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			Introduction

			Hey, Vincent,” Madonna once said to me, “you know what your problem is? You don’t know how interesting you are.”

			I’ve never cared about being interesting; I’ve cared about creating good work. But I sure hope I’m interesting because I just wrote this book.

			You might not recognize my name, but billions of people have seen my work. That’s not a typo…billions. Some of my creations might be on your list of ten favorite moments in film or music video history. You might have practiced some of my iconic dance moves in front of your mirror at home.

			I’ve worked with innumerable pop, rock, theater, film, and sports stars from 1980 to the present as a dancer, actor, director, and choreographer. Some of those relationships, at times, felt closer than family. I interacted with some celebrities and pop stars in ways I never imagined I would. As a choreographer and director, my role is usually behind the scenes, making the stars shine brighter. I saw behind the veneer of their fame and witnessed their artistic process. I’m grateful for every moment.

			This book is a collection of stories from my career as I remember them, anecdotes I’ve been sharing with my closest friends over the years. It’s not always chronological, but sometimes memory jumps around to tell the best stories. Making it in Hollywood is tough, but every success and every failure has a story behind it. Those of us in this business wouldn’t trade it for anything—even at its worst—because there’s nothing like it. 

			My wish is that these recollections might offer insight into what it means to be a working artist in this volatile industry. My career even provides a bit of a time capsule for American pop culture from the 1980s to today. I encourage you to have fun and Google things as you go, so much of my creative life is archived on fan pages and YouTube links, even some of the obscure performances from the late 1970s.

			Mostly, I hope my stories entertain you, maybe even inspire you to follow your own passion, a reminder of how we each choreograph the steps to our individual dances in life.

			And you might learn, as I have, that we can all take a few life lessons from a diva.

			Or two.

		

	
		
			1.

			Having No Talent and Too Old to Dance

			The winding road to “Beat It”

			My father, also named Vincent Paterson, was tall, handsome, and danced better than anyone around. He was well-known in the area for teaching social dance at Dupont Country Club, and his students loved his infectious charm. But he was different at home where he ruled over us with an iron fist at all times. “In this house,” he’d boom, “I’m God! You do as I say! You don’t ask questions!”

			This was Brookhaven, Pennsylvania (1950 population: 1,042), a blue-collar town along the Delaware River, eighteen miles outside Philadelphia. My mother, Dorothy Caruso, was a petite beauty with dark hair and porcelain skin. They met at an Italian social hall where they fell in love dancing to a fifteen-piece band. They married in 1948, just after my mother graduated high school. I was born two years later.

			I grew up the eldest of three brothers—Bill, Kent, and Kerry—and a sister, Leslie. We cherished our often shy, reserved mother; however, because of Dad, our home was a regular battleground of ferocious words, overturned Thanksgiving dinners, and yanked-down Christmas trees. Dad had believed he was destined for earth-shattering fame, not the crowded life we lived in a tiny two-bedroom house with only one bathroom. If he felt in any way disrespected, my brothers and I were brutally beaten with metal cooking utensils and thick leather belts. 

			Dad taught dance classes late into the night, often returning home drenched in perfume. My mother’s usual calm would erupt into raging fury, “I know you’re having an affair with your dance partner, Mr. Big Shit!” From the top of the stairs, we’d witness deafening arguments that always came to blows. “Shut the fuck up, woman, or I swear to Christ I’ll have to hit you! Do you hear me?” I can still hear his voice.

			We’d clasp our toy guns in the shadows and whisper, “Let’s kill him!” He regularly punched my mother in the face, ripped her handmade dresses, or threw her out into the snow. If we ran down the stairs to let her back in the house, we’d be flung against the walls. From the upstairs window, we’d look down at Mom in her robe, shivering in the snowy darkness, all of us crying together.

			We were forever being picked up by a family member and driven to my nan’s house in the middle of the night, but we’d always return to the combat zone at 217 Morris Avenue. Divorce wasn’t customary in the 1950s, but as we got older we begged Mom to get one. They finally did when I was fourteen, and we all breathed lighter air.

			After that, Dad dropped in on occasion to give Mom child support, but even if the outright physical abuse had stopped, his emotional claws found their way into us throughout the rest of his life. As a kid, I had learned all the social dances he taught. During the eighties (and once I started having a dance career in Hollywood), I developed a more civil relationship with him, although his pompousness remained constant. When I visited Pennsylvania, Dad would treat me to lunch at a local diner. He’d loudly say to a waitress, “Miss. Miss. Do you recognize him?” as he pointed to me.

			“Um, no…should I?”

			“Have you seen ‘Beat It’? He’s the white gang leader in Michael Jackson’s ‘Beat It’ video. The knife fight guy. Did you know that?”

			“Uh…no.”

			I would nod, politely, embarrassed, then urge him not to do it anymore. “But everyone should know who you are,” he would say, as if it were about me. It was always about him.

			My father died from cirrhosis at seventy-nine, alcoholism. He had danced and taught through bouts of cancer and diabetes. I am grateful to have inherited his dancing DNA. But I never understood his violence.

			After the divorce, I discovered acting at Brookhaven Junior High and then Sun Valley High School. From my James Dean role in Rebel Without a Cause to a lawyer in The Night of January 16th, inhabiting characters and investing in lives far from my own rescued me. I became addicted to the magic of theater.

			I also became the father figure of our house. It was tough to be a disciplinarian and still a friend to my younger siblings. By sixteen, I was working at the Dairy Queen and used some of the money I earned to take acting classes at the nearby Hedgerow Theater. I made the four-mile walk from my house once a week during my seventeenth summer. My eighty-year-old acting teacher, Jasper Deeter, best known for his role in The Blob, was thin as a skeleton and the creaky, old theater felt like a haunted house.

			In 1968, I prepared to attend Dickinson College, a small liberal arts college in Pennsylvania. My father told me he could only afford to give me one thousand dollars toward tuition for all four years. So I applied for scholarships and financial aid. One scholarship I received was from the local Lions Club that gave one hundred dollars to one male student from the graduating senior class who needed financial support for continuing education. In the late sixties, this was a lot of money because annual tuition at Dickinson would have been around $3,500. I was invited to attend a Lions Club luncheon to receive their award and was asked to bring my father.

			After lunch, the Lions Club president rose and said, “We want to give this award to Vincent Paterson because…” I stood up, graciously accepted the check, thanking the club members as I explained how this would really help because I needed the financial assistance. Just as I took my seat…Ding, ding, ding, ding, ding.

			My father stood up, clinking his glass with his spoon. All eyes turned to him. “Hello, gentlemen. I’m Vincent Paterson Senior.” With a sweeping gesture, he pulled out his checkbook from inside his suit-jacket and announced with bravura, “Right here, right now, I am writing the Lions Club a one hundred dollar check so you can make some father next year as happy as you’ve made me.” There was confused applause. I sat still, my face burning with embarrassment.

			I attended Dickinson to become a trial lawyer, believing I could make excellent money winning every case with my theatrical prowess. And I might have, had I not joined the school’s acting company, the Mermaid Players. David Brubaker, the head of the theater department, cast me in plays during my freshman year, a year earlier than usually permitted—classical dramas, comedies, and Shakespeare. David was the first adult male in my life who was wise and showed me some attention. He was like a guiding parent, encouraging me to become an artist. “Mr. B” was the first professional to believe in me, and his generous love and support provided the initial steps for me to believe in myself.

			Early in my sophomore year, Marcel Marceau performed at Dickinson and I was exposed to mime. I began a friendship with Mr. Marceau, and we became artistic pen pals, his lengthy letters filled with doodles on both edges. I began to experiment with mime and movement and worked on a project inspired by Marceau. 

			David Brubaker offered, “Why don’t you think about putting together your own theater company? Use the theater when it’s available.” Wow. I assembled an eclectic twelve-member company who created pieces that were physical, political, intelligent, and edgy. We were straight-A students and hippies who loved exploring our creativity, often by using drugs. We would sometimes drop LSD and go into the theater late at night to create.

			One of our performances included constructing a glow-in-the-dark, oversized cat’s cradle and another concluded with rolling an imaginary, ten-foot-long marijuana joint, miming lighting it, and then each of us inhaling a monstrous hit. At the edge of the stage, we exhaled imaginary smoke toward the audience as the lights slowly faded to black.

			I directed an avant-garde version of the play Woyzeck, the tragic tale of a military barber who murders his beloved common-law wife, Marie, played by the stellar actress Frances Conroy. (Yes, that Frances Conroy…Six Feet Under, American Horror Story, etc.) I staged it in the concourse of the chemistry building with puppets and masks. I began to experiment with dance, dialogue, and song in my pieces while directing Jean Claude van Itallie’s The Serpent, which draws on iconic references from the Garden of Eden to the Kennedy assassination. On Good Friday, 1971, our company of actors gathered in front of the dining hall in tattered-looking Biblical costumes we had pulled from the wardrobe department. We had built a life-sized wooden cross and a crown of “thorns.” Just before noon, we began a procession through the campus, reenacting Christ’s last walk. With my hippie hair and blue eyes, who else to play Christ but me! We proceeded to a mid-campus grassy knoll where I was “nailed” to the cross and suspended in the middle of the green for three hours. Students passed by as the other actors stood at the bottom of the cross. At three in the afternoon, my fellow actors took me down, wrapped me in a sheet, and carried me away.

			By my junior year I had to select a major course of study. David Brubaker urged me to audition for NYU because Dickinson had no drama major. I auditioned and was accepted but wasn’t offered any financial help. Mr. B informed Dickinson that I was considering leaving, and I was not only awarded a generous scholarship to stay at Dickinson, but I was also invited to create the first theater major at the school, a Bachelor of Arts in Theater Arts and Dramatic Literature. That’s exactly what I did.

			My time at Dickinson was a boon to both my creativity and my discipline. I had no idea then how much it was preparing me for my future. All I knew was that I was thriving. I could have coined the phrase “side hustle” back then with my eclectic résumé of jobs. By the time I was twenty-two, I had been a babysitter, a door-to-door magazine sales boy, an ice cream dipper at the Dairy Queen, and a tour guide of historical Philadelphia. I had dressed in a full rubber suit and cleaned massive oil tanks in the summer heat at Sun Oil Refinery. I was a minimum wage earner in the ninety-degree, hundred-percent humidity fabric-drying room at the Robert Bruce sweater factory in Philadelphia. I was even once a waiter in an Italian restaurant wearing a cheap Liza Minnelli-style wig—because I had hair almost to my waist and was not about to cut it. At one point, I drove a hundred-passenger high school bus, was on the landscaping crew at Swarthmore College, and worked as a roofer.

			After graduating from college, I had the lead role in The Screens by Jean Genet at Society Hill Playhouse in Philadelphia. Though fair-haired and blue-eyed, I played Said, an Arab. (The Liza Minnelli wig came in handy!) When the play closed in January 1973, I decided I’d had enough of cold weather and called a high school friend, Karen Barner. 

			“Karen, I know you hate it here as much as I do. Why don’t we load up your car and drive until we find someplace warm?”

			We drove through the South, eventually stopping in Tucson, Arizona, where January’s eighty-degree heat and the mystery of the desert enticed me to stay. Karen moved on to Colorado. It was tough finding work in Tucson, even the 7-Eleven made you take a lie detector test to find out if you had ever smoked marijuana. As luck would have it, there was an opening as a ballroom dance instructor for beginner-level students at Arthur Murray Dance Studio. My early social dancing knowledge came in handy. I spent hours partnering sweet, wealthy, elderly ladies in need of companionship and glamour across the glossy dance floor. Those were hot afternoons of much too much face powder, perfume, and turquoise jewelry. One day, the Mormon couple who ran the studio called the instructors into the office.

			“We feel like you’re our family, and we want to share with you that the world’s about to end. We want to pay you in wheat, corn, and rice, rather than write you a check.” I declined the offer, telling them, “If the world’s about to end, I don’t want to be the only one on my block with the food!” I opted for a paycheck and promptly quit. 

			A girlfriend took me to my first dance concert in Tucson, and I was intrigued. I contacted one of the dancers and asked where I might take classes, thinking a little exercise would do me good. He recommended Stephanie Stiger’s Ballet Academy, which I passed every day on my way to work. Stephanie was a petite former ballerina in her mid-thirties. She had long blonde hair as thick as a horse’s mane, a muscular little body, and the tenacity of a pit bull.

			“Have you ever had class before? Well, I suggest you begin by taking beginning ballet barre with the ten- to fourteen-year-old girls.” I was twenty-three. I loved it. I approached those dance classes the only way I knew how, as an actor stepping into a character. I went to the library, checked out books on the famous Russian ballet dancers Vaslav Nijinsky and Rudolf Nureyev, and tried to “be” Nureyev in class. I wasn’t Vincent Paterson, I was Rudolf Nureyev performing in Les Sylphides or Don Quixote.

			My body in no way resembled a dancer or an athlete. I had been a theater mole for years. When I bent over, I could only touch my knees, my shoulders hunched hideously forward, and I had no stretch in second position when I sat on the floor. So, I walked everywhere with a broomstick behind my back and wedged under my arms to straighten my posture. I carried a phone book in my backpack so when I sat on the floor, the added height allowed gravity to assist in stretching my legs to a wider second position. I carried a plastic Pepsi bottle filled with sand that I would roll under my feet to develop a higher arch in my foot. It was a painful process to deconstruct and then reconstruct my body. But the flow of endorphins while dancing created a sense of euphoria I had only experienced while smoking pot. When dancing, I felt the power of my three-dimensional self moving through space. I was hooked.

			After six months, I ventured into a basic adult class in another studio taught by Patrick Frantz, a respected ballet instructor. After executing a few preliminary exercises at the barre, Mr. Frantz came over to me. “How old are you?” 

			“Twenty-four,” I replied, humble but proud of my progress.

			“Don’t come back to my class,” he continued. “You’re too old. You have no talent, and you’ll never do anything with dance. You’re wasting my time.” With my dance bag between my legs, I returned to Stephanie, who took me back with open arms.

			There were a plethora of small dance companies in Tucson at that time, and they were all hurting for male dancers. Because of my stage presence, several companies recruited me to join them for an inconsequential salary and free classes. I danced with a company called City Dance Theater where I created my first piece of choreography to Elvis Presley’s “Blue Suede Shoes.” I immediately liked this choreography thing. 

			A friend had an early version of a videotape recorder and player. I recorded Michael Kidd’s choreography for “Dancing in the Dark” from the movie The Bandwagon with Fred Astaire and Cyd Charisse. In the garage, I set up the video deck and a small monitor and dissected Fred and Cyd’s beautiful pas de deux in the park. I discovered how one could choreograph to a string line or a flute, a saxophone or cello melody. I learned that it wasn’t obligatory to choreograph steps to just the drumbeat. My friend Olivia Rassenti and I spent hours in that garage, learning that dance. Years later, I would befriend Michael Kidd as well as have the privilege of escorting Ms. Charisse to a dinner at the Monaco Dance Forum, cheerfully relating this story to each of them.

			The Tucson Cultural Exchange Council invited Stephanie Stigers to be part of a company to tour five colonial cities in Mexico with an eleven-piece chamber orchestra. Stephanie choreographed a mini-ballet for Urvin Cox, herself, and me. In her ballet, inspired by Dante’s Inferno and titled “Francesca and Paolo,” a married man (Urvin) goes off to war and his wife (Stephanie) takes a lover (me). When the husband returns, he and the lover duel with swords and the lover is killed. The husband kills his wife, and the dead lovers are forced to spend eternity spinning in the wind that circles the earth.

			All went smoothly as we toured opera house after opera house in Mexico’s breathtaking colonial towns, until we made our final stop in Guanajuato, a former silver-mining town known for its collection of mummies. The Teatro Juárez Opera House hinted at past days of glory but was now decrepit with broken wooden benches and a few exposed, hanging light bulbs over the stage. When we entered to block our dances, an old woman was throwing handfuls of bleach throughout the seating areas. The three of us looked at each other, “Well, we’re grateful we’re getting paid!”

			That night there was a full house, even the balconies were packed. The enthusiastic applause before the show boded well. Act One belonged to the chamber orchestra who performed atonal compositions by Webern and Varese. As the discordant music wore on, the audience’s enthusiasm morphed into heated mumblings, stomping feet, cries of “boo,” and finally shouts of “Gordo! Gordo!” directed at an overweight cellist. Pieces of overripe fruit and vegetables were hurled onto the stage. The musicians ran into the dressing room. “Oh, my God, they’re throwing fruit at us!” It didn’t look good for Act Two and the melodramatic lovers of Dante’s Inferno. I had to think fast. 

			Stephanie was a modest ballerina and our costumes covered up nearly all our skin. Only hands, necks, and faces were bare. “I have an idea,” I said. “Who has scissors?”

			“What are you going to do?” Stephanie asked nervously.

			“Trust me.” I grabbed the scissors and hacked off Stephanie’s long dress to above her knees and sliced slits up both sides of her dress to her hips. I chopped off her long sleeves as well as those on Urvin’s leotard. I cut his top into a deep V neckline to expose his strong pectorals. I clipped my long tunic to my waist and also cut off the sleeves. 

			“Take down your hair,” I yelled to Stephanie as I snipped my way through the dressing room. I stood back to observe my handiwork. “There,” I was sweating but content. “Now let’s give them a show!”

			When we stepped onstage there were a few remarks in Spanish. As we began to dance, they subsided. A hush fell over the audience. I knew they were engrossed in the narrative when they began to yell, “Puta! Puta!” (Whore! Whore!) as Stephanie and my character began to make dancing love once Urvin went off to war. When he returned and discovered his wife’s deceit, our duel began. The audience began to scream for blood. As I lay mortally wounded and breathing my last breath, the audience erupted in enthusiastic applause, whistles, and stomping. We were a hit.

			Back in Tucson, I continued to train and perform, while making short trips to Los Angeles (driving eight hours one way) to study with wonderful mentors there. Joe Tremaine was the reigning king of jazz dance classes, always packed with jubilant, sweaty bodies. Joe was all about fun energy, technique, and lots of head rolls.

			The teachers Bill and Jacqui Landrum eventually became my family. They were a unique couple. They came from a background of Vegas and European cabarets combined with early TV shows like Hollywood a Go-Go. They had exquisite bodies, and their energy was infectious. The Landrum style was a new synthesis of jazz, ballet, modern, funk, and Vegas—a genre now labeled “contemporary.” Class with them was a mind-blowing experience. Jacqui with her bee-stung lips and pouty bangs flawlessly demonstrated the movement we were to follow, while Bill properly aligned our bodies with his knowledgeable touch. Joe Tremaine and the Landrums were masters with whom I longed to study on a permanent basis. 

			By this time, I knew I had to make dance my profession, but I didn’t see how that was going to happen in Tucson. Also, I was in my first romantic relationship with a man and my life was pretty near perfect, so I couldn’t imagine leaving him. Richard Johnson was a few years older than I. He flew small commercial planes and traded in real estate. We had lived together for three years in Richard’s sprawling, ranch-style home in the Tucson desert. But in 1976, fate intervened when our paradise in the desert was shattered.

			I came home one night after a dance performance, and Richard wasn’t there. There was no message on the machine, no note. He just wasn’t there. This was unlike Richard. The night went on, and he didn’t show up. His absence made me nervous, and I couldn’t sleep. I first called his pager over and over, and then the police and nearby hospitals. Nothing. I frantically vacuumed the rugs—unknowingly sweeping up potential clues to what I later found out had been a home invasion. When daylight broke, I began weeding the cactus garden. While on my knees, a cold chill passed through my body, and I looked up. Richard was standing in front of me in his jeans, Frye boots, and white T-shirt.

			“Richard,” I whispered.

			He replied, “Honey, I’m dead.” 

			And then he vanished.

			Immediately, the phone rang and I ran inside the house. It was a call from a friend’s father, “Vincent, please, sit down. I just came over to my son’s house. Burglars broke in while Richard was here feeding the horses. They tied him to a chair and strangled him. I’m sorry, Vincent, he’s gone. I’m going to call the police.”

			Richard was twenty-nine. I was twenty-six. It was one of the darkest moments of my life. I was taken to the police station and questioned as a possible suspect. When the police realized that I was innocent, and devastated, I was released.

			The police thought the killers had brought Richard from his friend’s house to our home to rob it, then took him back to his friend’s house to kill him. In the weeks following, my nights would be broken with 3:00 a.m. calls that hung up when I picked up the receiver. I began sleeping with a rifle under the bed. Our home wasn’t safe anymore. I couldn’t live alone in the dark, mysterious desert fearing for my safety. I was now seriously considering a move to Hollywood where I could hopefully become a professional dancer, but I only had fifty-four dollars to my name.

			My friend Olivia took me to a small psychic church in the desert. During the service, the clairvoyant minister stood behind the pulpit and gave readings to members of the congregation. Olivia and I were sitting in the back row holding hands. Suddenly a jolt surged through my body to the tips of my fingers. Olivia felt it and looked at me. At that precise moment, the minister focused on me. “I have something for the young man in the back row. You are surrounded by a being, newly spirited. He wants you to know you will be fine. You have an incredible amount of positive energy around you. You are going to move to one of the coasts, and you will struggle very hard for about nine months. Then your career will begin to take off.”

			I began having dreams in which Richard showed me his three murderers—a blonde woman and two dark-haired men. I phoned the police and gave them descriptions of the three people I had seen in my dreams. They invited me to convene with a psychic whom they had brought in from the Midwest to help them solve the case.

			The psychic was a slightly heavy woman in her mid-forties with red hair and bright blue eyes. When we met, she told me she had a message for an animal, not a person. I told her Richard jokingly called me “Cat-Boy” because I was constantly stretching in our home. Immediately, she let me know that Richard had left no written will but was telling her that he had left something for me to find in our home “in or around something large and rectangular.” 

			When I got home, I was frantic. I took the back panel off the TV set that Richard had built from scratch. Nothing. Then I pulled the new refrigerator away from the wall in the kitchen. Nothing. I sat, perplexed, on the living room couch. I meditated to calm myself down. When I finished, I felt a need to walk down the hallway. There were four bedrooms. I’d enter a bedroom, and it would either feel warm or cold. The first three bedrooms felt cold. I opened the final bedroom. Warm. I felt the warmth pulling me toward a large box I had cut in half and filled with old clothes and books to be given away. I moved to it. It felt more than warm; it felt hot. I began to take objects out of the box and my hands actually felt a burning sensation when I picked up Richard’s pilot log. I thumbed through the book and out fell some money—two $1,000 bills and two $1 bills. Now, I could move to Los Angeles.

			In the middle of January 1977, I packed all I owned into one duffle bag and left Arizona in my beige VW, a gift from Richard for my twenty-sixth birthday. Richard’s friend Roy White invited me to stay with him in a tiny apartment in the middle of Hollywood. Roy was a Vietnam vet, a larger-than-life, screaming queen with the blackest skin I had ever seen and the most golden heart I could ever imagine. He shared a one-bedroom apartment with a girl who worked as an escort and her two French poodles. I can never repay their generosity. I was homeless. They gave me a corner of the bedroom floor for nine months and never asked for rent. 

			I had my car, duffle bag, sleeping bag, the money from Richard, and a hell of a lot of determination. I vowed to myself that if I couldn’t make my living as a dancer, I would quit. I would not become someone who called himself a dancer but was really a waiter. So, I took classes, sometimes dancing for ten hours a day, six days a week. I auditioned for every possible gig I heard about—fast food and beer commercials for Mexico and Japan, as a back-up dancer for Mitzi Gaynor, for a role in the chorus in summer stock theaters, for industrial shows to demonstrate new products, even for a few suspicious modeling gigs. 

			I don’t remember the show I was auditioning for, but I remember the time I embarrassed myself in front of Bob Fosse, not with my dancing but with my singing. I was a newbie. No one told me an audition to dance in a Broadway show for Fosse included a singing audition. I made the final cut of dancers but began to sweat bullets as the other guys pulled sheet music out of their dance bags. The remaining male candidates performed songs from famous musicals. I was totally lost. When my turn arrived, I asked the pianist if he knew “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.” 

			“What key?” 

			“Uhhh…any key,” I stalled. “You just try something, and I’ll see if I can hit it.” He began in a very low key, and I started singing in a tone that sounded like a bad imitation of Paul Robeson’s “Ol’ Man River.” As the pianist crept up the scale, taking the keys higher and higher, I was possessed by the spirit of Lucille Ball in one of her auditions for her husband Ricky’s Copacabana with my face all crinkled and my voice screeching like a dying chicken. “He just keeps rollin’ along!” I have no recollection of how I got out of the room, but I do recall the looks on some faces that I hoped I would never see again in my life.

			For months I continued to audition but got nothing. Thirty-five dollars was all that remained of the $2,002 that Richard had left for me. I hadn’t eaten in two days and a friend offered to take me to Cafe Figaro for lunch. While eating, a sign on the wall kept staring at me: WAITERS WANTED.

			After telling the cashier I had serving experience, I was asked to return after 5:00 p.m. to meet the manager. I decided to take my last dance class with the Landrums at Coronet Studios on La Cienega Boulevard. At the studio, I began the warm-up with a heavy heart. I savored every exercise as if it were my last meal. Halfway through class, the studio owner stuck his head in the room, “Is there a Vincent Paterson in here? You have a phone call.” My heart stopped. I imagined something must have happened to someone in my family. I hurried to the phone. 

			“Hello, this is Vincent Paterson.”

			“Hey, this is Joe Bennett. I’m choreographing a TV special, and I need one more guy. The choreographer Lester Wilson gave me your name. Can I come over and watch you in class?”

			“Please, Joe. That would be incredible. Thanks so much.” Joe came and, after watching for about fifteen minutes, called me out of the room and gave me my first job dancing as a clown alongside Dick Van Dyke. I even got my photo in TV Guide! Though there weren’t a lot of dance jobs to be had, I slowly began to make a living doing what I loved. 

			My first touring dance gig was in 1978 as one of four dancers to perform with Shirley MacLaine. Months on the road with Shirley enabled me to finally afford my own apartment. At twenty-eight, I had some money in my pocket for the first time in my life, and it felt good. Working in LA, I became close friends with Michael Peters, having danced together in numerous gigs. Michael taught classes at Roland Dupree Dance Academy on Third Street, and I began assisting him. Michael wanted to experiment with choreography.

			“Michael, I have some money from Shirley’s tour,” I said. “Why don’t I rent some space here late at night? Let’s each pick four dancers, and you can work out choreography.” 

			Thus began an insane season of Michael Peters working our group of dancers to the bone as we followed his stunning choreography at the speed of light, sometimes moving from the floor to midair in a single breath. We would come out of those sessions beaten, bruised, and euphoric. Through these late-night madness sessions, Michael Peters began to find his voice as a choreographer, and we solidified our place as some of the hottest dancers in LA.

			Around this same time, Michael Jackson was embarking on his solo career, having been the front man of The Jackson 5 since he was five years old. His solo music video, “Billie Jean,” had great success. Bob Giraldi, who directed the commercial for the Broadway show Dreamgirls, was hired to direct Michael Jackson’s second musical short film, “Beat It.” (Mike never referred to his cinematic creations as “music videos,” he always called them “short films.”)

			Michael Peters had co-choreographed Dreamgirls, which led to Bob hiring him to choreograph “Beat It.” Peters met with Bob and Michael Jackson, then came by to tell me his sensational news. He was on cloud nine. 

			“It’s going to be about gangs. Michael told Bob he wants LA’s rival gangs, the Crips and the Bloods, to be in it,” Peters came at me a mile a minute. “Michael Jackson wants this to be like a short film. I want you in it, Lenny.” (He always called me Lenny.) “But Michael Jackson wants to OK the dancers, so you’ll have to audition. He’ll love you, doll.” 

			I had to get this gig. The audition was held at Debbie Reynolds Dance Studio in North Hollywood. There were approximately 250 dancers auditioning for about eighteen parts. Knowing the video was about rival gangs, instead of wearing dancer drag to the audition, I wore jeans, a tight T-shirt, and an earring. I grew my beard for a few days so I had some stubble. All of the other dancers were wearing the typical audition uniform of a tank top, stretch jazz pants, leg warmers, and black jazz shoes. In my day-to-day life, I looked like an All-American college student—athletic, cultured, clean-cut—the day I auditioned, I could pass as a punk off the street.

			When we entered the room, Michael Jackson was in the front of the studio speaking quietly with Michael Peters and Giraldi. He was unassuming in his street clothes, thin and bashful. He kept watching me. I was certainly conspicuous enough. Peters proceeded to give the audition combination, and I was able to throw back his choreography almost as fast as he presented it. I danced my ass off with technique amplified by a street attitude, and I could sense Michael Jackson’s eyes on me throughout the audition. No one was immediately chosen, and we all left the studio. 

			A few hours later, Michael Peters called me. He clearly had news but wouldn’t reveal it over the phone. I rushed to his apartment. He was sitting in his kitchen with a smirky grin on his face. “Well?” I asked, slightly terrified. “Well? Just tell me!”

			“Well, doll, you worked it, baby,” Michael Peters grinned even more. “You got the gig! And I’m going to be in the video, too, uh-huh, and you and I are going to be rival gang leaders!”

			We jumped around the apartment screaming like six-year-olds. It was the beginning of my journey with Michael Jackson.

		

	
		
			2.

			The Boy Most Like Jesus Comes to Hollywood

			My father was a nonpracticing Catholic and my mother was a nonpracticing Methodist. In the fifties, the Catholic Church made the non-Catholic spouse sign a contract that the children would be raised Catholic, so my siblings and I attended elementary school at Our Lady of Charity. When I achieved the highest grade point average at the end of the school year, I received a plaster statue of the Virgin Mary of Christ exposing his Sacred Heart. By the age of fourteen, the nuns didn’t care for me because I constantly challenged the tenets of Catholicism. 

			“Yes, Vincent, what is it now?”

			“Sister, why would God let a baby stay in Purgatory forever rather than go to Heaven if it died before it was baptized? That seems like a cruel God.” 

			“Paterson, come up here and hold out your hand.” Smack with the ruler! 

			But the nuns were helpless when my male classmates voted me “The Sacred Heart Boy” for the eighth grade May Procession. This role traditionally belonged to the boy who was “most like Jesus.” I was thin, had slicked-back, gelled hair, and a single flirty curl down the center of my forehead. Along with the mandatory long-sleeved, white shirt and green tie with the gold OLC logo, I wore pointed-toe, black suede, Cuban-heeled shoes and skin-tight pants.

			What began as an innocent act of rebellion evolved into my first taste of celebrity. I became the boy most like Jesus, taking on my role with the fervor of Daniel Day-Lewis. I wore rope belts under my shirt to chafe my skin. I made collections for the poor children in Africa. When May Procession day finally came, I reverently walked in the long line of young students from the school to the church flanked by two first graders. Rather than recite the traditional prayer in front of the congregation, I wrote and orated my own prayer:

			Oh, Sacred Heart of Jesus,

			We place our trust in Thee

			And pray that in thy loving arms,

			We may always be.

			Take our souls, our pliant minds

			Our hearts with which we share

			The love we feel for you, dear Lord

			Please, hold us in thy care.

			I had one disappointment that day because my own silent request to God wasn’t answered. I had spent weeks begging Him to actually levitate me just a few inches above the church pew kneeler at that Sunday event. “Just a few inches,” I had prayed. But kneeling at the altar, in front of the entire school, nothing happened. Nothing. After all the work I had put into fulfilling my role, it didn’t seem like that big a request.

			All joking aside, I always took acting roles seriously and the savior of mankind was no different. I think I was intrigued by the idea of anyone being so fundamentally good without the prospect of gaining anything in return. Someone who possessed fortitude, had a gentle voice, a magnanimous heart.

			What I came to learn was that Michael Jackson had many of these characteristics. He was compassionate toward children, the needy, and the sick. I never heard him raise his voice in anger or speak ill of someone behind his or her back. He never bemoaned someone else’s capabilities, their creativity, or lack thereof. In fact, he was always supportive of other artists. I found this rare in most celebrities, especially the musical ones.

			The beginning of Mike’s solo career was the perfect time for me to be introduced to the future King of Pop. Being in the right place at the right time—there’s a lot to that old cliché. But I would also say that, because of Michael Peters and all the creative work I’d done leading up to that audition…I was also prepared.

			Beat It

			“Beat It” was the beginning of my nearly two-decade creative relationship with Mike. It was the dawn of MTV, and pop musicians suddenly had a platform to present their music with visuals. And here I was in the middle of it all and with a featured role.

			Rehearsals for “Beat It” took place at the Debbie Reynolds Dance Studio. Michael Peters, with Frances Morgan and me as his two assistant choreographers, worked for one day as Peters created the one dance sequence in “Beat It” when Mike unites both gangs in a sensual but masculine peace dance.

			The next day, Mike joined us. He had been successful as the front man of The Jackson 5 since he was a kid, but he entered the rehearsal space without a shred of pretentious attitude. He complimented Peters on the choreography, and I was surprised how self-conscious he was as the four of us began to dance together. We three were used to laughing a lot in rehearsals and that loosened Mike up quickly.

			Mike didn’t say much, but after getting a good sense of the choreography Peters had created, he said, “I think I want to create my own moves for the rest of the song. For all the parts that I dance by myself.” That was how Mike’s collaboration began with Peters and how it would eventually continue with me.

			The next day, Peters, Francis, and I worked with the seventeen other male dancers. We were excited for Mike’s arrival at the studio, and the energy level rose dramatically when he joined us. He must have gone home after the rehearsal the day before and practiced nonstop because he danced every step perfectly. And when he began to move with the group, it was as though he was possessed by an alien energy that transformed him from a demure, gentle man to lightning in a bottle—harnessed, yet inexplicably powerful. 

			I will always remember that first feeling of dancing next to Michael Jackson in the rehearsal room when he let himself go. It felt like actual sparks were emanating from his body.

			In early March 1983, we filmed “Beat It” over the course of two nights in downtown Los Angeles near Skid Row. Among the two gangs of dancers were real live members of LA’s famous rival gangs, the Crips and the Bloods. Mike had little interaction with them on set but knew adding them to the mix would make the short film feel gritty and authentic. It was interesting to see the gang members interacting on set when in real life they were mortal enemies. As the clock ticked into the night, the gang members—unaccustomed to a lengthy shooting schedule—became restless. They thought they’d just show up, be in the video quickly, have a meal and a paycheck, and call it a day. They didn’t realize that the same action would have to be repeated again and again until director Bob Giraldi decided he had the shot he needed. There was concern that the gang members might walk away before the shoot had completed, but it didn’t happen. 

			During the two-night shoot when the cameras weren’t rolling, Mike and I would hang together. At one point, we stood on the sidewalk next to one of the taller buildings along the street. Mike was wearing his red jacket from the video, and I saw something dripping onto his shoulder.

			“Mike,” I said. “What’s this? Something’s dripping on you.” I touched it. “Oh, my God, I think it’s blood.” We looked up and saw a man crawling out of a window high above and onto the fire escape. He disappeared inside another window, leaving a trail of blood on Mike’s jacket. Though shooting a fantasy about violence, we were really in the middle of one of the roughest parts of LA.

			This was the first music video most of us had ever created, and it felt like making a feature film. I got to dance beside Michael Jackson and I got to act, as most of my scenes were acting moments until the dance section at the end. Though there are only a few bars of repeated movement in the video, those steps that Michael Peters created have since been danced by millions around the world. My costume was nearly what I wore to the audition. Michael Peters wore baggy white pants and a white Kansai jacket. The red leather jacket Mike wore that night later became an international fashion statement. Michael Jackson was a natural in front of the camera. It was obvious from the first shots that he was extremely comfortable performing on film and that his energy could reach through the TV screen and touch an audience.

			“Beat It” first aired on MTV in late March 1983, just a few weeks after we shot it. Michael Peters had a party at his apartment in the Hollywood Hills, and we huddled around his TV where our usually boisterous crowd was silent until the last image faded from the screen. Then the room erupted with screams, laughter, hugs, and congratulations. The video received accolades from the American Music Awards, the Black Gold Awards, the Billboard Video Awards and, eventually, was inducted into the Music Video Producer’s Hall of Fame. Many of our lives changed after “Beat It” aired. None of us had any idea it would establish Michael Jackson as an international pop icon, but Mike’s star became a comet blazing through the stratosphere. Michael Peters became the most acclaimed choreographer in pop music. I was offered leading roles in videos with Diana Ross and Olivia Newton-John. It was astounding. 

			A few months after the video premiered, I was walking through the dusty streets of Cabo San Lucas when it was still a quiet pueblo. We passed a ramshackle bar and “Beat It” was on the TV. We walked in for a beer and the bartender and his family recognized me. They were shocked as they pointed from my face to the TV screen. I’ll never forget thinking, “Wow. If someone in a tiny Mexican town recognizes me, the world will never be the same for Michael Jackson.”

			—

			As a choreographer, Michael Peters was inspiring. He was wiry and thin, countered with a flamboyant, larger-than-life personality. We had a lot of laughs while creating. Peters could also be a taskmaster. He was among the last of an old-school lineage of choreographers who believed they were beyond reproach. You did whatever you were told or felt the sting of a verbal whip. His choreography constantly challenged your technique and energy. While inspiring dancers to attain new heights, he sometimes pushed dancers too far. I once had a confrontation with him while rehearsing at Moro-Landis Studio into the early hours of the morning. After dancing for hours with every ounce of energy in our bodies, he wanted us to do the number “full out” before we went home. I put my foot down. 

			“Michael, we’re tired, and we’re not going to dance it full out,” I said. “The lifts are dangerous and someone can get hurt. We’re too tired.” 

			“Don’t tell me what you’ll do or not do,” he snapped. “You’re going to dance it full out.”

			The dancers and I stood as a united front and went home. Safety over ego. To me, his hard-edged temperament was the only drawback to his otherwise incredible skill as a choreographer.

			Michael Peters also had a fantastically wry sense of humor. In 1984, I was his assistant in creating a complicated routine to “Maniac” for a group of sensational female dancers for the Academy Awards. He had the women running, turning, and jumping in four-inch platform heels. Throughout rehearsal, the dancers were complaining. 
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