[ Once Was Miss Amer;

In 1984, Vanessa Williams became Miss America. She would later
have to step down because of a nude photo scandal, but when she
was first crowned it was an amazing moment for black girls ev-
erywhere. Williams was the first black woman to wear the Miss
America crown in the pageant’s sixty-three-year history. I was not
the kind of gitl who cared much about pageants or being a beauty
queen, but watching Williams and her perfect cheekbones and
olittering teeth as she accepted the crown gave girls like me ideas.
That moment made us believe we to0 could be beautiful.

While Vanessa Williams offered black girls a new image of
who the All-American Gitl could be, the more traditional in}age
of the All- American Girl could be found in Sweet Valley, an idyl-
lic town in sunny Southern California th‘:re the lawns aI;?e lpfzs
fectly manicured. Everyone 1S fit and b‘eautlful ancilsuc.cezs ilslo.d )
is the case in most perfect places life in Sweet Va eztls :;ways :
There is a narrative arc t0 each day i :NEEk Zzizlie& ’The end-
‘.’aluable lesson to be Jearned from Bies ?[‘X}E) meek inherit. All
'Ngs, in Sweet Valley, are mostly happy: ©
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good things come to those who wait. There is nowhere in the
world like Sweet Valley. _
Elizabeth and Jessica Waketield are the sweethearts of Sweet
Valley. They are blond and thin and perfect even with all their
human flaws. The Wakeficld sisters are twins—twice the perfee-
tion. Elizabeth is the good twin, and Jessica is the more rebellious
twin. Jessica is a bad, bad girl, even thou gh in Sweet Valley, a bad
ad. The sisters wear matching lavalicre
d Fiat. Elizabeth and Jessica love
also rivals. Sisters

girl is never quite that b
necklaces, and they drive a re
each other and are best friends, but they are
d even when they are perfect.

Elizabeth is responsible and universally adored for her sweet-
e. She wants to be a journalist. She loves Todd
and popular basketball player. She
d is a cheerleader—smart and ath-

are complicate

ness and patienc
Wilkins, a tall, handsome,
works on the school paper an
letic, the perfect combination.

Jessica likes boys and partying. She is charming and enjoys
gossip, flirting, and shopping. She loves to borrow Elizabeth’s
clothes, and Elizabeth puts up with it because you cannot say
no to Jessica Wakefield. She’s a cheerleader too, and although
she comes off as a bit of an airhead, Jessica has depth and intelli

gence. She cometimes says unkind things, but that's because she
has a bit of a tempet. She’s all emotion. Jessica

is impulsive and
while Elizabeth

is the kind of girl who gives in to her impulses,
controls her urges, at least most of the time.
The Wakefield twins aren’t real; they are the main characters
of the Sweet Valley High series. I started reading the Sweet Valley
High books when I was eight or nine years old. I was cross-€¥¢
.nd wore thick bifocals. Other than my younger brother, [ was the
only black kid in school, so I was going to be noticed even though
I wanted very much to go unnoticed. T was shy and awkward a0
didn’t know how to fix myself. My hair was wild, sto0
earning me the inexplicable nicknames Hair, Beard, and Mus®
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even though 1 had neither a beard nor a mustache. My classmates
2ls0 called me Don King. I looked nothing like Don King. He’s a
man, for one. I -was told my parents “talked funny,” whic}; I later
realized was a reference to their thick Haitian accents. which I did
not hear until they were pointed out to me, and then su,ddenly those
sccents were all T heard. T read books while I walked to school. I
had the strangest laugh—somewhat halted and tentative—and a
bit of a bucktooth situation. I regularly wore overalls by choice and
didn’t really know any curse words, so that should give you a sense
of where I was on the social ladder—reaching for the bottom rung.
When I first started reading Sweet Valley High books, I wanted
eirls like the Wakefield twins to love me. I wanted the handsome
boys who chased girls like those Wakefield twins to love me. I
wanted the popular kids to pull me into the shelter of their golden
embrace and make me popular too. Popularity is contagious. Many
movies from the 1980s bear this theory out. I had hope, is what I'm
saying, though certainly that hope was fragile. '
There was one particular group of golden, popular kids at my
school. They're in every school, an interchangeable infestation of
good genes and big smiles and perfect hair and Guess or Girbaud
ieans. I don’t remember much about grade school, but I remem-
ber the first and last names of the popular kids. If I returned to
my childhood neighborhood, I could point out their houses and
other geographical points of interest. I watched the popular kids
all the time, trying to figure out how to breathe the air in their at-
Mosphere. They were so American and, therefore, exotic bec.ause
they had freedoms I did not. I was a different kind of Arr_lencar.l.
I.had conservative Haitian parents who wanted the best for their
kids but were also very wary of American perrniss.
irgnerican at school and Haitian at home. This requir
Tahﬁne.balance, and T am a clumsy person-
an y €re is nothing more desperate and unreq
Bpopular gir] nurtures for the cool kids.

iveness. 1 was
ed negotiat-

uited than the love
One day, the kids
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in the popular clique were teasing me, about what, [ 4, Not

member. I got angrier and angrier as they taunted me, not &
because they were teasing me but also because I was s painfy]
aware of the gaping distance between where we were and Whef:
I wanted us to be—walking through the mall, arm in arp, ,

sharing secrets at a slumber party, or gossiping about cute boys |
liked the mall. I had secrets. I liked cute boys.

That day, though, I needed to come up with a snappy retor
to show them they couldn’t push me around, to show them [ y;;
cool too, to stand my ground. I pointed my fingers at them like
Miss Celie laying a curse on Mister in The Color Purple, and |
shouted, “One day, just you wait and see. I'm going to become
Miss America.” That was my mother’s nickname for me, Miss
America. I'm her beloved firstborn, her first child born in these
United States. I loved my nickname. Those popular kids laughed
and laughed. For the rest of that year and into the next, they
teased me mercilessly about being Miss America, asking how
my campaign was going, making comments about sashes and
crowns, prancing around in front of me doing the Miss America
wave. They incorporated props. Those kids made it clear I didn®
have a shot in hell at the crown, but I'm stubborn and Vaness3
Williams had won Miss America so I began to sincerely believe ]
was going to become Miss America. I reminded my classmates of
my belief regularly, which only fueled their petty torments. I have
no idea where I was going with that strategy.

The Sweet Valley High books were extremely popular whe? I
was young, and most girls immediately identified as an Elizabﬁ‘[h
or a Jessica. Most of the people who knew me would assum®
was an Elizabeth, minus her popularity, but I wasn’t. In my h-e:a
and in my heart, I was a bad girl: misunderstood and interest! &
I was a Jessica—a girl who was confident and sexy and sma h?
girl everyone wanted to be around. I was the future Miss Amer”
ica, ordained by my mother and Vanessa Williams.

Only
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[ always knew there was someth;
' . Ng unn
valley. I did not care. T still don, |
one lives in a perfect suburb with p'erf:’as W
Jives. [ had been to Haiti, seen incompr:}:? .
own eyes, so 1 knew my relatively good f;“slblc poverty with my
of birth. I knew there is rarely such a thini ['Ut‘lc \}Tas an accident
understood that the Sweet Valley High b':oil: a | appy ending, [
Jlistic, narrow ideal of beauty (blond, white st}::;?)u:sz a:}:funre-
E[(?}\)’«’ﬂ Whesf;:e: }; Ci)gz 1001(; gnd acts the same,is not to bett:ltstaer:i
e one en o -
wwins’ older brother) dated i:grtr:({?illtl:y (}Sﬁeven Wakerfdd’ the
y, that relationship lasted
for only one book (#94) because the couple decided, in the end,
that they were too different. T also knew that verdict was suspect.
Like many writers, I lived inside of books as a child. Inside
books I could get away from the impossible things I had to deal
with. When I read I was never lonely or tormented or scared.
I read everything I could get my hands on, and my parents in-
dulged and encouraged me. They were strict about things like
television and grades, but they never censored my reading ma-
terial or questioned my love of Sweet Valley. We moved around
a lot for my father’s job, but Sweet Valley never moved and the
people never changed. The kids in Sweet Vall'e)’ were a constant,
and in a small, poignant way, they were 1y f“e;]ds'" ocher kids
I waited for new Sweet Valley High books the WaY

waited for new comics or movie releases. Each Ufe-r:i :ﬁ?ﬁg
took me to the mall, I went straight tO Wald(.:nboo Sajcring \\'hll‘t
scanned the shelves in the Young Adult -Secmn’]:ivmet 110 next.
the twins and their friends and enen?lcs wo:f etﬁ[ions, I coul

When the series began churning out thick suP

collection
have died and gone to Sweet Valley he.a ) .
of Sweet Valley High books &

1(JU51y, keeping the boOkS in pel‘ k
“Metimes my brothers would sn€?

atural about Sweet
ell aware not every-
arents leading perfect
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the books. Minor skirmishes would erupt between us that of,
ended with me doing something like burying their favorite toys
in the backyard. I was quite serious about my Sweet Valley High

books.

Nostalgia is powerful. It is natural, human, to long for the
past, particularly when we can remember our histories as better
than they were. Life happens faster than I can comprehend, |
am nearly forty, but my love of Sweet Valley remains strong and
immediate. When I read the books now, I know I'm reading gar-
bage, but I remember what it was like to spend my afternoons
in Sweet Valley, hanging out with the Wakefield twins and Enid
Rollins and Lila Fowler and Bruce Patman and Todd Wilkins
and Winston Egbert. The nostalgia I feel for these books and
these people makes my chest ache.

When I learned Francine Pascal was releasing Sweet Valley
Confidential, an update to the Sweet Valley High series, set ten
years into the future, I basically lost my shit and began obsessing
about what was going down in Sweet Valley. I began marking the
days until the book’s release.

At 2:30 in the morning, on the day of its release, Sweet Valley
Confidential downloaded to my Kindle, I spent the next three
hours reading. There wasn’t a page I turned, electronically speak-
ing, where I didn’t think Gérrrrrrrerl, laugh aloud, or muttef
“Mmmm.” Reading this book was a vocal and emotional expet!’
ence. I went to work, and when I got home, I read Sweet Valley
Confidential again. The book was, as you might imagine, terrible,
an insult to the memory of the original Sweet Valley High series:
As I read, I kept thinking, They could have called me. I wO” k
cheap. “They,” of course, have no idea who I am, but still, it hurt
to know how many fans of Sweet Valley are out there, fans who
could have written this book in the manner it deserved.

Sweet Valley Confidential makes you understand why so ma®y
people are lamenting the death of publishing. The book is bewil
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I/
; a fundamental level Titine
dermg.“Oﬂ lling” comes ¢ tt}:le WTIting is extremely bad. The
s a O =1 " = =
world “app g 'tg hysicall Jnd. The narrative structure is so
‘ SICE < ! 3 &
deeply ﬂth‘: it piysically pained me, The story jumps from the
present told in third person past tense to the past 1

: old in first person
present tense. Sometimes the narrator Changcs from one twin to the

next, and then Othf?l” times the narrator is another, lesser character.
I have spent more time than I care to admit trying to make sense of
these authorial choices. Every so often, some sort of Web 2.0, social
media reference is dropped into the narrative as if Pascal is saying,
“Look, I'm still relevant! Tawitter! Facebook! Oh my!”

The twins and their friends are all a decade older, but there is
little evidence of any emotional maturity. You would expect that
the twins, as women in their late twenties, would have sex lives,
but most of the sex in the book is strangely antiseptic, eroticism
from another room, as if the audience is still tween and teen girls.
When you do see a bit of Elizabeth’s or Jessica’s sexual personas,
it's written so you can only cringe. Many of the petty grievances
from high school linger, and most of the characters come off as
the very worst people in the world. The whole enterprise has the
feel of caricature. The twins have been written in such a way that
makes you think Pascal (who created the series but didn't write
any of the original books) has no idea who the Wakefield t\\'ir?s
are. Elizabeth and Jessica display behaviors so unchum‘ctcrisnc
that the simplest explanation is that Elizabeth and Jessica have
both been lobotomized. I don’t want to give too much away, but
throughout the novel, we're supposed to fcel sorry for El_lZ‘.’fl‘L“[h.
However, she is portrayed as such a self-indulgent, Sclt-plf’_f'l‘ng‘:
%0p of a woman you start to feel like she deserves her n}.m ry.
Jessica, on the other hand, were supposed to hu‘tc. but she's prf\-
tssionally successful and in a loving relationship and has a per-
“onality. She seems rational and interesting

¢ Makes mistakes but in a really human, end

're S wed 1o hate
" find yourself rooting for the person YOU'e supposed K
[e)

and as vibrant as ever.

caring way. When
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because of the overall plot of the novel, the narrative has take,
drastically wrong turn. (For the record, TEAM JESSICA 4 EVA)
One thing remains gloriously the same, though: the gratuitgy
descriptions of Elizabeth and Jessica’s beauty.
In Sweet Valley High 1: Double Love, the twins are describeg
thusly:

With their shoulder-length blond hair, blue-green eyes, and perfect
California tans, Elizabeth and Jessica were exact duplicates of one an-
other, down to the tiny dimples in their left cheeks when they smiled.
Each wore a gold lavaliere around ber neck—rmatching presents from
their parents on their sixteenth birthday last June.

Twenty-eight years later, in Swee? Valley Confidential, the twins

look much the same, though their description has aged finely, like
wine:

Like the twins of that poem, Elizabeth and Jessica Wakefield appeared
interchangeable, if you considered only their faces.

And what faces they were.

Gorgeous. Absolutely amazing. The kind you couldn’t stop looking
at. Their eyes were shades of aqua that danced in the light like shards
of precious stones, oval and fringed with thick, light brown lashes
long enough to cast a shadow on their cheeks. Their silky blond batr,
the cascading kind, fell just below their shoulders. And to complete
the perfection, their rosy lips looked as if they were penciled on. There

wasn't a thing wrong with their figures, either. It was as if billions of
possibilities all fell together perfectly.
Twice.

When I first read the passage from Sweet Valley Corf_ﬁdffiff“,’ I

woke someone up with my laughter. I literally applauded becaus®
I was so thrilled by the exquisite badness.
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To be fta;‘,i (;9 I:f;; :ﬁzlfey Cfonﬁdentzal Ct.)uld tever have satishied

the expec : ose of us who fell in love with he origi
et Valley High series. Lik i o s atiga

Swe . _ & s e I said, nostalgia is powerful and
that power builds with time; it often reshapes our memories. It
not that the original Sweet Valley High books were theogzs;k z;
great literature, but that to some preteen and teenage girls, the
books were the most familiar and resonant expressio;lgs off our
angst and our fondest wishes for ourselves, the girls we wanted to
become. There is a young girl-heart still throbbing in many of us.
Those of us who read Sweet Valley Confidential were looking to
recapture some of the Sweet Valley magic from our youth.

Despite the book’s flaws, the magic was very much there for me.
I easily embraced the drama, the absurdity, the wild implausibili-
ties. You would not believe what’s going down in Sweet Valley and
who has ended up with whom, but let me tell you, it’s all a delicious
scandal. Someone’s gay! Someone betrayed her sister. Someone’s
living in New York City. Someone got married to a wealthy but
controlling man and lived in Europe until she escaped. Someone is

engaged to be married and everyone’s talking. A guy we all thought

was a prince of a man is really just a man. Someone has turned into

a real bitch. Someone uses baking to sublimate her sorrow. Some-
one had cancer. Someone became a real asshole. Someone hasn't
changed one little bit. Someone got filthy rich. Someone got filthier
rich. Someone died. Someone loves someone else in a tragic, un-
requited way. Amidst all the drama, some things %n Sweet Vall_ey
don’t change. There are many happy endings. As mindless, escapist
entertainment, Sweet Valley Confidential delivers.

iss America. T know that now. Va-

, do so much.
Nessa Williams and her glittering teeth FOUId Onlylife In one of
Nonetheless, T continue to have a very actit® fant{ﬁin ar; Oscar for
My more elaborate, embarrassing flights of fancy;

I'was never going to become M
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writing the Best Adapted Screenplay based on my bestsc]ling Nowy
which has graced the New York Times bestseller list for at least fif,
seven weeks. At the Oscar ceremony [ am wearing something ﬂa\;.:
less by a designer with a long, exotic name. My hair and face 4
beat. I don't trip when I walk up the stairs in my Louboutipg o
accept my honor. My date is my husband, who is the mMost hap.
some, famous movie star in the world. He is madly, uxoriously iy
love with me, and he beams as I stare into the audience, e will
MOVig,
That’s how we met. In my acceptance speech, T thank my parens
and my agents and my famous movie-star husband and my friends,
I thank Francine Pascal for creating the land of Sweet Valley and
Vanessa Williams for teaching me I could be beautiful, Then 1 call
out the names of the golden, popular kids who never loved me. |
raise my Oscar over my head with one hand, and I point my fingers
at a camera with the other, once again like Miss Celie laying a curse
on Mister. I say, “I once told you I was going to become Miss Amer-
ica. This isn't the Miss America crown, but it’s pretty damn close”
As a black girl, as a Haitian girl, I was not supposed to see
myself in the Sweet Valley High books, but I did. Perhaps it was
because I too lived in the suburbs, perhaps it was because I was
looking for the way toward a perfect life and becoming Miss
America, but I felt the Sweet Valley stories deeply. I read and
reread the books countless times. The drama, recycled plots, and
ludicrous circumstances spoke to me profoundly. This may also
explain why in high school I become utterly devoted to Beverly
Hills 90210, which took the Sweet Valley High formula and -t']t"
vated it to high art. Sweer Valley Confidential reminded me of my
most awkward years and the silly promise I made to a sillv group
of kids. The book reminded me of the solace, escape, and quict

win Best Actor later in the evening because he starred in my

. &) » & - Y L ‘%'
joy I found in Sweet Valley. Some experiences are unis c.r:n!lll-
el i . " ’ ' o Valley.
girl is a girl whether she lives in West Omaha or Sweet Vallel
Books are often far more than just books.



