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What people are saying about By the Time You Read This…



In this, her final message to the world, Cheslie is authentic and raw, bridging the gap between her public persona and the personal challenges she faced. Her words, heartbreaking and beautiful, are a cautionary tale for anyone who has wrestled with self-doubt and struggled to recognize their value. A must-read for all young women finding their place in the world.

—PAULA SHUGART, Former President, the Miss Universe Organization

This book reminds me that hope, like a mother’s love, is boundless, and in our darkest moments, we need only be reminded that these are the footprints in the sand that have carried us throughout. In sharing Cheslie’s light and love, April encourages readers to give themselves “space and grace,” to know that their life is worth living, and that they are not alone in their struggles.

—DR. SUE VARMA, Author of Practical Optimism: The Art, Science, and Practice of Exceptional Well-Being

I did not realize I could admire and appreciate Cheslie more. I saw her, I heard her, and I felt her. Every chapter shares insight into her strength and passion for friendship, family, women, social justice, her community, and her identity. Every page radiates with her spirit. Every word has a resounding effect, which captivates us as she pours her entire being into this book. Her story illustrates her purpose, and her legacy lives in every life she has and will continue to touch. Thank you, Cheslie, for being forever selfless.

—RACHEL LINDSAY, Attorney and Media Personality

Reading this powerful and provocative manuscript brought both tears and smiles. Knowing the depth of Cheslie’s pain while she was abundantly sharing her gifts with Dress for Success Charlotte and so many others, gives me a great appreciation for what her mother, April, has captured. Each and every day Cheslie was with us was a victory. Her victory. Our victory. And her sharing her struggle with mental health will forever be part of her legacy. She has helped us move conversations around mental health from words to activation. In fact, more than forty Dress for Success Charlotte clients are now certified QPR Gatekeepers as a result of our relationship with Cheslie. QPR stands for Question. Persuade. Refer. With this innovative, practical, and proven suicide prevention training, our new Gatekeepers are better positioned to save lives and reduce suicidal behaviors. We are honored to continue to move forward her wish to raise awareness, educate our community, and contribute towards a stigma-free society. Well done, Cheslie!

—KERRY BARR O’CONNOR, Executive Director, Dress for Success Charlotte 2005–2023








[image: By the Time You Read This: The Space between Cheslie’s Smile and Mental Illness—Her Story in Her Own Words, by Cheslie Kryst and April Simpkins. Forefront Books]






This book is dedicated to the millions who battle mental illness in the shadows. May it help you come into the light, find your support tribe, and live another day.

To those who’ve lost someone to their mental health battle: I see you. I feel your pain. You are not alone. Keep pressing forward.

And finally, to the tribe from which we hail: David, Rodney, Page, Asa, Chandler, Brooklyn, Jet, and Raegan. Thank you. We love you.






PREFACE

Dear Cheslie,

Through tears, I read your manuscript in early 2022, not long after you left this life to move on to the next. I tried to stay open-minded and absorb the words you left behind. I cried for you and with you, poring over the pages, reliving many of the events you shared. I wanted to pause and ask you for more details, to better understand some of your decisions. How deeply the emotions you vividly described resonated with me! More than anything, I wanted to hug you and tell you, “You’re not alone, baby girl.”

The first time I read your manuscript, I was looking for something. Maybe answers or a revelation. Perhaps a specific moment or event that might shed light on the feelings you wrote about—loneliness, hopelessness, and sadness. I read your words and felt the turmoil, the struggle, the pain. I felt your heartaches, your heartbreaks, and your disappointments. Reading your words and knowing that in the background you were battling persistent depression speaks to how hard you fought for your mental health.

When you were in middle school, I met with your guidance counselor. You had tested so high in your academics that they wanted to send you to a special school for exceptionally gifted students. The guidance counselor praised your drive, your push for perfection, and your extreme intelligence. And then she pointed out the thorns—how children with your level of drive can burn themselves out without realizing it. I recalled instances when your self-imposed level of perfection compelled you to rewrite an entire paper because you had crossed out something, which made the paper look less than perfect. Even into your adulthood, I always marveled at your incredible determination. I used to feel like you were ignoring me when I’d tell you to take some time off, slow down, delegate. (Remember when I tried to convince you to hire a personal assistant? Good times. LOL!)

I want you to know, baby girl, that I read your words and listened—I heard you.

As you instructed me in your final wishes, I’m seeing to it that your book gets published. My hope is that as people read your book—especially the parts where you shared what you were thinking and feeling behind the scenes of your work life and some of your most iconic achievements—they find themselves understanding you and empathizing with you. May people feel compelled to reevaluate where they are in life and seek balance and support for their own mental health.

Thank you, Cheslie, for every day you fought and won your battle with depression. Thank you for every day you focused on being a light in this world. Thank you for making a difference in the lives of so many during your time on this earth. Thank you for the years you spent taking care of your mental health. And thank you for the time you spent with me.

You were wonderfully and beautifully made by God. You lived your best life, and I’m proud of you for that.

You are and will forever be loved, baby girl.

Forever yours,

Mom






PART ONE Cheslie’s Story







INTRODUCTION

Ew!” he sniffed. “Did you take a bath?”

One of my seventh-grade bullies was starting up his latest attack in the lunchroom. I wanted so badly for him to like me, to approve of me, that I never made fun of him or said anything harsh in my own defense.

“No—I take showers,” I retorted, thinking I was being clever. It didn’t matter. My bully started loudly laughing before I could finish my answer, drowning out my response.

Middle school was when the real teasing began for me. It’s when I realized I wasn’t popular or pretty. It was when I noticed I had a unibrow, which wasn’t cool. It’s when I first started wearing glasses for my terrible eyesight, caused by years of reading books at night with the lights off. Bedtime always came too soon, and it always seemed that I’d reached the good part in the chapter just when it was time to flip off the light switch. I never did my hair and kept it pulled back in the same bun behind my head, most days without taking it down to redo it or wash it. And I had no sense of style.

My family moved across town in the middle of my torturous seventh-grade year, which meant I’d be at a new school come eighth grade. That was the year I decided I was going to reinvent myself. My sister was in high school by then and loved playing with my waist-length hair. I figured it was time to talk to her about doing it in some pretty styles, flat-ironing it and putting it in intricate braids, like Alicia Keys wore in her music videos. I’d grown tall enough to be able to fit into some of my mom’s clothes and, as Mom had recently gotten divorced and was newly back in the single world again, she had some fresh, cute new items that she let me borrow regularly. I made the cheerleading team, earned some cool new friends, and even had my first boyfriend—although we only ever talked to each other at lunchtime and dated for all of two weeks.

My plan continued when I got to high school. I made the cheerleading team again, earning myself invitations to a few parties and hangouts with the cool kids, but on the inside I still felt like the ugly girl with yellow teeth and a unibrow.

I soon added competing in pageants to my I-never-want-to-be-bullied-again plan. My mom had won Mrs. North Carolina US 2002 when I was a kid, and I distinctly remember sitting on the side of the road during a parade, watching her roll by in a white horse-drawn carriage. Her mint-green, two-piece ball gown gracefully draped from her body to the floor as she waved to people gawking at her on the street. I idolized my mom and knew if I could win a pageant, I could be beautiful just like her. I could be heard.

The plan worked. I competed in pageants for years, and even though there were always a few days or periods of time when I didn’t feel confident, my self-esteem grew. People asked me time and time again why I competed. Even as the popularity of pageants declined and their place in society was questioned, I could always give a laundry list of answers. Earning scholarship money. Being a part of a sisterhood. Sharpening my interview skills. Unlocking new opportunities to reach people with a platform or message that was important to me. Having an extra layer of motivation to exercise. Although those answers were true for me, I never shared the one reason I started competing in the first place, for fear that in the politically correct, highbrow circles of pageantry, it would sound shallow. At age fourteen, I started competing for validation.

My high school pageant didn’t have community service requirements or offer a cash prize or include any responsibilities after I won. I signed up because I needed to be pretty. I wanted some way to measure that I was worthy, whether that was having boys ask for my phone number, growing my hair as long as possible, or winning a pageant title. Thankfully, the pageants I continued to compete in as I grew older had evolved enough to provide additional benefits and truly shaped who I am now, but young Cheslie wanted little more than that moment of looking into an audience seated behind a panel of judges, knowing the crown on my head meant I met their approval.

Unfortunately, the initial reason I craved a win on the pageant stage was also what cast pageantry into limbo in modern society. People thought pageant queens were pretty, but that’s all the credit they gave us. Year after year, there were fewer people who cared to watch pageant competitions and more people who claimed that pageants were misogynistic relics that elevated empty-headed women.

In 2019, what place did pageants have in society?

It was an important question for me to answer, especially as a practicing attorney. If I was going to continue to compete as a grown, twenty-eight-year-old woman, there had to be some reason for it beyond wanting to be considered beautiful—which was something I no longer needed from pageantry, as my confidence had increased over the years.

The way I saw it, titleholders were a mix of influencers and activists. In a world where talk of stretch marks, “real bodies,” and destroying colorism had gained popularity, women in pageants strutted across stages in their muscular, thin, curvy, bodacious, flat-chested, short, and tall glory, living out the message that many were posting about on their social media platforms. Pageant titleholders spoke before legislatures across the country and at the United Nations, galvanized their communities behind important causes, and used international costume competitions to spread messages like “Stop Asian Hate,” “Pray for Myanmar,” and “No more hate, violence, rejection, [and] discrimination.”

The only people I met who didn’t understand and support the evolution pageantry had made over the years were those who hadn’t watched a pageant in a decade but had been pulling up old, flubbed onstage questions on YouTube to laugh at with their friends.

Whether people understood or not, I knew the benefit I had to gain from competing. And from winning.

As I stood waiting for the Miss USA competition to start, I soaked in the joy of being minutes away from stepping onto the biggest stage I’d ever been on, after years of my own evolution.






Chapter 1 GOD HAD A PLAN


It was May 2, 2019, and I was in a hotel room in Reno, nerves already starting to clench in my gut.

I’d spent almost two weeks in the crowded room I shared with Miss Louisiana USA and our piles of luggage. Victoria was a personable, gorgeous, and slender blonde woman whom I’d clicked with almost immediately upon meeting her. She was a caretaker by nature, and almost every time I talked to her, she offered to connect me with a new clothing sponsor or impart some helpful advice she’d learned or shoot me a compliment just when I needed it. I couldn’t imagine rooming with a more pleasant and accommodating person, and even then I was Ready. To. Go.

The Miss USA competition was far more than the television broadcast aired on finals night. It was two long weeks of being on-site to acclimate to the time difference and weather, do promotional photoshoots and sponsor-related appearances, visit local destinations, shoot content for the night of the show, rehearse dance numbers, and take on the preliminary competition. Some of us were also paranoid that the contestant chaperones were relaying messages about our behavior to the head of the Miss Universe Organization (MUO) or keeping a tally of the number of times we were late to a scheduled event. Of course, everyone running the big show assured us this wasn’t the case, but who would take that chance? The competition felt like weeks of being on your A game every moment of every day, and I was burnt out.

Despite my exhaustion, the finals day jitters gave me the spark I needed to roll out of bed that morning. I did my full hair and makeup routine before hopping into an elevator to head down to breakfast, ready for the dress rehearsal afterward.

Walking into the restaurant for breakfast and greeting the other women in the competition didn’t help my anxiety one bit. Even though many pageants had evolved over the years from calling themselves “beauty pageants” to insisting on using the word competition, the “beauty” part never left. Breakfast was basically a fashion show with a side of eggs and toast, and the women I was competing against had turned the stove burner on high for our last day of competition.

There were two-piece crop top and midi-skirt sets, hot pants, flashy suits, jumpsuits, and sequins galore, modeled on tall, toned women with long, flowing locks barrel-curled to perfection. A smoky eye was commonplace, and everyone looked like they’d just finished their final session of teeth whitening. Glamazons well over six feet tall in heels effortlessly strutted to the buffet line, and it felt like everyone was talking and laughing and having the time of their lives. Each contestant was sugary sweet and kind, but they were also immensely intimidating.

I scarfed down some eggs and fruit and quickly returned to my room to practice a few mock onstage questions with my mom over the phone before I started packing. I needed to fill one bag to bring with me to rehearsal and the final competition, and the rest of my bags would stay in the hotel room. I had to be ready to go by 10 a.m. because after I left the room that morning, I wouldn’t be back until after the competition. Or hopefully, if I won, I wouldn’t be back at all.

The woman who won that night would move to a new hotel room—a sprawling suite at the end of the floor we were living on—and she wouldn’t be moving her own stuff. Just after crowning, the contestant chaperones would go to her room and transport her luggage to the Miss USA suite so that immediately after the competition, she would already be under the care and control of a new director. Packing was a reminder that tonight was going to change someone’s life.

I finished zipping my last bag just as I heard the knock I was expecting at the door. Taking another look around the room to make sure I wasn’t forgetting anything, my eyes landed on my humble clump of mismatched luggage. I grinned a little, feeling like I’d finally made it to the finish line. I laid one of my “North Carolina” sashes across my luggage, so the chaperones would know which bags were mine, then plodded my way to the door while dragging my competition bag behind me.

There was a finality to leaving that room. I had a hotel key card in my bag, and I could certainly return if I’d forgotten something. But it simultaneously felt like I couldn’t. It seemed as impossible as trying to travel back in time. Forward was the only way I could go.



During our final rehearsal, I was all adrenaline. I felt like I was walking on clouds and gazing down at life being played on fast-forward. The slow churn of the past two weeks had turned into a sprint as soon as the blinding stage lights blasted on and the music started. The celebrity hosts, Vanessa and Nick Lachey, came out and introduced the night’s performer, T-Pain, who started into his medley of songs.

We practiced the opening dance number, along with the walking patterns for the swimsuit and evening gown portions of the show. Nick, who had dual hosting and talent duties, would be serenading us during the evening gown portion. A fake onstage question section came at lightning speed afterward, and all of a sudden we were clapping for the mock winner.

That was it. That was the last time we would be onstage until the judges were seated, the audience was screaming, and the cameras were all pointed at us.

We had a few hours before it was time to line up for the big show, so we all meandered into the backstage area where our dressing rooms were. Back at my station, I pulled on a soft pair of sweatpants and a robe and washed off my morning makeup, so I could reapply a fresh look for the televised event.

The energy backstage was light, almost jubilant. The dressing rooms were sectioned into several small areas, and I was in a room with about sixteen other contestants. One of the women was playing music on her phone, and some of us sang along to a few songs. We talked about how awestruck we were to have stood so close to the celebrities during rehearsal.

“I can’t believe Madeleine actually touched him!” someone gleefully remarked. In our opening number, a small group of women were dancing in formation right behind T-Pain. Near the end of the dance section, Miss Mississippi USA was supposed to walk forward out of the formation and lean her arm on T-Pain’s shoulder. It was like winning the choreography lottery.

We laughed and talked about how Miss Oklahoma USA, Triana, was in either the front or in another visible spot in every single dance number we had at the beginning of the show. And deservedly so. She was stunning and danced beautifully. I’d never seen her miss a pose. I really liked Triana and thought there was a good chance she’d be a front-runner.

I also thought Miss California USA and Miss Massachusetts USA were shoo-ins for the first cut. Erica had won the California title on her first try, not an easy feat for one of the largest and most competitive pageants in the country. She also worked for Google and frequently spoke about women in STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics), a timely topic that I knew was being widely talked about. Kelly was a Harvard grad, twice over. She’d earned her undergraduate degree and master of business administration (MBA) and was doing executive coaching when she won the Massachusetts title. Also, both women were drop-dead gorgeous.

The stiff competition didn’t end with them. The brilliant, talented, high-achieving women I was up against had started businesses and modeled all over the country. They’d raised tens of thousands of dollars for nonprofits and performed at Carnegie Hall. Although I was the lone practicing attorney, one woman had just graduated from law school and another was in her first year. There were makeup artists, a TV reporter, social workers, students, and women who’d advocated for body positivity, gender equality, and domestic violence awareness.

Regardless of my respect for my competitors, I refused to dwell on their accomplishments when I was at the competition. Each time my mind began to wander, I thought back to my own strengths or pulled out my notebook to review my notes on current events and possible onstage questions. I took comfort in my faith and knowing that, ultimately, it wasn’t up to me. God had a plan, and my part of that plan was to prepare myself for the role as if I were going to win—and then let him take over after that.

At last, call time arrived.

I made the slow walk out of my dressing room, down the long hallway that led to the backstage area, and lined up behind Miss New York USA. By then, the audience had filed into the enormous theater, and I could hear the din created by thousands of people talking amongst themselves. The clock ticked closer to showtime.

In spite of my nervousness, standing in line and waiting to go onstage was one of the most blissful feelings I’d experienced during the entirety of the competition. There was a levity and carefree hopefulness in the air. Maybe it was the adrenaline pumping, or the relief that the moment had finally come, but just before the show started was when winning felt the most possible. The work was done. I’d sweated, stressed, and toiled for years on end, and all that was left was being present while it all unfolded.



My moment of bliss ended abruptly. Reality hit when I glanced over and saw one of the choreographers staring at a half sheet of paper she held in front of her. Her eyes were dashing between the line of contestants and the paper on which she was writing notes. We’d been placed into formations for a few different dance numbers, at the beginning of the show and before the swimsuit and evening gown portions. However, the women who advanced to finals would be removed from the dance numbers for the swimsuit and evening gown sections. There was no time for the finalists to dance in the swimsuit or evening gown performances and then get backstage into a line and immediately walk out on stage. The choreographers would have to rearrange our dance formations with the nonfinalist contestants, so they needed to know in advance who the finalists were.

This choreographer knew who had made the top fifteen. And who hadn’t. I figured it wouldn’t hurt to surreptitiously try to find out, just a few minutes before showtime.

Our “line” was more of a cluster, and tons of people were buzzing around backstage, so when I slyly walked away from the group, I went unnoticed. I made a large loop around the woman with the paper and ended up about twenty feet behind her. I figured I could nonchalantly walk past her and glance at the paper on my way back to my spot. As I approached, I could see that the paper had X’s arranged marking our formation for the swimsuit number, the first dance formation that would need to be changed. I could also see some markings underneath each X. I knew where I stood in the formation and as I walked past the woman, I felt like the air was being knocked out of my lungs. I thought I could make out the letter N underneath the X that designated my place in the formation. There was another letter after the N that I couldn’t quite make out since the writing was so small and certainly meant to obstruct little spy-girl adventures like mine.

The room seemed to have gotten smaller, and I started to panic. Oh my god. Ohmygod. Ohmygod… ohmygod… ohmygod. Oh. My. God. Did I not make finals? I tried to convince myself that I hadn’t just seen NC on the paper. If I was still in the dance, there was no way I’d made finals. But maybe it was actually NJ. Or NY. No, that wouldn’t make sense—the letters didn’t even look the same. Maybe that wasn’t the new formation. Maybe they hadn’t changed it yet.

In the midst of my self-inflicted freak-out session, I heard shouting close to the stage entrance. I looked over to see the production team waving my line onto the stage. Ready or not, it was time to take our places. I marched out with fifty other women to bright, flashing stage lights, more cameras than I could count, and a screaming audience while I slowly shook off my quiet hysteria and took my place at the front of the stage.






Chapter 2 ANYTHING COULD HAPPEN


Even though anxiety lingered in the back of my mind, I stood in my spot on the stage, smiling and searching the audience for my mom and stepdad as T-Pain walked up. The formation I was in for the opening number was front and center. The only person in front of our little group of about ten contestants was T-Pain himself. He took his place as the lights began to lower and I mentally said a prayer.

Your plan, God. Your plan.

The opening video package began to play on the two giant screens in the house of the theater, and the audience went crazy. The music started, and the competition began!

The bright and flashy opening number finished with hosts Vanessa and Nick standing center stage and all fifty-one contestants scattered onstage behind them. They ran through their brief opening dialogue before getting to the moment I’d been thinking about all day—the top fifteen announcement. I was barely balancing on my own two feet when they called the first state.

Florida.

She’d been on many pageant prediction lists, so I wasn’t surprised. I had sat next to her a few times during rehearsal and liked her cool, laid-back persona.

Next up… New Mexico, another favorite.

Arkansas was third. A first-year law student and sure to be competitive if she advanced to the onstage question round.

Ohio. Then Oklahoma. Iowa came next, and Minnesota followed.

I was startled to hear the hosts announce that we would be moving to a commercial break. I looked over at the two lines of finalists and counted. Seven already. They were almost halfway finished, and I hadn’t been called yet.

I started to sweat.

I began thinking about all the people at home who were watching and supporting me. People from my law firm. Friends from law school and undergrad. My dad, sister, and four little brothers.

Oh, God, please let me make it.

The commercial break ended, and we were back on deck. The stage was set up like a typical rectangle, but a wide runway split the middle and jutted out about twenty feet into the audience. All of the women who had not yet been called as finalists were standing on the back part of the stage on either side of the runway, and two cameramen were onstage with us. They flanked the runway, filming close-ups and reactions of each finalist who was announced. The other contestants and I had a vague idea of who would be called next because a cameraman would be standing close by, ready to zoom in on your face while you celebrated hearing your state called as you walked forward to join the other finalists.

Vanessa and Nick were about to call the eighth finalist, and a cameraman was hovering near me, his lens trained directly on my face. A wave of relief washed over me, and I flashed my best smile toward the camera. Nick began, “The next woman to make it to the top fifteen is…”

District of Columbia!

Miss DC, Cordelia, was standing in the row directly behind me, and I watched as, cameraman in tow, she walked to the front of the stage to join the group of finalists. I was happy for the eight women who had heard this spectacular news, but I was also dreading not making the cut. Each woman the hosts called brought me one step closer to that fear being realized.

The ninth finalist I couldn’t help but celebrate. It was my lovely roommate, Victoria from Louisiana! She and I had the same state directors, so we’d spent a lot of time talking with each other, going to a few appearances together, and bonding before we arrived at the competition. I remember looking at her one day and saying, “I hope I end up in the top two, holding hands with you.”

“Me too!” she said excitedly.

I found comfort in knowing that even if I didn’t make it, at least Victoria was keeping up her side of our final-two bargain.

Nick was about to announce the tenth finalist. The suspenseful music began to play. “Still in the competition is… North Carolina!”

I could have lain down on the floor and cried. I took my place in line with the other finalists, barely able to stand still, exploding with jittery joy while the remaining five finalist announcements zipped by.

The other finalists and I filed offstage as the show cut to a commercial break. Like two giddy schoolgirls, Victoria and I ran to the separate backstage dressing room that had been designated for finalists. “Stop running!” someone yelled. We didn’t care. We’d just landed two of the coveted top fifteen spots at Miss USA. We were unstoppable!

Most of us wore our bathing suit bottoms underneath our opening number outfits in order to save time when we needed to change. A few minutes after stepping foot backstage, I emerged from the dressing room with my swimsuit, earrings, and shoes on. I got in line and grabbed one of the sarongs we would be using during the competition. I wanted to make sure I could tie mine around my waist loosely enough to tug it off with one hand when I competed onstage but tightly enough that it wouldn’t fall off as soon as I started walking. Backstage, I tied, removed, and retied the sarong over and over until it was my turn to walk onstage. Then I strutted out—hips swishing, smiling at the camera—and tugged at my sarong, ready to dramatically pull it off with one hand like I’d practiced.

It wouldn’t budge.

I pulled a little harder and instead of falling open, the sarong slid higher up, past my belly button up to my rib cage. The rough fabric was catching on itself, making it difficult to pull open. I knew anyone watching could tell I was struggling.

I hadn’t stopped walking while playing tug-of-war with my sarong, and by then I was well beyond the halfway point of the stage. Finally, I reached up with my other hand and shimmied the fabric apart.

“Ah, she got it!” Vanessa remarked when I finally won the battle with the piece of fabric I now despised.

The entire tussle lasted a few seconds, but it felt like a full minute. I didn’t want anyone to feel sorry for me, though, and I refused to let the moment faze me. I smiled brighter, and as I reached my final mark, I decided to do a spin and a hair flip. I tossed my mane of curls like I was being featured in a shampoo commercial, eyed the camera, turned on my heel, and strutted back down the stage in my best attempt at a Naomi Campbell walk.

Once the top fifteen finished the swimsuit portion, it was time to announce who had made it to the top ten and would compete in evening gown. I was relieved to earn a spot despite my sarong debacle. Yet I was sad that Victoria didn’t advance with me. The competition was tough, and I knew selecting who would move on was no easy task. But that didn’t make it any less disappointing each time my friends were eliminated.

After a swift change, we were serenaded by Nick during the evening gown segment. I felt beautiful in my simple white, velvet, one-shoulder gown, with silver and gold beads draped around my shoulder and hanging down my back. I had wanted to wear something that wouldn’t overpower my thick, curly hair and received just that with this dress, which had a smidge of sexiness due to a high slit on the left side.

The competition proceeded, and before I knew it, all ten of the finalists were lined up onstage again, shoulder to shoulder, holding hands and waiting to hear which of us would advance to the top five and the first of two live question rounds.

The favorite, Allie Gonzalez of New Mexico, was called into the top five first. She looked every bit like a national contender, gracefully moving to the front of the stage in an eye-catching yellow ball gown with a slit that showed off her long, slender legs. I’d prepared myself for getting called fourth or last, since I was consistently being called into each round late in the game, so my mouth hung open for a second and my feet wouldn’t move after I was the next one called into the top five. The top five at Miss USA! I looked out into the audience and saw one of the production team members waving me forward. Nevada, Oklahoma, and Arkansas rounded out the final five.

I’d been practicing the onstage question portion of the competition every day for months. The difficulty in the onstage question is not just answering a tough question live in front of thousands of people in an auditorium and millions watching at home. It’s in delivering a compelling, logical answer with a thirty-second time limit. One of my fears was reaching the time limit and hearing the “ding” noise that is supposed to be a pleasant reminder that your time is up but feels more like someone is telling you to shut the hell up. I’d overcompensated and practiced so much that I regularly finished my mock onstage questions in twenty-eight seconds without even having to look at a clock.

Another common fear is flubbing the onstage question and creating a negative viral moment. Several years before I competed in Miss USA, a Miss Teen USA contestant famously gave a garbled answer and afterward was bullied so harshly that she said she contemplated suicide. Many forget that she was only eighteen years old when she answered that question, volleyed by a panel of celebrity judges, into a mic in front of an audience of thousands, on a live television program broadcast to millions of viewers. People clam up and get nervous merely meeting a celebrity, let alone being surrounded by them while one of them asks you a question. I’ve seen adults forget their own names on live television when being interviewed by their local news station.

I told myself to let go of my nervousness and overthinking and focus on being in the moment onstage. Just listen to the question, Cheslie.

Allie walked to the mic first and drew lively applause while talking about the importance of the 2020 presidential election candidates addressing immigration. She strode back to her spot in line, smiling and projecting a deserved confidence.

“North Carolina, come on down.”

I threw my shoulders back and told myself I was ready. Days before the competition, all fifty-one contestants had written questions for the top five finalists. Five nonfinalists were selected to read their questions live on the night of the television broadcast. The woman chosen to ask me the question she’d written was Miss Massachusetts USA. The double Harvard grad.

There I stood, across from one of the sharpest women in the competition. I knew she’d have a good question. Better yet, I knew I would be ready for it. I shut off the background noise in my brain and listened intently while she read her question from a card.

“For the past two years, the hashtags ‘Me Too’ and ‘Time’s Up’ have dominated our conversation. However, some believe it has only deepened the divide between men and women. Have these movements gone too far?”

I took a moment and thought about what I wanted to say. When my mom and I had practiced onstage questions that morning, she’d told me to pause and gather my thoughts before I spoke, which seems obvious yet is quite scary to do. If someone puts a mic in your face, it feels awkward to stand there silently, even for a single second. But my practice answers were always better when I took the time to pause.

I heard Miss Massachusetts’s question, and my knee-jerk reaction was, No, of course they haven’t. Before I spoke, though, I considered why I believed that.

Why not, Cheslie? I thought to myself. Why not? And then it came to me: the true meaning behind the movements. Until we have equality, we haven’t done enough. The purpose of #MeToo and #TimesUp was to demonstrate how pervasive sexual harassment was, especially in the workplace, and to do whatever it took to fix it. I was ready to give my response.

“I don’t think these movements have gone too far,” I said. “What ‘Me Too’ and ‘Time’s Up’ are about are making sure that we foster safe and inclusive workplaces in our country. As an attorney, that’s exactly what I want to hear, and that’s exactly what I want for this country. I think they’re good movements.”

The applause started before I’d even finished my answer. The answer deserved all kinds of qualifiers and “except for when” examples and additional context, but I had thirty seconds, and I felt strongly about what I said, given the circumstances.

After listening to the remaining finalists’ answers, I was confident about my chances of moving forward but knew that anything could happen, given the competition’s inherent subjectivity. The commercial break was brief, and the announcement of the top three came quickly afterward.

“The first woman to make it to the top three is…”

“North Carolina!”

I’d made it!

Miss Oklahoma, Triana, and pageant favorite Allie from New Mexico completed the top three, advancing to the second round of onstage questioning.

“North Carolina, please join us,” Vanessa said.

I walked to where she stood onstage after the top-three announcement, and she began to read the final question. I’d never listened so intently to anything in my entire life.

“Millennials are often labeled as entitled, but they’ve also been called one of the most socially conscious generations in decades. What is one word you would use to describe your generation, and why?”

She held the mic in front of my mouth as I stood silently. The first thought that came to mind was the progress our country was experiencing, especially in relation to gender equality. One week before finals night, all the contestants had visited the Nevada State Legislature, where we learned that the women lawmakers outnumbered the men. It was the first time that had happened in any state, and I remember feeling awestruck, sitting in a room listening to the voices of so many powerful women around me. Also, this had happened during a time when millennials made up almost a third of the voting-age population. It felt progressive and new and… well, innovative.

“I would say that my generation is innovative. I’m standing here in Nevada,” I paused, making sure I referenced the milestone correctly before I went on, “in the state that has the first majority-female legislature in this entire country.” The confidence and power in my voice reverberated throughout the auditorium.
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