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      These are dark stories.

      There is murder.

      There are uncomfortable and tense situations.

      But there is no sexual assault or rape. No animals are tortured or die.
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      Kelsey’s teeth glistened with Vaseline. “How do I look, Mommy?”

      “Don’t you talk now. I can’t have you smearing that lipstick. I think it’s my best yet.” Marcy beamed.

      Marcy had outdone herself; Kelsey’s face barely looked like a little girl’s. Her red-delicious lips were lined below for maximum plumpness, and Marcy had drawn small bumps above for a more doll-like appearance. The gel on her recently whitened teeth made her toothpaste commercial ready.

      Kelsey nodded. A perfectly placed curl shifted, and Marcy squealed. “Good God, Kelsey! What are you doing? Jesus, Mary, and Joseph! Do you see this?” she asked the room of other mothers judging their children. No one looked up. “It almost smudged your eyeshadow!”

      Unnatural blonde hair pinned atop Kelsey’s small skull supposedly gave her a headache, and she didn’t appreciate the silver smoky eye Marcy had created three hours ago. Kelsey was ungrateful. Still blinking furiously from the setting spray she claimed got into her eyes, Kelsey said she worried Marcy may lock her in a closet and buy a new child to decorate. She’d apparently heard some mothers did that.

      Marcy never had, though she could see why some women would say that. It was clearly effective.

      Marcy’s soothing came in the form of: “No, I’d just swap you for a better one.”

      “Curtains in five,” a man in all black with a clipboard called out.

      Marcy became a lioness on the prowl—strong, muscular (under the few extra pounds she’s put on since she and Kelsey have been traveling more), and oh so hungry. Her pupils dilated.

      “Okay. Do you remember everything, Kelsey?”

      Kelsey blinked once and put her hands on her hips. Silver press-on nails shone on top of her white cupcake dress. With yellowing walls and a collection of kid’s birthday party colored dresses behind her, she looked like a child bride. If only. Now, that would create so much buzz. Marcy’s mouth watered at the thought of the press, the magazine articles, the envy and hate, the money.

      “Let’s go over it again,” she said.

      Kelsey may be a beautiful girl, but she wasn’t all that smart. Well, she was book smart. But pageant smart? Not without a refresher now and again.

      Still, Kelsey could and usually did win. Her face alone was worth the big winner’s check.

      Kelsey’s nose scrunched, and Marcy popped her arm with a nearby tube of mascara. It was one of the other girls’ and a very shitty brand—one that clumped and flaked.

      Marcy smiled as she checked her lip gloss in the row of mirrors, knowing that at least one girl was bound to fail.

      She felt like a movie star—Marcy. Every once in a while, if Kelsey was doing well, she’d sneak back to play with the makeup palettes and rub the brushes on her aging skin. It had been three pageants since she’d felt secure enough in their place to do that.

      “Never stop thinking about happy things, because they’ll know if the smile is fake. Hands rest on your hips—never cling. And I don’t care about the blisters you’ve got, you still have to glide. Now, go! Have fun!” Marcy clapped her hands and pushed Kelsey on the ten layers of fabric covered her butt.

      The man came back. “Curtains!” Showtime!

      She had to come home with first place. She lost the previous pageant—pathetically coming in second place. Marcy had never cried so hard. It was the first Kelsey hadn’t won in nine pageants. Marcy felt as if she was losing herself when she heard Theresa’s name called for the winner. The world warped around her. She was in the bathroom when Kelsey found her.

      In her grief, Marcy forgot to ask her if Kelsey was okay.
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      When the lights blinded Kelsey, she focused her attention where she knew the judges were. The one in the center was a middle-aged male who smiled more the younger the girl was. Kelsey thought of a future where she could wear ugly sweatpants and eat cheesy puffs like girls on television, and her smile became genuine. She bet the judge thought the smile was for him. Mommy said that was a good thing.

      The announcer’s voice echoed in the microphone. “Next up, Kelsey!”

      Had the other five contestants really already gone?

      Kelsey hoped she didn’t lose her smile. Pain burned her feet as she strode down the catwalk to show off her absurd dress. At the end, she ripped her cheeks open for the judges. Kelsey felt like a clown as the judges marked things on their notepad.

      Once, an older girl told her the kinds of things they wrote down—gross things about budding breasts and small waists, nice smiles and sexy legs. She knew those weren’t okay.

      Banishing the thoughts, she told herself not to breathe. The pain going back was worse, and she could only smile if she held her breath.

      “Okay, two more girls, then we start the talent portion. Do you need a touch-up?” a woman matching the stage manager asked.

      Kelsey wanted to laugh. She walked down a runway—how could she need a touch-up? But before Kelsey could answer, she heard Mommy saying, “Yes! I think she could use more Vaseline.”

      The woman shook her head and whispered, “I’m sorry.”

      “You did fine,” Mommy said. Kelsey’s smile was perfect, but her walk showed a modicum of pain towards the end. The judges weren’t allowed to see that. “Since you haven’t nailed anything yet, you have to kill the talent portion. So whatever you do: Do Not Drop Anything.” Mommy squeezed Kelsey’s arm hard. Not too hard that the mark stayed for more than a moment, though. One time, and she learned her lesson. Judges don’t like wraps—even pretty silk ones. “Got it?”

      Kelsey nodded and took her place in the queue with a fresh Vaseline-enhanced smile. Standing made her back ache. But her smile hurt more. She watched the five girls go in front of her with increasing worry and jealousy. Theresa played the trumpet and somehow didn’t smear her lipstick. Lauren sang something in Italian. Still in her frilly dress, Heather did a gymnastics routine. Rachael did an interpretive dance. And Yasmine read poetry that brought the room to tears.

      Kelsey following that seemed unfair. Sometimes she thought she wasn’t cut out for the talent portion. With a tea set Mommy bought from Goodwill, she floated on stage. Unsteady on her heels, she placed the teapot on the edge of the stage. She winked at the audience, as commanded.

      Mommy’s choice of music started, and she began her set-up. After a moment of collectively held breath, a teacup spun on each of Kelsey’s pointer fingers. She had three stacked and balanced on her head. One hung from her right lace-socked foot, another was settled inside the crook of her left elbow, and another sat on her right knee.

      The applause roared. She was nailing it.

      Kelsey hated the next bit, though. It was by far the most stressful.

      First, she stopped spinning the one on her right finger, then her left. She stacked those cups on top of the three on her head. She collected the one from her knee next. Flicking her foot up, Kelsey added another to her head, already stretching her reach. The final cup from her left elbow was all she had left.

      Everything was going well. Mommy would be proud.

      She did it. Her arm stretched so far it made her shoulder burn, but the crowd loved it. Apparently, they thought she had talent.

      With the stack of eight securely sitting on her head, Kelsey was ready to collect the pile of cups and exit stage right.

      That’s when it came. The need to sneeze was small at first, ignorable.

      She reached for the bottom teacup. It took only a moment to grab the stack, place it on the ground, and curtsey. How fast could she leave?

      But Kelsey could no longer shove it aside. It hit her like a ton of bricks. She doubled over with the force of her sneeze. Snot dripped down her nose. The desire to wipe it with her hand was as strong as the sneeze itself.

      She was too embarrassed to look up. Staring at the stage wasn’t any better. Shattered porcelain bits were like the remnants of her pageant career—over before her 8th birthday.

      Instead of crying and running off stage, she stood tall, making no eye contact, and strode off stage as if the last ten-seconds weren’t abnormal or life changing. Of course, Mommy’s anger and disappointment awaited her just beyond the curtain.

      Mommy tried to contain her rage in front of other parents, as she snatched Kelsey’s wrist. “There aren’t words.”

      Kelsey glanced at Mommy’s fingers; they were so puffy, her rings cut into them.

      As Mommy tugged Kelsey towards the dressing room, Kelsey watched her feet. Every few steps, her ankle would bend to the right. No matter how many classes she took, Kelsey still couldn’t walk in the five-inch custom-made patent leather heels. Hopefully, she could perfect it for Mommy’s birthday in four months. That would be such a good present! Unless that sneeze kept her from ever being in a pageant again.

      Kelsey’s heart fluttered. She would not hope—no. She would not even think about that.

      Mommy pulled Kelsey through the open dressing room door. She shoved someone’s ballgown off of a chair and sat. Staring into a mirror, she began to sob.

      Kelsey would swear Mommy smeared her makeup with her fingers before she looked up again.

      “It’s all over.”

      Kelsey wanted to spit out the gummy saliva she couldn’t bring herself to swallow. She found a makeup box and gagged it into it. Mommy looked pleased.

      “Is it?” Kelsey asked.

      “Yes. You can’t place now, obviously.”

      “No. But there’s always next time, Mommy.” Kelsey patted Mommy’s soft arms. “There will always be a next time.”

      Mommy sighed. “Is there, Kelsey? Is there? You’re getting up there. Soon, you’ll be in a different division. And let’s face it, you aren’t filling out enough to compete with those girls. We had a few more in us, and now we’ll be remembered by this.”

      None of Kelsey’s friends—if you could call them that—were filling out either, so she felt just fine with what she had.

      “Mommy, let’s just try. I’m going out there to see this one through. Then, we just have five more. We are going to do them no matter what people say, okay? Summer will be over before you know it, and then we’ll be at the mercy of doctors’ notes.”

      Mommy smiled at that. She wiped away her blackmail tears, as Theresa’s older sister called them, and nodded.
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