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Wendy on …

Fashion

Say what you want, ladies, but you looking your best is very important to your man…. [D]on’t be afraid to be sexy. It does matter how you look.

What not to have in the bedroom

Pictures of family, friends, and children. That unicorn you won at Six Flags when you were nineteen. Bills.

Liposuction

I’m sorry if I’m not like you—accepting yourself as you are…. I know I’m not perfect but plastic surgery has allowed me the freedom mentally to be me…. I feel sexy and I feel great.

Laugh lines

You owe it to yourself to have a big sense of humor. If you can laugh, even in the most difficult situations, your relationship will last longer.

Divorce

Keep the wedding ring.

Courage

When things go wrong and your strength is really tested, have the courage to see it through. It’s easy to be courageous when everything is going right, but when things are going wrong for you, have courage—it will carry you far.
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Foreword


WHEN I SAT DOWN TO WRITE Wendy’s Got the Heat, I just wanted to write my story—the story of a simple girl from Jersey. I figured a few people would be interested—those who knew me from the radio in the tri-state area and maybe some fans from Philadelphia where I spent a few years on the air. But a New York Times Best Seller? It’s not something I ever imagined.

The New York Times Best Seller’s List—that was for real authors, real writers. That is the pinnacle for any book.

I got the fax on Tuesday before the list was to be published, which is on Sundays. My editor, Malaika Adero, sent over a fax that read, “You are No. 9 on the New York Times Best Seller’s List” and she included the list.

On the list at No. 1 was Kate Remembered, the memoir of Katherine Hepburn who had died that year. In addition was Seabiscuit; Hillary Clinton’s book; a book about the Kennedy clan; and there I was debuting at No. 9—the only black woman, hell, the only black period on the entire list.

When the list came out, E. Lynn Harris was among the first to send me flowers. He came on my show the following week to promote his book, A Love of My Own, which was his autobiography. On the show he said, “Wendy, we’re part of an exclusive club—blacks who have made the New York Times Best Seller’s List.” What an honor. I am such a fan of E. Lynn Harris and to be even considered in the same league … well! It’s a bit overwhelming.

And I owe it all to you people—all of you who stood in line for hours at a book signing, who bought two and three books to give to friends and family members, who supported Wendy’s Got the Heat, and who have been supporting this simple girl from Jersey by listening to my show. I truly thank you.

The book tour officially kicked off in August—a full month earlier than expected. I had taken a month off to prepare for this book tour. I had never done anything like this, so I wanted to make sure I had the right clothes and the right attitude. I went shopping and I even got a special pen made—a pink plume with a long pink feather. I wanted to sign with all of the drama and flair that I have become known for.

But I didn’t have as much time as I expected to prepare because we started getting calls while I was out. People were calling the studio and telling my replacement and my producer that the books were selling on 125th Street, Journal Square in Jersey City, New Jersey, and in parts of Brooklyn. Yes, my book was being bootlegged. That was unheard of, from what I am told. And that was the impetus to move the publishing date up a month.

And shout-outs to the bootleggers. I used to support you when you were bootlegging music. But since it has happened to me, I started hating. I realized how deep to the core that an artist must hurt. I still, however, show you love because you too helped put Wendy’s Got the Heat in a whole other category.

My first book signing was at Virgin Mega Store in the middle of Times Square. I wore black silk party pants with ruffles and a matching silk shirt with ruffles. I felt like Miss Lena Horne, like a real celebrity when I arrived by limo. I felt like Mariah Carey, you know when she has those major album droppings and signings. And I kept thinking, “All of this for me?”

On the ride over, my biggest fear was that no one would show up. My husband, who is also my manager, had these grand visions, though. He always believed. He always knew. I didn’t.

My clothes were right. My hair was right. My makeup was right. My shoes were right. I had my special pen. But I was a complete mess inside. I was a nervous wreck. I thought I would get there and it would be really embarrassing. I also thought at least I looked nice for our dinner later that evening with my agent, Ian Kleinert.

But when I arrived at the Virgin Mega Store, it was a mob scene. I was completely wrong. There was such a crowd that we ran out of books. Wyclef Jean even showed up and bought five books—one for his wife, his security, Beast, and for other family members. Shout out to Wyclef. He’s a big supporter, always has been.

Everything went off without a hitch. And that set the tone for the rest of the ignings throughout New York, New Jersey, and Philadelphia. Our biggest problem was keeping enough books in the stores for the crowds—from the Short Hills Mall to the Harlem Book Fair to the International House of Pancakes in Newark, New Jersey (which I admit was the strangest place to sign books, but I love my people and I will go whether they are).

I learned that the people who listen to my radio show are some of the most wonderful and diverse people in the world—black, white, rich, poor, young, old. I met a twelve-year-old listener, who came with her thirty-six-year-old mother who also listens, and who bought a book for her sixty-year-old mother who also listens. I also learned that my book touched people in ways I could never imagine. I heard from people who told me their story is similar to mine. So many people told me they cried when they read the book and were inspired by my story. I even had people tell me that this book changed their lives.

This simple story about a girl from New Jersey changed lives. That’s humbling. And I am grateful that it is now coming out in paperback so even more people can afford to experience Wendy’s Got the Heat.

I also learned that I love writing, I love sharing stories, and this is just the beginning. Expect more advice, more personal stories, more Wendy in the future. I am even delving into writing novels—all of those stories I could never share on the air will now make their way in some form into a novel.

I have packed a lot of living in my short time on this earth and it’s been my pleasure to share a piece of it with you. And if there is anything that you can related to or that can help you get through a situation you are struggling with—whether it’s drug abuse or having a baby—know that you are not alone.

You will find a little bit of everything in this book. Thank you for supporting me. Enjoy!

Wendy’s Got the Heat





INTRODUCTION
Futuristic Vision


BITCHES AND NIGGAS EVERY DAY are practicing to do my shit. Bitches every day are eyeing this number one spot. And I’m not threatened by it at all because I know a few things. First, I didn’t get here just because. I worked very hard. And, second, just like I got here, I know it can all be taken away. So I continue to work hard. I take nothing for granted.

The top radio personalities in the country are all men—Howard Stern, Don Imus, Tom Joyner and so on. I am the top woman, nationally—even before syndication. In terms of money, in terms of industry recognition and prestige, I am number one. Yes, people know Robin Quivers and perhaps Robin Quivers even makes more money than I do, but she is not in my class because she is riding the coattails of a major male jock—Howard Stern. And I’m not hating on Robin for being Ed McMahon to Howard’s Johnny Carson. All I’m saying is that my show is The Wendy Williams Experience. I’m nobody’s sidekick.

In my market, LITE-FM is usually the number one show during the afternoon drive. I’m number two. When I came back to New York to WBLS, it was number fifteen during the afternoons. In one book, which is only three months, I took them to number two. Number two for me is like being number one because LITE-FM, which plays easy-listening music like Celine Dionne, is generally the station of choice for most businesses. When you walk into a business, LITE-FM provides that background, mood music. If I walk into a business and they do have The Wendy Williams Experience on, I’m thinking that they are more interested in gossip than the business. I mean really. What kind of respectable business would be tuning into my show during business hours?

So I will concede the number one spot to LITE-FM. But answer me this: Who is LITE-FM’s afternoon jock? I couldn’t tell you.

Women ask me all the time how can they break into the business, how do they get down. How you get down? The quickest way to get down in this business as a woman is to “get down,” if you know what I mean. If you are willing to compromise yourself with a program director or an owner or executive of one of these radio conglomerates that own twenty-five stations across the country, you can all but guarantee yourself a job. He might put you in Nebraska but you can bet you’ll be his Nebraska chick. If you can suck a mean dick, you can become his Boston chick. Hey, I think that’s the number seven market. You poke a hole in the condom and have his baby, that might land you a New York spot because now you got his secret. There are women in all professions who got their jobs that way.

But for me, I somehow knew that getting my job that way would taint everything I was trying to accomplish. It may have been easier, but I knew it would have also been fleeting. I wanted to make it on my own merits. Now I’ve been in this game more than fifteen years and am still on top.

I know there are quite a few women in other markets holding down their spot on their own merits. But none are doing what I’m doing in the media capital of the world—New York City. In a lot of ways, many female jocks coming up today are cheap imitations—Wendy wanna-bes. And I respect them, too, because once upon a time I was a Carol Ford wanna-be. That was the person I looked up to, whose career path I wanted to take. I remember when Carol Ford came to New York doing afternoons on KISS-FM. They brought her in with billboard ads and subways ads. She was a black woman with her own show and she was very well paid. They even put her up in a fancy hotel. She came into New York diva style. At the time I had just started college in Boston and I would spend whatever money I had whenever I had it on a train ticket to New York City. I would get to the city by two in the afternoon to tape Carol Ford’s entire shift. I would sit in Grand Central Station with my Walkman recorder and headphones and listen and record. When it was over I would hop on a train back to school.

Those tapes were my training tools. I was committed to being good and being good meant learning from the best. Carol Ford was my role model. Before her, women on the radio were soft and sexy. They spoke in these muted tones and everything was soft and pink. But Carol Ford was loud and big. She had voices and characters. She used sound effects. She carved her own image, her own niche. She made radio fun and she seemed to be having fun doing it. I always knew that if I was ever going to go into radio I would have to carve my own niche and be different from every other woman out there. I always knew that I had to be a standout. And I am today. But I don’t rest on my laurels. I don’t take my position for granted. I can’t relax and think this will always be here for me like this.

I know that part of a bitch getting a shot at dethroning me is getting a chance to sit in the big chair, filling in for me when I’m on vacation. Fuck that! Nobody’s sitting in my big chair, not if I can help it. And don’t get a bitch to sit in the big chair who is halfway decent and will also suck a dick. What?! And don’t get a bitch to sit in the big chair who is halfway decent, willing to suck a dick and will take a fifty-thousand-dollar salary as opposed to my salary? Shi-it! I better never call in sick. I know those bitches are out there. I understand that a girl who will suck a dick and take a fifty-thousand-dollar paycheck and can do a cheap knockoff of me can snatch my spot. Those in positions to hire and fire like them cheap with big titties and aiming to please. Make no mistake. It’s sad to say, but welcome to entertainment. That’s why I don’t give people the opportunity to sit in my seat. I make sure my ass is there every day.

It’s a great feeling to know that I never lost (and God forbid if I ever lose) my ability to recognize the importance of showing up. I never want to get to the point where I put my hands on my hips and say to myself, “You know what? I’m taking off because I deserve this! I don’t feel well today and I’m not going in!” What?! How dare I?! I must come to work every day and be on my game.

Part of getting and keeping a job—any job—is showing the fuck up. People do not understand that. And until they do, people will continue to be unemployed. Some people have this twisted idea that nobody can do their particular job better than they can. They think, “Nobody can work this computer like me. They can’t fire me.” But the boss is thinking, “You know what? It’s great you can work this computer very well, but if you are going to continue to show up late every day or call in sick every other month or have these excuses for not showing up, like your baby is sick or your ride keeps breaking down, I’d rather hire a lesser person who I’m sure will be here every day, on time.”

Reliability is just as important as the other qualifications. And, no matter what has been going on in my life, I have always been reliable. Through inexperience and being wet behind the ears, through rape and abortion, even through cocaine addiction, I showed up. I could have had walking pneumonia and would still show up. To this day (and I have earned my stripes and can take the occasional day off whenever I want), my bosses still have to get on me to take my days. But now it’s not just about being reliable for me. I’m addicted to my audience. I don’t want to be away too long from my people, my listeners, my flock. They make me feel bad when I take off. They scream at me through faxes and phone calls. They don’t like fill-ins. No disrespect to anyone who has ever sat in my seat, but people who tune into The Wendy Williams Experience expect Wendy Williams. They don’t want some cheap imitation. They want me. They don’t even want the “Best of…” The Experience. They want me. Live. And that’s a great feeling.

I am not delusional. People who get delusional about their position—and I’m not talking about just radio and entertainment people, I’m talking people in any job, relationship or whatever—thinkingthey have it on lock are in for a rude awakening.

I have somehow always known that. I saw it—even before I knew what I wanted to do. It was part of my futuristic vision—my ability to see into my own future and act out scenarios of my life long before they actually happened. I attribute my success today to futuristic vision.

I’ve had it since I was very young. My futurist vision came from being an outcast in every single aspect of my life. I was a misfit basically from the time I came out of the womb. My parents are perfect. My sister, Wanda, who is seven years older than I am, is perfect. My brother, Tommy, the only boy and namesake to my father, is perfect. Then there is me—the big girl in a family of perfect bodies, the academically challenged child in a family full of academic achievers. I was an outcast in my own home, and when I got to school I didn’t quite fit in anywhere there, either. I was the black girl in a practically all-white school. And among the handful of blacks, I was the “white girl,” the outcast.

I spent most of my youth in my room, rocking back and forth for endless hours, plotting my future. I knew that one day my being different would pay off. I knew one day my size would pay off. I knew one day that the way I spoke, which made the black kids call me “white girl,” would pay off. I knew one day what my parents felt was inappropriate talk would somehow pay off. All the things that set me apart and made me an outcast would work in my favor.

Even if no one else could see it, I could. I plotted on everything from the most simple—how I was going to tackle the Macy’s One-Day Sale the next day and how I would navigate through the store—to the more complex, what type of woman I would be when I grew up and what kind of career I would have.

I learned early that you must see yourself in a position in order to be in that position. If you can’t see it, you can’t be it. It just won’t happen for you. My brother coined the phrase “futuristic vision.” He was my best—and only—friend growing up and I would share with him a few of my plans. I would tell him that one day I would be a radio personality or news anchor. I first wanted to be a newscaster, the woman who sits behind the desk and reads the news off of a TelePrompTer. But once I realized how restrictive that job was, that was it. I knew my personality was too big to sit behind some desk reading from a TelePrompTer. I knew I would be a personality even before I knew what that meant.

When my brother Tommy and I were very young I used to force him to play “Roving Reporter,” a game I made up where I would interview him for my imaginary show. I think we played the game every day for an entire summer until he was sick of me. Tommy wasn’t only my interviewee, he was the one person who I would let in on some of my most intimate plots for my future.

“Wendy, you’re always talking about things that aren’t going to happen for like twenty-five thousand years,” he would say. “You and your futuristic vision!”

Futuristic vision was my driving force. I never used it for destructive things. I never said in my quiet times, “Hmm, let me figure out a way to be disruptive,” or “Oh, I’m going to drink and smoke or wild out in school to get attention.” I always used my solitude to say, “I’ll show them!” It was a positive “I’ll show them.” I wasn’t trying to make anyone pay; I simply wanted people to see me the way I saw myself.

I wanted them to know that even if they didn’t think I was cool and even if I didn’t fit in that being me was okay. I also wanted to let all the other misfits out there know that being a misfit is exactly what you need to be to win in this world. You can’t trip just because you’re a little overweight or because you’re not in the most popular clique because look at those skinny popular bitches today. Where are they now? If you have a face full of zits in high school, don’t trip. They will go away and even if they don’t they can’t stop you if you truly have a plan for your life.

If you’re a sixteen-year-old single mother, don’t fret. While that wasn’t my situation I know you can still achieve your goals and find strength through adversity. The battle rages on.

What I learned is that if you make mistakes, learn from them and move on and above all else be true to yourself—don’t try to fit into a mold of what someone else thinks you should be.

I just kept being myself until the rest of the world caught up with me. When I was growing up I was teased and called “white girl” primarily because of the way I speak. The way I speak on the radio today is the way I spoke in Wayside when the black kids teased me. Today I am making loads of money because of the way I speak. I’m as “white” now as I was back then in terms of my delivery. Actually I’m as black now as I was back then. They just couldn’t see me. I’m sure if you polled the black kids in my school they would say, “Yeah, Wendy will definitely marry a white guy.” They didn’t have a clue about me. While I was never a racist, white simply has never been my flavor.

But I guess I had to show them, just like I showed my parents that being a big girl would not hold me back. All the battles surrounding my weight were so unnecessary. Those talks, the diets, the looks, the comments didn’t help me lose weight; it just made me feel bad about myself. But in my futuristic vision I knew. I knew that one day I would show them that a big girl could handle hers. Just give me a moment to get from under this tuna fish and mustard diet and I’ll show you that size can be a plus, not a negative.

I envisioned how my career path would be. When I was in high school I used to talk about it so much that Liz, one of my closest friends, believed me. She would tell everyone, “You know Wendy is going to come back to the reunion in a purple Cadillac, with a long purple mink coat and she is going to be a deejay.”

She was close. I didn’t have a purple Cadillac or the mink (not yet). But I was a deejay.

I got my first New York City radio job at HOT-103, a dance-music station when I was about a year out of college. When my five-year high school reunion rolled around I was too pleased to go back to Ocean Township High School and show them. Many of my classmates had either dropped out of college or were still trying to finish or trying to find a job and I was already a big-time New York jock. (Yeah, I was working overnights, but I was on my way.) I showed up in all of my fabu-losity. I came back with flair—big hair, long pink nails and loud. I fulfilled my vision for myself.

I saw things when no one else could and I didn’t just stop at the futuristic vision, I went out and did the damn thing. Now bitches are practicing every day to do my shit, the way I practiced to do Carol Ford’s shit. They want a chance to sit in the big chair. But you can’t get to this chair—not my chair—not without futuristic vision.


CHAPTER 1
Wendy from Wayside


WHAT MOTHER AND FATHER GIVE their daughter ruby earrings for getting her period? I got my period when I was thirteen. It was one of the most memorable and humiliating experiences I have ever had. I didn’t get a box of pads and that little talk with my mother that most people get. No, both my mother and my father (how mortifying) sat me down for the “you’re becoming a woman now” speech and afterward they presented me with two 14-karat gold birds with small rubies inside the claws of the birds. I guess the rubies were to signify my period and my passage into womanhood. My period seemed a bigger deal to my parents than it was to me.

I was not raised in a normal household. I’m sure my parents, Shirley and Thomas, will consider themselves the epitome of normal. But to the outside world, in many respects, I had the perfect family. And actually, looking back, I think so, too. I had a wonderful upbringing and I wouldn’t trade my parents for any in the world. But…

Remember that song from Electric Company, “Which of these things does not belong here, which of these things is not the same …?” I was the thing that didn’t belong in my family. That was what I thought growing up. Today, I know that’s not true. I now know that I am definitely my parents’ child and I totally fit with everything they tried to instill in us. It just took thirty-something years for me and them to realize it.

My parents worked very hard to give all of us a solid foundation. They worked extremely hard to make sure none of us wanted for anything. That was why we moved to Ocean Township, New Jersey—Wayside to be exact. We moved there when I was five from Asbury Park, which was going through a rough period following the riots. Moving to Wayside was like the Jeffersons moving to the East Side to a “deluxe apartment in the sky.”

Wayside, a middle-class to upper-middle-class section of Ocean Township, was approximately forty-five minutes south of Manhattan on the Jersey Shore. There were people in our neighborhood with lots of money living in big houses. There were people living in big houses with money to live in bigger houses. And then there were people like my parents, who scraped together everything they had to give us the best. Part of the best included living in a nice, safe neighborhood without a lot of transient families. Wayside was usually the last stop for most families—people rarely moved from there. I had a next-door neighbor, Jackie, who was there when we moved in and was still there when we both graduated from high school and went off to college. She might be still there today for all I know. My parents wanted a sense of permanence for us and Wayside was that place.

My parents always traveled in the “right” circles. They were involved in many social activities and charities. And they had plenty of prominent friends, like Gwendolyn Goldsby Grant, a noted therapist who does an advice column for one of the major black magazines. She pledged AKA with my mother in college.

My parents weren’t rich; they practically cut off their wrists for us to live the way we did. In fact, my parents always drove an old car when I was growing up—the kind you wanted to park down the street or around the corner out of embarrassment. They didn’t waste money on showy material things. They saved and sacrificed for things that would advance our family.

We had a nanny/housekeeper, Mrs. Mary Johnson. We didn’t have Mrs. Johnson because we were rich. We needed Mrs. Johnson because both of my parents worked and they didn’t want us to be latchkey kids. My parents taught all week, graded papers, prepared for meetings and the like; it behooved them to have someone come in and clean and iron, too. So there was always Mrs. Johnson.

But we didn’t have it like that. Not like the rich people down the street. They had a live-in nanny and a housekeeper. And those kids down the street were terrible to their help. They would do things like lock their nanny out in the freezing cold with no coat. If we even thought about disrespecting Mrs. Johnson we would get the hell slapped out of us. Besides, Mrs. Johnson did not play that.

My parents struggled so that my sister, brother and I wanted for nothing. We traveled. We shopped. Christmas was always big at our house. A typical Christmas for me would be four pairs of Calvin Klein jeans, a diamond floating heart, a teddy bear with a diamond belly button, lots of gold jewelry and makeup by Estée Lauder—never makeup out of a drugstore. My sister would get more of the same, just in smaller sizes. And my brother would get clothes that might include a whole collection of Izod shirts—one for every day of the week. My mother, though, was the queen of the discount shopping and while she would spend money, she would also wait until things went on sale.

I compare my family to the Cosbys, America’s family when I was growing up. I was Denise, Lisa Bonet’s character—the troubled middle child. My sister Wanda, who is seven years older than I, was Sondra, the Sabrina LeBeauf character on The Cosby Show. She was the smart, perfect daughter. Then there was Tommy, Theo Huxtable—the only boy in the family.

Wanda and I shared a room when Tommy was born and he was given my room. Wanda was the best big sister when I was young. She would often sneak downstairs late at night and bring back snacks for us. We would have orange slices or the little pizzas that you make in the toaster. We would play kicking-feet on the bed and she would ride me around on her back pretending to be an elephant. I was three and she was ten and entertaining her baby sister.

Then it just all stopped. As Wanda was moving into her teens and got into her grades and into her friends and into her life, those days of sneaking snacks, kicking-feet and playing elephant were fading. Who wants to hang around a little kid when you’re becoming an adult? And from my perspective, who wants to hang around a perfect big sister and get lectured on your grades and behavior? Not me.

Tommy, who was only three years younger than me, became my best friend and confidant. He was my partner in crime and the only one who completely understood me—even to this day. I remember when we were kids I would make matching tee shirts using glitter and waterproof Magic Marker. My shirt read “machine wash” and his read “tumble dry.” On another set of shirts I wrote “frick” on mine and “frack” on his. We would skip along the Belmar Beach arm and arm—tighter than Frick and Frack.

My sister had become the “Myth of Wanda”—I could no longer relate to her. We were sisters but with little in common. And by contrast she pushed me further into being a misfit. Wanda was the perfect daughter. She was quiet and understated. She dressed conservatively in muted tones and wore Birkenstocks. She had a perfect build—five’feet-six and a size six. She was a straight-A student, who left for Tufts at age sixteen on an academic scholarship.

I was nothing like Wanda. She was soft-spoken. I spoke too loud, too fast and too much—so much so that my parents had codes for me when I was in public or at social gatherings. We could be in a room full of people—if my parents said, “Wendy, TM!” that meant that I was talking too much or giving too much information. It was nothing for me to strike up a conversation with a perfect stranger and tell them about a fight I had with my mother that day because I gained weight. No subject was off limits. My loose lips were enough for my parents to have codes for me. TF was for too fast. I used to talk a mile a minute. I’ve learned to pace myself now. I have learned to use pregnant pauses for dramatic effect but I still have to think about it. And sometimes even today when I get caught up in a frenzy I revert back to that ten-year-old who talks too fast.

Then there was TL for too loud. I still talk too loud today. My husband is constantly signaling me to lower my voice because I have a tendency to speak really loud in public and draw attention to myself. When I was younger, my parents were constantly telling me, “Wendy, TL!” If we were out at dinner or something the codes would be followed by kicks under the table.

Wanda was the perfect size, I had a weight problem. I was a big girl—five-feet-ele ven by the sixth grade, wearing a size eleven shoe. Actually my mother used to buy me a size ten because she had a hard time finding elevens back then and I would curl up my toes to fit into the tens.

Wanda’s style was low-key, mine was loud and colorful. Remember the “Bedazzler,” a kit that allowed you to adorn your clothes with rhinestones? I had a Bedazzler in the fifth grade and became the Bedazzler queen. I would take a plain denim jacket and fill it with intricate rhinestone designs. I would bedazzle everything from tee shirts to jeans. I graduated from bedazzling to painting on my clothes. I would rip up my tee shirts to create “one of a kinds.” I had my own flair even at ten. If I was a guy I guess I would have been gay but not just gay, I would be a drag queen because I loved the flair. I know my conservative family was wondering where in the hell I came from—especially following Wanda.

The Myth of Wanda was something that I could never live up to. So I never tried. I never tried to be the anti-Wanda, either. I didn’t go out on a limb to distinguish myself from her. In fact, I looked up to Wanda, She was the model. She set the mark for me and I appreciated that. I knew if I went too far away from that mark, I would be in trouble. So while I never tried to be like Wanda, I never moved too far away from the standards she set.

She went to the cotillion and was on the student council in high school. I never had the GPA to be involved with either. But I admired her for doing it. I never put any pressure on myself to try and follow in her footsteps. For one, my feet were too damn big. Secondly, I was that Lisa Bonet character. I marched to my own drum. When I realized early on that I was not going to be a straight-A student, I didn’t stress myself about it. When I knew I wasn’t going to be five-feet-six and a size six, I didn’t stress myself. I always hated beige, I liked pink and hot pink at that. I wasn’t conservative or understated, I was loud and big—I liked big hair, big nails, rhinestones and four-inch pumps. I was different.

I was a misfit outside of my home, too. I remember being bigger, taller and blacker than everyone in school. I also remember just when girls were thinking about boys, I was not a part of those conversations because the boys weren’t thinking about me. I was the outcast.

Growing up I was invited to a few sleepovers but that’s only because my mother was friends with the mother of the kid having the sleepover. Most of the time, I wasn’t invited. When you have a sleepover your mom usually only lets you invite five people—five of your closest friends. I was never in anyone’s top five. I might be in the top fifteen, at best, but I was never in the top five. And it hurt.

I was usually the only black in my class throughout school. When I graduated high school, I was one of four. One of the four ended up being in and out of the criminal justice system after graduation. He might even be dead now. And the other two didn’t really speak to me much. I was the “white girl” to them. I didn’t eat at the black table (as small as it was) because I didn’t believe in succumbing to peer pressure.

I was liked by the white people in my school and, for the most part, I liked them. I just thought they had a twisted view of black people. They bought into the stereotypes and because of that they, too, excluded me from the black race.

They would from time to time refer to one of the black kids in our school as a “nigger” right in front of me and quickly say, “Oh, not you, Wendy.” To them I wasn’t a “nigger.” I guess they thought the disclaimer, “Not you, Wendy,” was some sort of a compliment like I would feel good about them saying nigger and then excluding me from being a nigger. I seemed to assimilate. I spoke a certain way. I dressed the way they did. They were so comfortable (too comfortable) that they used the word “nigger” and somehow knew it wouldn’t insult me. But what they didn’t realize was that telling me, “Not you, Wendy,” was more of an insult than if they had called me a nigger because once again it set me apart.

Eventually, I found a group of misfits just like me when I got to high school: They were all white, though. There was a friend who was a relative of the former owner of the New York Jets. She was a punk rocker before it was cool to be a punk rocker. A lot of people considered her the freak of our class. She wasn’t a bad kid. She wasn’t into heavy drugs or anything. But she did have a fake ID, and drank and hung out at Hitsville, a punk rock club right across from the Stone Pony in Asbury Park. This friend had a convertible Mustang, which to me was very cool. There was also Diane and Liz. Diane was not so much a visual punk rocker as she was a mental punk rocker. And Liz was the quiet one. All of these girls were smart, straight-A students who still managed to punk rock and hang out. I was the girl who could talk and got Cs, and sometimes Ds. And a couple of times I would find myself in the little class at the end of the hallway with about six other kids—if you know what I mean.

Today when I go to schools to speak, I don’t focus on the kids who are getting the As. And I’m definitely not talking to the ones with the perfect bodies because they get enough attention. I’m speaking to the kids who get the Cs and Ds and Fs—the ones who get railroaded into the “stupid” classes. And I’m talking to the girls with the bad body images and the lone blacks in white situations. Those are the ones who need the support.

I know because I didn’t really get a lot of academic support at school. I had a guidance counselor who pretty much had me written off. As a matter of fact, I was a blow-off appointment for her, a waste of her time because she was busy trying to get the white students with straight As into college. She was annoyed to even have to spend a few minutes with me. They were the most discouraging few minutes I had ever spent. She told me my SAT scores were too low to get into college and my grades were even worse. She also told me that out of three hundred and sixty-three kids, I was going to graduate number three hundred and sixty and that I should think about trade school. Trade school? And she was serious.

But fortunately, I had my parents. Both of my parents were educators. My mother was a schoolteacher and my father was a school principal who later became an English professor at Monmouth College. He was like Roscoe Lee Brown on A Different World, very distinguished, good looking and a sharp dresser. My father is also very funny with a dry, sarcastic wit. He’s the type to make you proud to say, “There’s my dad!”
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