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The Beauty Queen Called Twice

 Lesbian Light Reads 7

by

Elizabeth Andre

People have all kinds of
triggers. Sights. Sounds. Smells. All of them can trigger an
avalanche of memories and feelings. I was no different from anyone
else. My trigger was a name. The name was Charlenae White. When I
read her name in an email my editor had sent me, I was overwhelmed
with memories of things tangible and intangible. A drag queen
beauty pageant. Chiffon trousers. Long black hair. Embarrassment.
Regret.

Charlenae White had made
something of herself. She was the CEO of NaeWha Cosmetics. My
fellow reporter, Jodi, seemed to know all about the CEO version of
Charlenae and NaeWha. She was leaning over the cube farm wall that
separated our work areas.

“Hey, Lauren, why do you
get to interview Charlenae, and I get to interview an old white guy
who invented a new kind of golf ball?” she asked, sounding truly
indignant.

“Just lucky, I guess,” I
said, stretching and yawning to cover the surprise I felt at
encountering Charlenae again for the first time in several
years.

“I’ve seen her photo.
She’s beautiful. Are you going to meet her or just do a
phoner?”

“Not sure, but whatever I
do, I have to do it now. Boss man wants the story as soon as
possible, even though whether some company may be buying NaeWha
Cosmetics isn’t exactly breaking news.”

Jodi and I worked as
reporters for an online business news website, along with a dozen
others. We made an attempt to write the occasional hard-hitting
feature on trends in business or on one brewing scandal or another,
but a lot of what we did was rehash press releases and write puff
pieces on business owners. Anything to get more clicks. We lived
and died by clicks.

“Well, you know Tim,” Jodi
said. “He still likes to give us these deadlines even when it
doesn’t really matter.”

Tim, the editor-in-chief
of our little operation, had his maudlin moments from time to time.
At those times, he’d say that our little website was scrappy enough
to punch above our weight like the bigger business news outfits,
like Bloomberg, but that we just kept missing the mark. He wasn’t
sure how we would hit it. I thought we actually did good work.
Truthfully, Tim, an old guy with a big belly and a shock of white
hair swirling around his head, clearly missed the old days when
newspapers, actual news printed on actual paper, weren’t mostly
shadows of their former selves. He proudly referred to himself as
an ink-stained wretch even though his words hadn’t been on paper in
years, even though some days he seemed to think that he too was a
shadow of his former self. On particularly bad days he would point
to his 20-year-old journalism award hanging on his wall and again
tell the story of how he broke the story of a crooked judge and set
a man free from death row.

“Great journalism can
change the world. It changes lives,” he would say and then tell us
about the story that he felt should have won an award but didn’t.
Invariably, this well-worn tale would end with him asking us why we
were still in in his office and pointing to the door.

I reread the press release
that came attached to Tim’s email just to see her name again. I was
having trouble keeping my mind in the here and now. The first time
I saw her, she had been sitting at the judges’ table at a drag
queen beauty pageant at the gay bar in the town where I went to
college. I was covering the pageant for the college newspaper. It
would be the lead story in the paper’s entertainment section in the
next edition. She had dark skin and lovely long hair that cascaded
past her shoulders. When she looked up from taking notes on the
contestants to laugh or smile, I felt my mouth go dry. I forgot how
to talk.

Jodi was snapping her
fingers in front of my face. “Hey! You’re so far away, so far away.
What’s going on?”

I shook my head. “Nothing.
So, what’s the golf ball story?”

“This guy’s special golf
balls are selling really well. I’m to find out his business secret.
You know, the usual. What is it about Charlenae White that’s got
you all knotted up? She’s beautiful and all, but there’s clearly
more to it than that.”

“I’ve interviewed her
before,” I said and then told Jodi about meeting Charlenae at the
drag queen beauty pageant. I told her about interviewing Charlenae
for a story about her own pageant competition and how she called me
even after the story was done. I admitted that I didn’t return her
calls.

“You thought you were too
good for her?” She was half serious, half teasing.

“No, it’s not that.
Journalists aren’t supposed to date sources, you know. Besides,
she’s too good for me. She’s amazingly beautiful. I bet she has a
gaggle of her own beautiful friends who would sneer at me for
missing a bikini wax. She probably had a boyfriend back then and
has a husband now. All you straight girls do is flirt with us gay
girls and then crush us. Been there. Done that.”

At that, Jodi seemed
noticeably miffed, and I didn’t blame her. But it was the truth, my
truth at least, and I really didn’t want to get hurt by Charlenae
or anyone else.

“Sometimes you’re
pathetic,” Jodi said, sitting back down. “How do you know what she
wants if you don’t ask? How do you know if you don’t return her
call? Maybe you’re the reason you’re still single.”

I was about to say
something smart when our editor came strolling through the office.
Jodi got on the phone. Soon, I heard her asking about golf balls. I
got a stare and a raised eyebrow from Tim as I picked up my phone.
Most days the receiver was pretty light, but today it weighed two
tons. I don’t know why it was so hard to make this one call. I was
a reporter. I had a few years of experience talking to people and
writing down what they said with reasonable accuracy. I called
people I didn’t know all the time. Since I was writing business
stories, most of these people were richer than me. Plenty were
prettier, smarter and more talented.

Jodi was right. Charlenae
was different.

***

I never thought I’d see
her again, even though I’d never forgotten her long black hair
cascading around her shoulders and the chiffon trousers that
managed to be both sexy and modest at the same time. I never gave
myself the chance to get too attached to her when we first met. I
was totally focused on finishing college and becoming the best
journalist ever. I, Lauren Golden, wanted to become a hardball
journalist like Helen Thomas or Maureen Dowd, and all I was
interested in was getting stories and passing classes. I didn’t
have time for love, and I didn’t have time to mess about with a
girl who seemed too straight and too beautiful for someone like
me.

I’m not saying I was ugly
then. I’m not ugly now. I’ve always liked my hazel eyes and thick
red hair, but there’s a difference between being somewhat
attractive and competing in the state beauty pageant. That’s what
she was doing. I was just writing a story about her for the college
newspaper, one more clip to add to my binder.

I told myself that that
was all she was—just another story.

I had been mildly
surprised when the editor of the college newspaper had been
enthusiastic about my pitch to write about a drag queen beauty
pageant at the local gay bar. He thought it would be a good cover
piece for the entertainment section. He assigned a photographer,
and off we went. It was a Sunday night in March. The ice and snow
of a brutal winter had only recently melted, but there was still a
chill in the air. Once in the bar, we watched a half dozen men
dressed as women compete for the privilege of wearing a sash and
crown. I think they also got $50 in free drinks. During breaks, I
asked contestants about their beauty routines and what it took to
do drag.

I dutifully scribbled in
my battered green steno pad about how these men avoided having a
bulge and where they put their dicks while wearing a dress. I
learned how they used bronzer to accentuate their cleavage and how
those sponge paint brushes usually sold at hardware stores to apply
paint can be used to apply foundation.

And then I saw her sitting
at the judges’ table. She, too, was scribbling notes about the
various contestants.

Every time she looked up
she broke into this perfect smile, the kind you saw in fashion
magazines and beauty pageants. Her long, dark hair looked soft,
almost ethereal, as it floated around her face, like there was a
soft summer breeze flowing through it. She managed to pose at this
perfect angle as if she was always ready to have her photo taken.
She wasn’t as made up as the drag queens, but her eyebrows were
perfectly arched. Her lips were painted a natural gloss. Her teeth
were a perfect white. She wore these flowing black chiffon pants
that revealed the outline of her legs and became opaque in all the
right spots. They were stylish rather than sluttish. They suggested
the skin beneath without revealing it.

Focus. I needed to stay
focused on getting the story, and I was on deadline. The show would
end at midnight, and I needed to get my story in by noon the next
day. I couldn’t get distracted.

After the pageant, the
contestants mingled with the judges and spectators. The crowd had
been getting pretty rowdy throughout the night, and now that the
contest was over, the rowdiness ramped up. I had just finished
getting quotes from a few of the spectators when I glanced around
and caught sight of Charlenae chatting with a couple of the pageant
contestants. I headed over there, but stopped just short of joining
the group right away. I caught a few snatches of their
conversation.

“Their voices are
heavenly!” the older of the two pageant contestants had exclaimed.
“They performed intricate harmonies.”

“And they’re called the
Lemon sisters?” Charlenae said.

The older drag queen,
called Tiki Barr, shook her head vigorously. “No, darling. Lennon.
Two Ns, not an M. They’re not fruits.”

“Unlike us, honey!” Chi
Chi Lopes, the other, younger drag queen, said and dissolved into
giggles.

Tiki rolled his eyes and
turned his attention back to Charlenae. “The Lennon Sisters are
marvelous. You must listen to them.”

This was when I stepped
in. “I remember my mother or grandmother talking about seeing them
on the Lawrence Welk Show.”

Charlenae and the drag
queens looked at me.

Charlenae smiled at me.
“You know who the Lennon Sisters are?”

I nodded. “I think they
were regulars on the Welk show.”

Tiki draped his arm across
my shoulders. I was glad he did because I thought I would swoon
when Charlenae smiled at me.

He said, “It’s good to
find young people who know something of quality pop
culture.”

This time, Chi Chi rolled
his eyes.

Then the conversation
drifted to matters of makeup and hair. I offered a few thoughts and
opinions of my own, but mostly I listened and watched Charlenae. I
was really impressed by how natural and kind she was. She
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