wasn’t straight and blond and my butt was “athletic.” I even got asked once, “Do you have an afro down there?” Sometimes my mom would say, “Stop poking out your lips,” when I wasn’t even doing anything! I have full lips that I thank God for—especially now that most white women want them. Crazy how times have changed.

Being the only black kid in class, I knew I was different. When the kids would do their classroom matchmaking in grade school, they would always suggest I “go out” with Jacob, the Indian kid, because he was the other brown kid in the grade.

When those adolescent hormones invaded my body, I got pimples. I’d dot my face with Rezamid before I went to bed and pray the bumps would disappear by morning. I also had a cap over my chipped front tooth that didn’t quite match the rest of my grill—but it never stopped me from smiling.

My fellow Miss America contestants had been doing the pageant circuit since they were little girls. They dreamed of becoming Miss America. I was not a seasoned pro who competed in the Little Miss America pageant at the Palisades Amusement Park on the other side of the Hudson River. But the other contestants were pageant pros and could recite one another’s statistics. They knew the correct poses when they strolled along the stage in their evening gowns. They knew the proper way to walk in their swimsuits down the runway, pause, and then turn. It was all very studied. It was all very processed. It was all very not me.

People will still come up to me and say, “Tell me your tricks from your pageant days.”

What tricks? I didn’t learn any secrets. There was no Vaseline on my upper teeth. I wasn’t taught a special walk or wave. I didn’t smear Preparation H under my eyes. I wasn’t one of those girls. Even as I would glide down the runway in high heels and a swimsuit, I would think: How did I get here? Now, how do I justify this again? Oh yeah, scholarship money for my junior year! You’re an actress. Pretend this is another role. And smile!

How did Miss America happen? I don’t know the behind-the-scenes machinations. So I asked George Miserlis, an actor, friend, and former Syracuse classmate to fill me in on the details. All I remember is that during my sophomore year as a musical theater major at Syracuse University, I was being watched. One night, I sang “The Second Time Around” during a school production of Swingin’ on a Star!, a revue of the works of composer Jimmy Van Heusen (who actually came to watch the show). And this is what happened—according to George:

George’s friend Bill Harmand was on the board of Miss Greater Syracuse, a preliminary round of Miss America. He wanted to see the fall review at Syracuse because the cast members are considered some of the most talented students at the university. (Aaron Sorkin, the Emmy- and Academy Award–winning screenwriter, was also cast in this small musical.)

After the show, George went up to Bill, who looked as if he were holding in a big secret, his eyes bulging out of his head.

“You look weird,” George said. “Did you like the show or not?”

Bill shrugged his shoulders. “How well do you know this Vanessa?”

“What do you mean, ‘this Vanessa’?”

Bill told George that he thought I had what it took to go all the way to Miss America. He wanted to present me to the board of directors at an informal party.

George told me about what Bill had said, but I didn’t answer right away. “Let me think about it,” I said.

The next day after jazz class, I went up to George and asked for Bill’s number. I still wasn’t convinced that this was something I wanted to pursue. Me—a beauty queen? I don’t think so!

But Vicki Longley, the director of the Miss Greater Syracuse pageant, came to visit me, and she was persistent. Vicki was a blond, exuberant woman in her thirties. She knew everything there was to know about pageants. It was her calling, her passion. She’d done the circuit herself, and was also an entrepreneur. She owned a catering company and knew a lot about fine cuisine. She lived in a Tudor home with wall-to-wall ivory carpeting. She was like the Martha Stewart of Syracuse.

Last year, Vicki had scouted the Syracuse opera singer who had won Miss Greater Syracuse and went on to compete in Miss New York.

This year I was her obsession.

I was not a pageant girl. I was an actor, just cast as the Orange Girl in Cyrano de Bergerac at Syracuse Stage, a repertory company on campus. The part was not a lead, but would award me some points toward an Actors’ Equity card, which is the track to being a professional on the Broadway stage. One more step closer to the path of Meryl.

I loved Meryl Streep. My first acting teacher, Phil Stewart, turned me on to her. I watched all her movies, studied her dialects, and marveled at her expressions. Her accents were impeccable and she was ethereal. I wanted to follow in her footsteps. So that was the plan—major in musical theater at Syracuse, junior year abroad in London, graduate from Syracuse with a BFA, head to Yale for postgraduate theater studies, and then on to Broadway.

But Cyrano was canceled, and now I was free in April. It was time to think about scholarship money for junior year.

Vicki did mention scholarship money.

If I won Miss Greater Syracuse, I’d earn five hundred dollars for school next year. I mentioned this to my mom, who was always applying for scholarships in dance, singing, and acting for me. Over the years I’d received money from various places—the National Foundation for Advancement in the Arts, the Westchester County Chapter of Links, and Elejmal Temple.

Without missing a beat, Mom said, “Do it.”

Miss Greater Syracuse is the local step to Miss America, with the same competitions—talent, swimsuit, and evening gown. I figured talent would be a cinch—just sing a song from performance class. I had to do that weekly—no big deal. “The Music and the Mirror” from A Chorus Line was a number that I could sing and dance to, so I would be able to showcase my talents. But then I thought, Ehhh… too much effort.

“Being Good Isn’t Good Enough” was a song I’d been assigned in performance class. Leslie Uggams sang it in the Broadway musical Hallelujah, Baby! The song contained the lyrics, “I’ll be the best or nothing at all.” It had a strong, beautiful melody and I knew that no one had done it in the competition before. I’d just belt it out and “lift that cloud.” (That’s what Brent Wagner, the head of the musical theater department, would have us imagine when we raised our arms during the end of the number.)

I bought an aqua-blue one-piece bathing suit with black piping at Sibley’s, a downtown Syracuse department store. Then a group of us headed to the auditorium for Miss Greater Syracuse. I told my parents not to bother making the long drive up because it was not a big deal. Tim Thayer, my friend and mentor, accompanied me on the piano. I had my core group of friends in the audience, ready for a good laugh and, of course, ready to be rowdy and cheer me on.

And then, lo and behold, I actually won the damn thing!

We celebrated with cold Rolling Rocks back at the railroad apartment Bruce and I shared. I spent more time there than my Grover Cleveland dorm room. We passed my silver tray around so everyone could read the inscription: vanessa williams, miss greater syracuse, 1983.

I called my parents.

“Guess what… I won!” I told my mom.

“That’s terrific! How much money did you get?”

Vicki went into production mode to prepare me for the state’s Miss New York pageant. “Now let’s practice interviews,” Vicki would say. Then she’d turn on
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