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Chapter 1: The Pagent Circuit






Violet was three years old when Anne saw the advertisement.

"Little Miss Heartland Pageant—Ages 3-6—Cash Prizes and Trophies!"

Anne stared at the flyer on the community center bulletin board. She had brought Violet for a pediatric evaluation, another visit to a specialist who would only confirm what they already knew. Each time she went she hoped they would have an answer but they never did. Today would just be another one of those unanswered prayers. 

"Pretty girls," Violet said, pointing at the photographs on the flyer. Little girls in sparkly dresses, tiaras on their heads, bright smiles that looked almost real. It looked like something she might be interested in but she wasn't sure. 

"Yes, baby. They're very pretty."

"I'm pretty." Violet was such an incredibly advanced child for her age and she already had unbelievable expectations for herself. She had no qualms in expressing what she wanted. 

It wasn't a question. Violet stated it as fact, the same way she might say the sky was blue.

And she was right. At three, Violet already had the kind of beauty that made strangers stop and stare. Her blonde hair fell in perfect waves. Her blue eyes were large, framed by thick lashes. Her features were delicate, symmetrical, almost unreal. She was the embodiment of the perfect, beautiful child. 

"You are pretty," Anne agreed. She'd learned not to contradict Violet on anything. The tantrums that followed weren't worth it.

That night, Anne showed Tom the flyer.

"Absolutely not," he said immediately.

"Hear me out." Anne sat across from him at the kitchen table. Violet was in bed, hopefully sleeping this time. "We need money. The lawsuit could take years. The therapy bills are too much. And Violet, Tom, she needs structure. Rules. Something to focus her energy on."

"You want to put our psychopathic daughter in a beauty pageant?"

"I want to give her something she's good at. Something that might make her happy."

"Violet doesn't feel happy. Dr. Fisher said…"

"I know what Dr. Fisher said. But maybe if we channel her need for attention, for winning, into something productive, it could help."

"Or maybe we'll just be unleashing her on a bunch of innocent little girls."

Anne flinched but kept going. "The prize for first place is two thousand dollars. We need that money."

Tom rubbed his face. "Anne, this is a bad idea."

"Everything about Violet feels like a bad idea. But she's here. She's ours. We have to try something." Anne was pleading and she knew it but she had to grab at any straws that came her way.

Tom looked at her for a long moment. "You really think this could help?"

"I think it can't hurt." 

She was wrong about that.

The Little Miss Heartland Pageant took place at the Cedar Falls Community Center six weeks later. Anne had spent a small fortune on Violet's outfit: a white dress with pink flowers, white shoes, and a headband with a bow.

Violet stood still while Anne curled her hair, applied a tiny bit of makeup. Most three-year-olds would fidget, complain, run away.

Not Violet. She stood there like any professional model would and allowed herself to be prepared for the pageant.

She watched herself in the mirror with intense focus, studying every detail of her transformation.

"You look like a princess," Anne said, trying to sound encouraging.

"I look perfect," Violet corrected.

The community center was chaotic. Little girls were everywhere, and mothers rushed to touch up makeup and fix hair and make sure the tooth "flippers" were perfectly in place. The noise was overwhelming: children crying, mothers snapping, and music blaring from the stage.

Anne checked Violet in, getting her assigned number. Contestant 27.

"First time?" another mother asked. She held a tiny girl with enormous hair bows and way too much makeup.

"Yes," Anne admitted, somewhat reluctant to admit it.

"Good luck. These things can get pretty competitive." The woman's smile didn't reach her eyes. "I'm Jennifer. This is my daughter Kayla. We've done twelve pageants this year."

"Wow. That's... a lot." The competition was going to be pretty stiff, as Anne could see.

"Kayla's won eight of them." Jennifer's voice carried unmistakable pride. "She's very talented."

Anne looked at Kayla, who was maybe four years old, wearing more makeup than Anne wore to weddings. The little girl looked miserable.

"Come on, baby," Jennifer dragged Kayla toward the dressing area. "We need to fix your hair. It's already falling."

Anne turned to find Violet. Her daughter stood perfectly still in the middle of the chaos, watching the other girls. Her expression was focused and thoughtful, as if she were sizing them up.

She looked almost like a predator watching its prey.

"Violet?" Anne touched her shoulder. "You okay?"

"Which one is Kayla?" Violet asked.

"The little girl with the big bows. Why?"

"She's going to win." The statement wasn't so much an admission but something else and Anne couldn't tell what that was.

"How do you know that?"

Violet's eyes met hers. "Her mom said so."

Anne's stomach twisted. She recognized that tone. Violet had decided Kayla was competition.

And Violet didn't handle competition well. Too many times Anne had seen what happened when competition entered the area.

"Baby, this is just for fun, okay? It doesn't matter who wins."

Violet's smile was terrifying on a three-year-old face. "I'm going to win." It was more than determination.

The pageant started with the youngest group. Anne sat in the audience with the other mothers, watching tiny girls parade across the stage in fancy dresses.

Some of the children cried. Some waved at their mothers. Some forgot to smile.

Then Violet's number was called.

Anne held her breath as her daughter walked onto the stage. Violet moved with a confidence unusual for a three-year-old. She smiled at the judges, a real smile that was warm and charming. She posed just like the older girls, one hand on her hip and her head tilted just right.

The audience actually gasped.

"Who is that child?" someone whispered behind Anne.

"She's like a little doll."

"Absolutely gorgeous."

Violet knew it too. Anne could tell by the way her daughter's smile widened, by the way she held the pose just a beat longer than necessary.

She took in the attention, almost as if she needed it to grow.

When Violet walked off stage, Anne rushed backstage to meet her.

"You were wonderful, baby!"

"I know." Violet's voice was flat, matter-of-fact. "I was the best."

The afternoon crawled by. More categories, more performances. Kayla did well in her age group. So did several other girls.

Finally, the awards ceremony began.

They called the winners from youngest to oldest. Violet's age group was first.

"Third place goes to... contestant number fourteen, Brianna Hayes!"

A little girl squealed, running to get her trophy.

"Second place goes to... contestant number thirty-one, Kayla Morrison!"

Jennifer looked furious as Kayla accepted her trophy. Second place clearly wasn't good enough.

"And first place, our Little Miss Heartland in the three-to-four age division... contestant number twenty-seven, Violet Mitchell!"

The audience erupted in applause. Violet walked to the stage like she'd done this a hundred times. She accepted the crown, the sash. When she turned to face the audience, holding her trophy high, Anne saw something in her daughter's expression that made her feel a chill. Her blood ran cold.

Triumph. Pure, calculating triumph.

Not the innocent joy of a child winning a prize.

The cold satisfaction of a hunter who'd cornered its prey.

Anne's hands started shaking.

What had she done?








