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The other girls are already warming up, stretching their legs in unnatural directions on the blue mats. Ms. Summers shoots me a tight-lipped scowl, and I mouth, “I’m sorry.”

I hang my jacket on the rack inside the door and drop my bag on the tiled floor underneath. As I breathe in the spicy odor of muscle rub, the tension in my chest uncurls and my muscles tingle with anticipation. Another dreary day of high school slides from my shoulders like an overstuffed backpack. It’s time to dance.

I weave among bodies dressed in a rainbow of leotards to an empty mat. Some of the younger girls look up and smile, but the older ones ignore me. Over the years I’ve gotten too many of the lead dance roles they’ve wanted. I’ve been taking dance from Ms. Summers since I was three, as many as four classes a week. But it never feels like too much.

I barely have time to stretch before Ms. Summers lines us up for the first routine. The recital is a month away, but she’s already barking at us. Rehearsing for recitals drives her to the edge. “Oribella, front row stage left. Gypsy, front row stage right. I’ve added some new choreography.”

New moves—yes! Gypsy and I are taller than most of the other girls, but Ms. Summers always positions us in front: blond and brunette, cream skin and olive. Even though Gypsy would love to smother me with a warm-up mat, we look great side by side.

Gypsy crowds into my personal space. “Or-i-bel-la makes another dramatic entrance. I bet you’d just die if you weren’t the center of attention.”

If Gypsy’s dark eyes weren’t squinty with anger, she’d look stunning. Her almost-black hair is piled up in tousled curls, and her emerald leotard flatters her skin tones. With her looks, I don’t know why she wastes energy hating me.

Ms. Summers cues us to begin. I feel bodies pulsing around me, but Ms. Summers is all I see. Her body snaps to the music, all rhythm and sharp angles. She danced on Broadway—until she tore her Achilles tendon. Now she’s the best teacher in Iowa, and the waiting list to get into her class is pages long.


I attach my movements to hers, like Peter Pan’s shadow. My thighs and calves burn, my chest heaves, but discomfort is my friend. I’m a beauty queen, a model, an actress—soon to be a star. A warrior princess.

Sweat slides down my neck and pools in the hollow between my breasts. My lungs are starving for air, but I control my breathing and ignore the sparks doing their own dance behind my eyes.

Ms. Summers arches her back; I arch mine farther. She cuts to the right; my cut is sharper. Her arms punctuate the air; mine are exclamation points! The music pulses through my arms and legs, my torso. She is the teacher; I am the dance.

When the music stops, exhaustion slams into me. My head drops, and I clutch my thighs. Air as sweet and sharp as lemonade pours into my lungs. Beyond my sweat-coated lashes, the room spins.

“Magnificent, Oribella! Simply magnificent!” Ms. Summers chirps. Her face and neck are painted with red splotches, and her hand is pressed against her flat chest. I pushed her. Made her work. I smile inside.

“Gypsy, your transitions simply are not crisp enough.” Ms. Summers shakes a finger in her face. “Practice and concentration are the key, my girl. Practice and concentration.”

Gypsy mutters something, but I’m breathing too hard to hear it. She brushes by, her eyes flashing with anger, but Ms. Summers is probably right. For the past few months, when Gypsy practices, her moves are halfhearted, as if her mind and body are in different rooms. She’s been taking lessons as long as I have. Why waste all that time and money on classes if she’s not going to put herself out there?

While Ms. Summers helps a short, chubby blond with a series of steps she obviously hasn’t mastered, I keep moving to stay loose. My mind jumps ahead to the meeting Mom and I have with Ms. W at seven-thirty this evening. Ms. W has lined up a movie audition for me—she told Mom that much over the phone. But she’s waiting to tell us the rest in person.

It’s still hard to imagine big-budget movies being shot and cast here in Iowa. But two years ago the Iowa legislature passed a tax incentive to encourage filmmakers to come here. Since then, major movies like South Dakota and Peacock have been filmed in Iowa—smaller films, too—which is a major break for actresses like me. Maybe this is the part that will move my career beyond peanut butter commercials and mall promotions and into the real dance. And the sacrifices Mom has made for me will have been worth it.

When Ms. Summers claps for attention, I step into place and let the music take me again.

 

When the hour ends, I gulp some bottled water while the other girls collect their gear and leave. The easy part is over. My private lesson with Ms. Summers is the killer. The new competition routine she choreographed for me pushes me to the limit, but it exhilarates me, too. Too bad the Crowning Glory pageant doesn’t have a talent division. I won’t be able to showcase this dance until the Miss USA Teen Sweetheart this winter.

No matter how strenuous the group lesson has been, Ms. Summers expects me to go all out on my solo. I shake myself loose and fill my lungs with air. She won’t be disappointed.

My muscles groan. The short break between lessons made them stiff and lazy. Too bad. I’ll knock the laziness out of them. Control, focus, discipline—traits every great actress must have.

The first half hour passes quickly. As I practice my routine, Ms. Summers circles me, snapping directions and tapping her pointer on the floor. At six o’clock, my eyes seek out the clock. Thirty more minutes.

“Focus, Oribella,” Ms. Summers hisses in my ear. “To lose concentration is to lose everything.”

Lose? Not my style.
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The sky is dusty blue by the time Mom and I pull up to the Whitehaven Academy. The Academy is in a three-story redbrick house about one hundred years old, which makes it about three years younger than Ms. Whitehaven. The modeling classes and Ms. W’s office are on the first two stories. She and her daughter, Philomena, live on the top floor. Since Philomena and I are in the same grade, I suppose Ms. W is a few years younger than 103.

Philomena is plodding up the stairs as Mom and I walk in. Her thighs and calves bulge under cutoff navy sweatpants, and her shoulder muscles strain against her long-sleeved gray tee. Her drab brown hair has no shine or body and looks like somebody cut it with garden shears. But she’s a star athlete at Highland, so I guess looks aren’t important to her.

Philomena whirls around with a guilty look like she’s not supposed to be climbing the stairs in her own house. When she sees me, she winces. This is clearly an encounter she’d rather not have, but I’m not sure why. We’re not enemies; we just don’t orbit the same sun.

When Philomena pushes her ragged bangs away from her forehead, it’s obvious her eyebrows are untouched by wax or tweezers. Not attractive. “Hello, Mrs. Bettencourt. Mother said you—and Oribella—have an appointment. She’s waiting for you in her office.” Philomena points at Ms. W’s door, as if Mom and I haven’t been here a thousand times.

Ms. Whitehaven’s office is a shrine to organization. She motions Mom and me into the stiff-backed wooden chairs that have been bruising my derriere for the past fifteen years.

Ms. W folds her tall, ultraslim figure into a padded leather chair. Her black linen suit is as smooth as her marble desktop. And even though she’s ancient, her face is striking, with high, prominent cheekbones and a strong chin. “Mrs. Bettencourt,” Ms. W’s voice rasps like shoes scuffing on the sidewalk, “lovely to see you, as always.”

I practice my interview posture while Ms. W and Mom go through the small-talk ritual. Back straight, chin tucked, ankles crossed. Hands folded neatly in my lap. The Whitehaven Way.


What can they have to talk about? I’ve been attending Whitehaven Modeling Academy since birth. Mom says I was a natural even as a three-month-old. And though I “graduated” over a year ago, Mom is still paying back the money she borrowed for my years and years of lessons. So I don’t complain even after an all-day photo shoot like the one last month for Zonkers Department Store that left my smile muscles paralyzed and my feet swollen to Bozo the Clown size. After a few hours encased in ice packs, I was as good as new.

Finally, Ms. W turns to me. “Oribella, your head shots look wonderful. The photographer captured some lovely poses. I’ve arranged an audition for you with Whirlwind Productions on Thursday, the twenty-fourth at four-thirty. They are interested in you for the part of the young princess.”

I peek at Mom’s appointment book. Three weeks from tomorrow! My brain is jumping and squealing for joy. She sends me a proud smile, and a web of tiny lines forms around her eyes.

“Apparently it’s something of a modern-day fairy tale, and the casting director was entranced by your beautiful face and long, lovely hair. He was also impressed with your work in commercials.” Ms. W smoothes her triple strand of pearls, and I know she’s excited for me. A lady does not fidget with her accessories.

“The part is a minor lead. The teenage princess, Razzi, appears in the first third of the film and in several flashbacks.” Ms. W pauses. “The adult Razzi will be played by Skylar Moon.”

Skylar Moon! This is too perfect.

I hope the filming takes weeks and weeks—months and months.

Of course, Skylar will stay in a fabulous condo while we’re shooting. When each day’s filming is done, she’ll invite Mom and me to come over and chill by her pool. While we sip icy blue drinks decorated with fruit kabobs and paper umbrellas, she’ll fill us in on the latest Hollywood gossip. And Skylar will tell everyone that I’m the little sister she’s always wanted.

As soon as the picture is finished, Skylar will fly Mom and me to southern California for a stay in her oceanside mansion. We’ll spend our days shopping on Rodeo Drive and being pampered at the priciest spas. At night we’ll hit the clubs, and Skylar will introduce me to all her friends as her little sister. Of course, the paparazzi will follow us everywhere to snap pictures of Hollywood’s two biggest stars. By then Skylar and I will be inseparable, and she’ll insist that I have a part in her next project.

“Here are your sides. You do remember what sides are?”

I rouse myself from my daydream. “The lines I need to memorize for the audition,” I recite dutifully.

Ms. W nods her head. “Of course, you must not only memorize these three pages, but immerse yourself in the character.” She slides the script across the table. Her expensively cut white hair sparkles like fresh snow. “I take it the twenty-fourth will work for both of you.”

“Yes, Ms. Whitehaven.” I sneak a glance at my nail polish as I open the folder to peek at the script. No chips. Whew! Ms. W is obsessed about flawless nails.

Mom leans over to look at the pages. After work she freshened her hair and makeup, but forehead creases peek from under her blond bangs. She’s worn out from working two jobs and managing my career. “Oribella is thrilled with this opportunity. And we have your agency—and you personally—to thank.”

Ms. W nods. “I have every expectation that Oribella will be selected for the part.” Her cultured smile takes in both of us. “The Whitehaven Agency has high hopes for Oribella. High hopes.”

I see myself, poring over my very own script, highlighting my very own lines. Mom and I will rehearse until I can say every line while turning cartwheels in my sleep. I’ll be magnificent—the star she’s groomed me to be. At the audition, the casting director will break into spontaneous applause—

“So the Friday evening after your audition is acceptable to you, Oribella?”

Ms. W’s question yanks me back to reality. “There will be music and dancing, I imagine—an opportunity for you to relax and socialize with people your own age. You teenagers need a way to unwind.”

Mom jumps in to rescue me. “I’m afraid you caught Oribella daydreaming about her first movie. However, I know she’d be delighted to attend Philomena’s party. Right, princess?”

Party? I’m supposed to go to a party thrown by Philomena? I can’t imagine a more deadly way to spend an evening. What do I have in common with a hoard of sweaty jocks? Mom and Ms. W are staring, waiting for me to respond, but if I say yes, I’ll be condemned to hours of torment.

“Of course, Oribella will need to be home by nine o’clock,” Mom says smoothly. “As you well know, her numerous commitments require her to maintain a strict bedtime schedule.”

I breathe a sigh of relief. Mom, you are my hero.
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On Saturday morning, I have the final fitting for my Crowning Glory gown. The Crowning Glory pageant—the most prestigious teen competition in the Midwest—draws contestants from fourteen states. If I win, I’ll be one of the favorites going into the Miss USA Teen Sweetheart in February. And the winner of the Teen Sweetheart receives a five thousand dollar cash prize, which Mom could use to recoup some of our expenses.

Normally, Mom would come with me to a fitting, but today she’s working extra hours at Bonds to make up for next Friday when we’ll be driving to the pageant.

The bell above the door of Mrs. Tran’s shop jingles as I walk in. She’s been designing my gowns forever, but every time I come here, it’s like entering an exotic country. The air is heavy with the fragrant scent of cloves and other spices I can’t name. Gorgeous silk fabrics drape the walls. Each jewel-colored bolt of cloth is covered with delicate, handpainted scenes.

“Oribella!” Mrs. Tran rushes from the back room and grabs my hands. “You are as beautiful as a lotus blossom.” She reaches up and cups my face. Then her fingers slide down my back. “Like silken sunshine, your hair. So, so lovely.”

My damp-from-the-shower hair is pulled into a low ponytail and I’m wearing baggy old jeans and a pale blue crewneck sweater that hangs to my knees, but I’m used to Mrs. Tran’s wild compliments so I don’t squirm too much. It’s not her fault. Most people act like beauty is something I’ve accomplished. But it’s no different than congratulating me for having eyebrows or a nose. I’d rather be praised for mastering a tricky dance step or earning a C—if that’s possible—in math.

“Your gorgeous dress is ready.” Mrs. Tran bobs her head and smiles, showing the gap between her front teeth.

She grasps my hand and tugs me through the curtains into her workshop. I step into a downpour of gowns swaying in the lazy breeze of a rattly black fan. They hang from ceiling pipes, curtain rods, and a wobbly clothing stand that looks as if it’s about to collapse.

Mrs. Tran jerks on the tail of my sweater. “Take off, take off! Try on dress.”

I strip down to my bra and panties. The weather outside is nippy with the first breath of fall, but in Mrs. Tran’s workroom I’m as warm as fresh bread.


She thrusts a pair of muslin mittens at me. “You must cover your hands whenever try on this dress. Your mother, too. Otherwise, you leave finger smudges. Ruin beautiful silk.”

I know better than to argue with Mrs. Tran. Her dresses are her babies, only slightly less important than her grandchildren.

“Now close your eyes,” she says. “In one moment you will surprise yourself.”

Fabric, cool and silky, slips over me like expensive lotion. When Mrs. Tran zips up the back, I know the gown is a perfect fit.

“Ahhh!” Mrs. Tran sighs. “You make the sunrise hide its face.”

I gasp at my reflection in the wavy mirror. The floor-length gown flows like a silken waterfall from my bust to just above my toes. Tiny tucks cinch in my waist, making it look impossibly small. Below the waist, the tucks unfurl into a rippling skirt that’s slim-fitting but loose enough to allow me to walk without ruining the lines of the gown. The opalescent fabric molds to my figure, making each of my curves shimmer. As I turn from side to side, the color changes from pale rose to mauve to the blue of an evening sky. The bodice is cut to show a hint of cleavage, and the silver chains sliding over my shoulders are so tiny they’re almost invisible. Mom says no strapless gowns until I turn sixteen next year, but this is almost as good.

“It’s perfect, Mrs. Tran! Better than perfect!”


I reach out to hug her, but she steps back and waggles her finger. “Nobody touches. Oil from skin will ruin the fabric. I will wrap in special tissue until you wear at the pageant.” Her eyes sparkle as she looks me over. “Other girls should stay home. Nobody is more beautiful than you.”

When she compliments me this time, I don’t even blink.

 

Monday morning I wake up hoping I’ve miraculously skipped five days and it’s Saturday. Instead I’m facing another week of high school dreariness. At Highland High I’m a disease nobody wants to catch. The girls hate me, the guys avoid me, and the teachers think I have a single digit IQ. It’s hard to concentrate on my studies in the face of so much blind adoration.

Tolerating school is an effort under normal circumstances, but with Crowning Glory less than a week away, it’s impossible. My pageant obligations and professional commitments are much more important to me than anything that happens inside Highland High. But the State of Iowa has a different opinion about school attendance. Since Mom hasn’t expressed an interest in spending time in jail, I put in an appearance just often enough to keep her out of handcuffs.

My feet drag up the concrete steps to my daily encounter with gloom. The double front doors have been propped open either to let in the fall breeze or allow the smell of stale cafeteria grease to escape. I don’t have much hope of either one happening. With a resigned sigh, I walk in.

Other students brush by me, laughing and calling to their friends. They huddle in the halls—joking, gossiping, mulling over the plots of last night’s TV shows. At least that’s what I assume they’re saying from the random words I hear as I walk past. Sometimes I wonder what they’d do if I joined one of their huddles. But what would be the point?

A chorus of wolf whistles comes from a group of jocks lounging by the gym in their green-and-white letter jackets. I turn my face away so they won’t see me blush until I realize the whistles aren’t for me. A short, chesty redhead in a V-neck cheerleader sweater and thigh-high pleated skirt flashes them a brilliant smile and wiggles her hips. They applaud and whistle louder. “Don’t do that unless you mean it!” one of them yells, and the redhead laughs.

As she sways over to talk to them, I brush aside a sting of envy. Girls like her are so relaxed around guys. But I don’t have a clue how to talk to them.

If Dad had lived to see me grow up, he might have taught me the ins and outs of communicating with boys. But it’s only been Mom and me for as long as I remember. And for as long as I remember, she’s told me that a serious performer needs to have tunnel vision about her career. And guys have no place in the tunnel.

She’s right, of course. My energy is channeled into dance lessons, acting lessons, modeling lessons. And when I’m not learning or practicing, I’m promoting myself. Which leaves little time for school and none for friends or guys. I had a few girlfriends in elementary school, but they drifted away when my professional obligations kept me from participating in their playdates and sleepovers.

“Hey, Gypsy!” a female voice bellows. Two girls flatten themselves against the wall as Morgan Price, Gypsy’s most obnoxious groupie, barrels toward us. Morgan has unwisely chosen overprocessed blond as this week’s hair color. Half a tube of eyeliner surrounds her eyes, and her pudgy cheeks blaze from the exertion of shoving unwary students aside. Her too-tight neon orange shorts and body-hugging tee shriek fashion-challenged.

As Morgan charges through the crowd, the oversize lime-green satchel hanging from her shoulder thumps against her wide rear end like a warning drum. But even when she’s close enough for me to see the lipstick smudged on her teeth, I walk straight ahead. At the last moment she veers to the left, jabbing at me with her elbow. I sidestep, and she’s thrown off balance. Her purse slips from her shoulder and empties into the middle of the packed hallway. Morgan hits the floor, scrambling to save her cell phone, cosmetics, and other goodies before they’re trampled.

As I walk away, the dismal hall seems a little brighter. And it doesn’t dim a bit when Morgan calls, “Bitch!”
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When I open my eyes Saturday afternoon, it takes me a minute to realize I’m in the back of our van on the way to the Crowning Glory pageant in St. Louis. One of the damp tea bags has slipped off my eye and is stuck to my cheek in a soggy lump. A quick check in the mirror shows me the morning puffiness is gone. Mom’s beauty remedies rule.

Mom sees me in the rearview mirror. “There’s my sleeping beauty. Feeling better?”

I wobble up front and drop into the passenger seat. “Groggy, but better. I guess I was too excited to sleep last night.”

Mom pats my knee. “At fifteen, your skin bounces back. At thirty-six”—she pulls the skin on her cheek—“not so much.”


“You’re beautiful, Mom. The best-looking mom at every pageant.” She is, too, in spite of the “famous” nose she hates but has never been able to fix. Mom was raised by her grandparents, farmers who wouldn’t spend money on “such foolishness,” and she says Daddy didn’t want her to change the face he loved. After he died, she used his life insurance for a down payment on our house, and she works two jobs to keep us going. But when my movie money rolls in, the first five thousand dollars is reserved for her nose.

Mom is convinced her nose is hideous. It’s on the longish side with kind of an odd-looking bump on the bridge. But it’s far from being hideous, and the rest of her features are striking. I have no doubt that Mom’s obsession is connected to her mother, Arianna, who died when Mom was sixteen.

Great-Grandmother Eva says I look just like Arianna, which she means as a compliment. She says people who knew my grandmother still talk about how beautiful she was. But nobody ever says Arianna was a good person. When she was seventeen, she took the family car and drove to California to become a movie star. A year later she came back by bus—she’d sold the car—with my mom ready to pop into the world. Arianna wouldn’t say who the father was, just that Mom got “his famous nose” and “it looks better on him than it does on you.” She even nicknamed Mom “Beaky,” which was supposed to be cute, but sounded mean.


Arianna stayed in Iowa just long enough to give birth to Mom and raid her parents’ savings account. Once in a while Mom received postcards and letters describing Arianna’s exciting life in Hollywood. And Arianna always called to let them know when she had a bit part in a movie. But she only came to visit Mom twice in sixteen years. Mom doesn’t talk about it much, but I know she was crushed that Arianna didn’t want her own daughter to be part of her life.

According to Great-Grandmother Eva, whenever people saw Mom all they talked about was Arianna, the Hollywood actress. It didn’t matter that most of Arianna’s parts were walk-ons with no lines. In a small town, even that was a big deal. But every time someone asked about Arianna, being left behind hurt Mom all over again. And every time someone gushed about Arianna’s dazzling looks, Mom felt that much worse about her distinctive nose.

“Thank you, princess. Only twenty miles to the motel.”

“I slept for hours! You should have woken me up to keep you company.”

“I found an oldies station on the radio.” She pats the faded dashboard. “And it’s important that you look fresh when we check in—”

“Because you never know when the judges will be watching,” I say along with her, and we giggle.

“Now tidy your hair and makeup. And slip into something that’s not so rumpled.” She checks the signs along the freeway. “People, get ready to meet the next Miss Crowning Glory.”

Mom and I wrestle our luggage through the revolving door into the hotel lobby. Like every lobby I’ve ever walked into, it’s heavy with recycled air and the sticky-sweet smells of hair gel and perfume. We trek past at least a hundred girls and their mothers—and enough suitcases to pave the interstate—to the front desk. Before Mom opens her mouth, the snotty girl behind the desk waves us away. “Pageant check-in is over there. Get in line.”

“Lovely child,” Mom mutters as we drag our suitcases to the other end of the lobby. “A shoo-in for Miss Congeniality.”

I sink my teeth into my lower lip to keep from laughing.

The Crowning Glory sign is hanging above a shaky-looking card table. Despite all the people bumping into each other in the lobby, there’s no line. If all these girls have checked in, why aren’t they in their rooms getting ready?

As usual, Mom takes charge. “Oribella Bettencourt, age fifteen. We’re entered in Photogenics, Loveliest Locks, Outfit of Choice, and—of course—Miss Crowning Glory.”

The young woman sitting at the card table flips through a box full of pageant packets. She’s gorgeous, with sunset-red hair and flawless makeup. I’m glad she’s working the pageant instead of competing.


“I’ve found your registration,” Welcome, My Name Is Margaret says. “Everything looks fine. But there’s been a mix-up with the rooms.” Her voice drops. “They won’t be ready until three o’clock, which is why all these contestants are waiting in the lobby.”

“I see.” I know this news must have Mom freaking, but she keeps cool. “My daughter’s interview was scheduled for three-fifteen. Has it been rescheduled?”

Margaret swallows. She’s been asked that question a hundred times today, and not one person has liked the answer. “I’m afraid not. Our schedule is very tight.”

“I’m sure it is. Coordinating a pageant is exhausting.” Mom pulls some dollar bills from her purse. “Princess, run and get Margaret something to drink. Would you like soda, a water?”

I take the money and make eager-to-please eyes at Margaret. Mom and I have this routine timed to the second.

Margaret shakes her head, and her shoulders relax. That’s probably the first nice thing anyone’s said to her all day. “That’s sweet, but I have a cooler of drinks under the table.”

“If you’re positive—” Mom steps around the card table and lowers her voice. “Margaret, you won the Crowning Glory two years ago. Right?”

Margaret’s cheeks glow as she smiles and nods. Mom’s knowledge of pageant trivia is amazing.

“You know how important it is to be rested for the interviews. Not funky from eight hours in a van.” Wrinkling her nose, Mom fans the shoulders of her sweater.

Margaret chuckles, and I know she’s under Mom’s spell. Someday, when I’m tired of competing, Mom should write a book revealing her secrets for charming pageant officials.

“I was wondering how it would work to allow the girls with the earliest interviews—say, from three to four o’clock—to move into the rooms that are clean and ready now? It might involve shuffling some room assignments, but…” Mom lets the sentence hang, and I know what’s coming.

“But it wouldn’t be that difficult, and it would be fair for everyone. Why didn’t somebody here think of that?” Margaret’s eyes light up. “Let me run and talk to the pageant coordinator. I’ll be right back.” She dashes across the room.

Mom turns to me and winks. “I think Margaret’s about to move up the pageant ladder.”
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Pageant interviews are such a waste. I’d rather dance than answer a list of pointless questions, but not many pageants have talent competitions anymore. I think the judges got tired of watching girls with no talent embarrass themselves.

Thanks to Mom—and Margaret—I had plenty of time to get ready and rehearse my answers. Contestants aren’t given the questions ahead of time—so we can be taken by surprise. But every interview is the same. Sometimes I’d like to sneak a tape recorder into the room and press the playback instead of answering. It would be fun to see the judges’ faces when they hear the taped responses to their “surprise” questions.

My future? I’m going to devote my life to bringing about world peace, eliminating poverty, and finding a cure for stupid questions.

The interview’s not even so much about saying what the judges want to hear. It’s about how you say it and how you look saying it. While I pretend to be thoughtfully considering their lame questions, they’re examining me pore by pore. I sit with my ankles crossed and my hands resting in my lap. My back is Ms. W straight. My chin is up, but my eyes are the tiniest bit downcast to show respect for my elders.

We’re in one of those hotel conference rooms with no windows and lots of bad air. If I ever interview somewhere that doesn’t smell like feet, my nose will send a thank-you card. The walls are drab; the carpet is drab; the lighting is drab. My mission is to make the room glow with my presence.

The five judges sit behind a fake wood table scarred with coffee cup rings and cigarette burns. There are three women and two men, but to me their faces are computer screens filled with information: encouraging smiles, frowns of concentration, the dreaded glazed eyes of boredom. And I’m the well-programmed robot, responding to each command.

When a judge asks me a question, I look her—or him—in the eye. As I answer, I make eye contact with each judge in turn, beginning and ending with the judge who asked the question. I look thoughtful, I smile, I even laugh—but never giggle—at the lame jokes the men always make.


What do I want to be when I grow up? An internationally famous actress and supermodel. That’s the perfect answer for anyone wanting to commit pageant suicide. I want to be a teacher, a role model, a mentor to children from deprived backgrounds. I want to make a difference.

If I could have one wish, what would it be? To be adored and envied, and to be able to afford anything I want. Not hardly. I wish people from all cultures and religions would come to understand and appreciate each other’s uniqueness and diversity.

And so on, and so on.

If the casting director saw my interview technique, he’d serve me the role of Razzi with a side order of instant fame. And Mom and I would be set for life.

The interview lasts fifteen minutes, long enough for the judges to make sure I can put a complete sentence together. The one on the left checks me out for zits and visible signs of plastic surgery, which is not supposed to be allowed, but girls do it all the time. The unspoken rule is it’s fine as long as nobody in the audience can tell.

“Thank you, Miss Bettencourt,” the head judge says to let me know the interview is over.

I stand, then step up to shake each one’s hand in turn. Their eyes widen with surprise. Then they smile. So nice—and such a joy—to meet a respectful young lady.
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