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			For Michael, Meredith, and, of course, Ian

		

	
		
			1

			I Came Here to Make Friends

			“You could be on this show,” Michael would always tell me.

			“What? No. I’ve never even had real pictures taken, except, like…glamour shots at JCPenney with my mom.”

			“Sarah, you’re tall and beautiful and wild, and your life is even wilder, and I really think they would pick you to be on this show.”

			“You think I’m beautiful?!”

			Michael and I met on our very first day at Boston University. My stepdad and mom had decided to divorce the summer before I left for my first semester, so the drive to school was uncomfortable and subdued. When we arrived at Myles Standish Hall, a dorm that had once been a grand hotel, we walked through the lobby, across the aged art deco tile, and rode up in the ancient, creaky elevator to the ninth floor in silence. I’d had to bring everything I owned, since my mom would be moving out right after me, and we carried it up and into my tiny single room, which was barely big enough for the three of us to stand in together. We stood, just a little too close, and stared at one another ruefully as the sound of other families unpacking together rang through the halls.

			“Do you want us to help you unpack?” my mom asked.

			“No, that’s okay. You guys should head home,” I said.

			We hugged and said some subdued goodbyes. It had been an emotional summer, and there wasn’t a lot left to say. After the door closed behind them, I looked around my room, which had probably been built as a closet. It was like nowhere I’d ever been, which was perfect. I loved every inch. The yellowish-white chipped paint on the crown molding that hinted at its grand and storied past. The haunted sounds of the elevator and pipes creaking in the background. The window looking out onto an alley.

			As I unpacked, I started to think about the new, better version of myself that I could be now that I lived somewhere where no one knew me. Coming from a small town and graduating from a small high school, in a class of fifteen people, most of whom had known me and every embarrassing thing I’d done since I was eleven years old, the possibilities were endless. Across the hall, I heard my neighbor’s mother saying goodbye. I decided this new version of me was brave and walked right into his room.

			Sitting on the bed was a petite freshman boy, reading. He looked up from his book, surprised, but didn’t flinch.

			“Hi,” I said. “I’m Sarah.”

			“Michael,” he said. “Hi.” His dark eyes wrinkled as he smiled. “Welcome to my room.” He had a nasal Jersey accent, kind and sarcastic at the same time. He sounded like a cartoon character; I couldn’t wait to hear more.

			“Is this your popcorn?”

			I maintain that he offered me some, but he insists that I just started eating it. He’s probably right. And that was it. We were fast friends.

			Sometimes the first friends you make in college are placeholders for the friends you make once you’ve had time to find people you actually have something in common with. And on the surface, Michael and I were very different. Me, the child of earthy, crunchy hippies from Middle-of-Nowhere, Massachusetts, who grew up without TV or junk food. Him, raised by television and Chef Boyardee in New Jersey. But we’re friends to this day.

			A few weeks later, I met Meredith in my English literature class. I made a terrible first impression. She and I have a lot in common, except for one important thing. Her focus is like a laser beam, and mine is…not. So when I went on a rambling tirade about Gilgamesh, she wrote me off as a bimbo. But we took the same route to our work studies after class, so we started walking together, her thick, long red hair swinging as I grew on her bit by bit until we were best friends. She was homeschooled in New Hampshire and hadn’t grown up with much TV either. So I introduced her to Michael, and he introduced us to Law & Order, Friends, and America’s Next Top Model, reveling in giving us our pop culture education. Neither of us had ever seen reality TV before.

			“Never?!” cried Michael. “Like…none of it?”

			It was addicting. There was no writer or director between me and these characters; they were raw and vulnerable, prostrating themselves at the temple of entertainment to be judged not only by the professionals but also by us watching at home, imagining what we would do in their shoes. We watched gleefully as Natasha on Cycle 8 cried on the phone to her boyfriend in the very first episode.

			“What a wuss,” I crowed, shoving handfuls of Michael’s popcorn into my mouth. “They’ve been gone, what, a day? And she’s already crying to her boyfriend?”

			We watched as Natasha crooned into the phone. “Do you love me? Do you miss me?” she asked in her thick Russian accent. To this day, when we get on the phone, Michael and I still say that to each other. “Do you loff me? Do you meeeeeeeess me?”

			

			—

			I’d never seen anything like ANTM. As a kid growing up in a town of 635 people, I obsessed over every glimpse I got into the world of fashion, but there weren’t a lot. I read every fashion magazine my school library had. My grandmother saved all her issues of Elle magazine for me to read, usually in one sitting, every summer. My parents had a coffee table book called Of Women and Their Elegance by Norman Mailer and Milton H. Greene, full of fashion spreads of models and movie stars. I flipped through it over and over and over, wearing down the big, crisp spine, until I’d find my favorite spread: a candid photo of Marilyn Monroe in a light satin dress showing off her pert breasts, laughing with Marlene Dietrich in a dramatic black fur coat and face veil. Two strikingly different examples of glamour: one open and frankly sexual, the other dark and mysterious.

			Someday, I thought, I’ll be the type of person who gets to live in the world on these pages. I’ll wear designer clothes in my New York City apartment.

			Someday, I’ll wear designer heels that won’t make my feet bleed, I thought when my pleather heels from Payless dug into my feet at school.

			And then that world was seemingly brought to life by America’s Next Top Model.

			

			—

			“I don’t know,” I told Michael. “I’ve never even thought about being a model.”

			That wasn’t strictly true. Of course I’d thought about it, but it never seemed like a possibility. I just assumed I was too fat. I didn’t know anything about the plus-size industry beyond vaguely recalling the slim sections in the back of my mom’s JCPenney and Newport News catalogs filled with smiling, curvy women with gleaming teeth and big, bouncing hair. I’d developed breasts and hips when I was eleven and, with them, abandoned my previous dream of being a ballerina (important to note: I was not good at it).

			“It’s true,” said my dance teacher, sighing as she gazed up and down at my frame. “Modeling and ballet are not for you.”

			I wore anything from a size six to a fourteen. I’d gained and then lost thirty pounds my freshman year, and those fluctuations, along with my raging body dysmorphia, meant that I had no idea what I looked like. I just knew I didn’t look like a model. I knew I didn’t look like I was supposed to, like I desperately wanted to.

			“I really think you should try out.”

			“But models are like…size two. Size zero.”

			“Not always! Not on the show!”

			He kept at it throughout my freshman year and even found out that auditions were being held in Boston for the next season, Cycle 9, after the summer. I started to consider it.

			In the fall of my sophomore year, I met a girl in line for the bathroom at a party, and in the thrall of that particular magic that happens between girls waiting for the bathroom, I sheepishly and drunkenly mentioned that I was thinking about trying out.

			“Oh my god, I’m doing it too!” she exclaimed. “You should totally do it, we can do it together, you’re so pretty!”

			She reached out and caressed my face and ran her fingers gently through my hair. I was completely undone by the sudden compliment. I blushed and wiggled like a happy puppy, almost dropping my Solo cup full of grain alcohol and fruit punch.

			“Oh my gosh, no, you are! You look like a real model,” I stammered back.

			

			—

			Months went by, and Michael kept telling me to do it. I’d known I was going to do it from the moment he’d first suggested it, but I wanted to seem cool, so I pretended to resist the idea. But that winter, we looked online to find out when auditions started: March 13. It was the day after midterms ended, the day before spring break. It seemed perfect, meant to be.

			

			—

			“Do you want me to come with you?” offered Michael.

			“No, God, no,” I said, “but you’re an angel for offering.” We’d just found out that, although the auditions started at ten a.m., people would start to line up at the crack of dawn.

			“But you’re going to do it, right?”

			“No.”

			“Sarah!”

			“Yes.”

			In his book The Wig, the Bitch & the Meltdown, a novel that pulls angry fistfuls of inspiration from his time as creative director on Top Model, Jay Manuel (presumably) took a lot of creative liberties. Despite being there for a small slice of it, I can’t really tell what’s fact and what’s fiction. The one exception is his description of the audition process. I can confirm that his account is completely without exaggeration.

			The chapter is called “Cattle Call,” which is industry-speak for huge open-call auditions. Most auditions and casting calls are limited to models represented by agencies. But cattle calls are open to the public, meaning anyone from the hopeful masses could be selected.

			“The line, no, the lines of young women wrapped around the block two, three, four times? Ten thousand girls,” remarks a frazzled casting associate character.

			The real auditions were held in the center of Boston at the Prudential Center, and I arrived around six in the morning. I hadn’t slept all night or for much of the previous week of midterms. I went straight from my professor’s office, where I’d handed in my last paper after pulling an all-nighter, and arrived to the Prudential Center to see the longest line I’d ever seen. There were already hundreds of girls sleepily snaking around the building, all the way down Belvidere Street. I slowly, wearily made my way, block after block, to the back. I passed Bathroom Girl partway down. We waved to each other, and I kept on schlepping to the end of the line.

			As I took my place, the girl ahead of me shared a rumor that was making its way to the back: they would be admitting only the first five hundred girls, and that didn’t include us. The girl’s more levelheaded mother chimed in.

			“I’m sure that’s not true. We’ll make it,” she reassured us.

			More and more girls fed the snake, moving its tail down Boylston Street, creating a spectacle for all the foot traffic. People kept stopping, wondering what was holding the attention of so many young, attractive women: “What are you guys in line for?”

			I had fun making up different answers:

			“We’re shooting a mayonnaise commercial,” I’d chirp.

			“We’re Jeopardy! finalists!”

			“Reptile People Convention. We’re actually covered in scales from the neck down,” I said, having just read Bridget Jones’s Diary.

			“No, really,” they’d say. “What’s happening?”

			We’d giggle and demur, but none of us wanted to reveal the truth. I couldn’t bring myself to say it out loud, to admit that I thought of myself as hot and interesting enough to be on TV. We’re not supposed to admit we know. That’s why we’re all obsessed with the origin stories of young actresses and models being discovered in an ice-cream parlor (Lana Turner), a bank (Charlize Theron), an airport (Kate Moss). We love the idea of a pure, virtuous woman who has no idea that she’s stunning. And all of us in line that day were breaking the unspoken rule to never suspect it of ourselves. As the day went on, the men started to get hostile toward us.

			“Okay, you’re all having fun, but seriously now, tell me what’s going on,” one middle-aged man in an expensive-looking suit demanded, making his way down the line trying to get one of us to crack.

			One group of men who’d figured out the truth walked down the line rating us on a scale from one to ten and telling us we would never make it. “Line full of sevens!” they kept yelling. Our rapt attention and desires had nothing to do with them, and that made them furious. That’s part of the power of Top Model: it’s not for men. On the show, I watched the panel criticize girls for posing as though they were in a men’s magazine. It might nod to the male gaze, but the show is, ultimately, for the girls and the gays.

			Boston had a particularly virulent strain of machismo. Meredith and I, with her curves and voluminous hair and my long legs, attracted a lot of it. Once, a car of men slowed down to follow us as we walked, and when we nervously looked down to avoid their gaze, they screeched away yelling, “You’re not even that hot!” Once they were a safe distance away, we burst into peals of laughter. But in the audition line, we didn’t even have to wait for them to be a safe distance away. We had safety in numbers. Openly laughing and ignoring them was exhilarating.

			Around ten a.m., the line started moving. By that point, I was already delirious from lack of sleep. I did not feel prepared to ask people to put me on TV because I was hot, no matter what random men hanging from the passenger side of their best friend’s ride tried to holler at me.

			By the time I made it to the entrance of the Prudential Center, the biggest, grayest building in Boston, it might as well have been the gates of Valhalla. Then, slowly, my eyes took in the line ahead of me, continuing to snake into the building, out of sight. I wanted to cry, to lie down right there and just let the rest of the line step over my sleeping body. But another hour or so later, and the actual end was in sight. The line went through the building, into the hotel lobby, and all the way to a waiting area outside a ballroom. I’d gotten so tired that everything had started to feel dreamlike, but now this was really happening. I was face-to-face with a real woman, who, I gleefully reminded myself, was involved in making this reality television show: talking to her gave me the second wind I needed. She handed me a clipboard with a questionnaire and directed me to sit in one of the folding chairs nearby. The girl and her mom ahead of me were poring over her questionnaire answers together. I thought about calling my mom. I knew that she would have had some hilarious answers to the questions. I also knew she would never have judged me for being there, but for some reason I was still too embarrassed to call.

			I sat outside the double doors of the hotel ballroom on a flimsy folding chair, its legs pushing into plush maroon-and-cream carpeting, and tried to write as small as I could to cram as much info as possible onto page after page. There was a whole section labeled “STRESSES IN YOUR LIFE” in big, bold capital letters, with ten subsections like “family members, such as divorce, illnesses in child or parent, birth or death of loved one” and “with health care services such as insurance benefits, or lack thereof, transportation for treatment, etc.” I knew that this was the most important section, the one that would prove whether my life and my struggles were Interesting and Worthy of that ultimate prize: being on television.

			Unfortunately, I had no perspective on the stresses in my life. When I arrived at Boston University a year and a half earlier for my freshman year, I thought I had a normal upbringing. But I quickly learned that was not the case. Every time I told what I thought was a funny story about my childhood, I’d watch as people got uncomfortable or, worse, pitied me.

			My hallmate and I were talking about riding bikes as kids, and I casually mentioned the women in my dad’s apartment building who used to sit on the front porch chain-smoking and making sure all the kids were wearing helmets while they waited for their clients.

			“Clients?” she said.

			“They were prostitutes,” I explained. “Most of the people who lived there were either drug dealers or worked for the drug dealers.”

			Her face fell, confused. My heart went with it. I loved that building. I loved those women. But immediately I could tell from her expression that, yet again, I’d said something unintentionally off-putting and sad.

			“Why did your dad live there?” she asked.

			“The rent was cheap, and I guess it was what he could afford,” I said, unsure. “And then it burned down.” Immediately I regretted letting that slip.

			“What?!” she said.

			“Yeah, the whole apartment building burned down. On Christmas Day, no less.” I chuckled. She didn’t. She looked sad. I hated it. I ended the conversation, protective of all the memories I had there.

			For the rest of my freshman year, I was an undercover detective, trying to crack the case of what was “normal” without revealing that I was, in fact, not.

			To make matters more confusing, most of the other students at BU came from rich families, so they weren’t normal either. Growing up, I’d never felt poor. But suddenly, from this new rearview mirror, things looked different. I knew not to talk about things like bounced checks at the grocery store or going on runs to pick up dented cans and other rejected food with my mom. But sometimes things still slipped out.

			“Did you hear that Adam is growing mushrooms in his dorm room?” a friend of mine asked.

			“Ew,” I said. “My dad’s roommate used to grow mushrooms, and they smelled so gross.”

			“What?”

			“Yeah, something about the spores or the dirt they grow in, it smells musky.”

			“No, not that. Your dad has roommates?”

			Ugh, I thought, bracing myself. I loved all the people who had come and gone throughout the years. Even the terrible ones made for what I thought was a good story, and now I was afraid they were all going to be tainted.

			“Yeah, he shares a house with four other people,” I said.

			“I didn’t even know grown-ups could have roommates,” she said. “That’s so wild. Do they have to share everything? Like the kitchen and the washing machine and stuff?”

			“Actually, there is no washing machine.”

			“What?! How do they do laundry?!” she asked. Her eyes were so wide I thought they’d pop out of her head as I tried to describe the concept of laundromats. But how do you convey that they are the perfect place to read? How do you describe the clanging and humming background noise, the wide variety of people in various stages of washing and drying, pulling their most intimate items in and out of machines alongside one another? How do you explain that orange soda tastes better while you’re waiting for your clothes to dry, or how warm they are when you fold them on the yellow table while watching the Spanish soap opera playing on the television mounted to the wall?

			Michael, Meredith, and I sometimes felt like an island surrounded by an ocean of rich people.

			“I had to literally explain laundromats to a girl yesterday,” I griped.

			“My roommate’s family just, like, has a plane,” Michael said. “Like…their own plane.”

			“Jesus, I didn’t even know that was a thing.”

			And now, on this folding chair, my toes digging into the hotel carpeting, I had to be a detective in the opposite direction. I sat there thinking about all the times Michael had said, “Sarah, your life is so weird, they will definitely pick you.” All the times people had cocked their heads and said “aww” at me. What had I been talking about? What of all those stories would be interesting enough to get me on television? I had to assume they knew what laundromats were.

			I listed every heart-wrenching thing I could think of, displaying all my trauma for them to pick over like a street vendor’s wares.

			
				STRESSES IN YOUR LIFE

				With housing, such as inadequate housing, homelessness, conflicts with neighbors or landlord, etc.:

				My dad and I were homeless when I was in 3rd grade after our house burned down, which sucked. He is always in a fight with his various roommates.

			

			Was it true? Strictly speaking, yes. After our apartment building burned down, my dad didn’t have a place of his own for a while. But it was a little slimy of me to use the word “homeless.” We had places to stay. But this was the TV version of my life; there was no room for subtleties or gray areas.

			I listed my job history and wondered if it would disqualify me. At the time I was working as an administrative assistant at the Boston University Office of Disability and Access Services during the day and a burlesque dancer on nights and weekends. I’d already had a lot of jobs—I’ve been working since I was eleven. I dutifully wrote down as many as could fit: burlesque dancer, waitress, catering staff, blueberry farmhand, front desk clerk at a country club. I handed in my application nervously. They handed me a sticker with the number 1042 on it and told me to sit and wait some more. I sat, nervously fidgeting. Without thinking about it, I rolled up the sticker with the number on it and then accordioned it back and forth until it was in tatters.

			More applicants trickled in and filled out forms until there were maybe a hundred of us sitting and waiting.

			“Please put your assigned number sticker on your left arm,” someone with a clipboard said.

			I looked down at the crumpled piece of trash in my hand and gulped. There was no saving it. I rummaged in my purse, pulled a piece of paper out of my notebook, and wrote the number onto it. Strike one, I thought.

			We were herded into the hotel ballroom. On the opposite side of the room was a table full of casting associates. They all sprang into motion and spread out across the room as if choreographed.

			“Stand next to the wall,” they yelled, gesturing and pointing and pulling girls into the room. We all shuffled into line along the edge. There was a piece of tape on the jacquard wallpaper going all around the room, right at eye level.

			“Okay, ladies, we need your nose to be touching the back of the head of the girl in front of you,” said one of the casting associates, presumably a more senior one because she was shouting instructions from the table instead of darting and herding us around.

			“Nose to the back of the head,” the shepherding associates started yelling, pushing us closer and closer together.

			“Nose to the back of the head” was still echoing throughout the room when I realized with some alarm that I was the only girl whose boobs went past her nose. An associate came up to me to push me as close as my body would allow into the girl in front of me. Strike two, I thought.

			“Sorry,” I said, as my breasts squished into her back.

			Finally, there were as many girls in a single-file line snaking around the walls of the ballroom as was physically possible. They closed the door.

			“Step out of your shoes!” the woman at the table yelled.

			Everyone went to step forward. I was wearing lace-up heeled boots and had to disrupt the line a bit to bend down and get out of them. Strike three, I thought, resigned.

			I stood back up, and the line rippled a little, then went quiet—shockingly quiet for a room so methodically crammed full of so very many people.

			A casting associate walked around the room. Slowly, I realized that anyone who was shorter than the piece of tape was being sent outside. Occasionally they would push down on a girl’s hair to double-check that she was tall enough. It was brutal. I couldn’t imagine waiting for hours only to be kicked out of the room immediately, shoes in my hand, tape on my arm, tears in my eyes.

			Still, it was quiet, except for their footsteps and resigned sniffs.

			The woman at the table stood up and started walking around the room. She called a few numbers as she walked along: “1005, stand over there. 1076, stand next to her.”

			They walked to where she’d pointed, in the middle of the room and all our sideways stares.

			One of the casting associates walked by me and her eyes took me in. “1042, center of the room.” My eyes widened, and I walked to the middle of the room. Bathroom Girl was there too. We made eye contact but didn’t say anything to break the silence.

			They called about twenty numbers and dismissed everyone else. Even then, the room remained eerily silent, except for the shuffling of papers and a few sighs. The only real sound came from the junior associates arranging the selected few into rows spaced out in the middle of the room. Then they started looking at us from all angles, circling and staring. I assumed the breeding studs would be sent in shortly. Of the twenty or so girls, they picked two of us and dismissed the rest. Bathroom Girl waved and shrugged at me as she left. I shrugged back and pulled a face. We laughed silently.

			The other girl and I walked toward the table. Somehow, I’d won a gladiator battle without actually touching anyone or making a sound. Had my little blunders made me stand out from the pack? Maybe.

			In a society that looks at beauty and fame as the highest accomplishments, it was startling to come face-to-face with how truly arbitrary it all was. Suddenly the girls in line who were trying out for the sixth or seventh time made sense: the selection process was more like a lottery than a competition.

			The woman gave us a piece of paper with a time and location on it, a conference room in the same hotel. She told us to come back tomorrow at our assigned time in jeans, a tank top, and high heels (preferably black) and with a bathing suit.

			I walked out, past the mélange of girls still waiting, and tried to wrap my head around what had just happened. It was my first audition for anything outside of school.

			When I got on the green line train, Bathroom Girl was there. She smiled. I smiled.

			“You got a callback,” she said.

			“Yeah,” I said, desperately searching for something self-deprecating to say to cut the tension. But it was five p.m., and I had been in line for eleven hours and awake for thirty-six, so we rode in silence.

			I got home and immediately told Michael everything before collapsing and sleeping for a few hours. Later, I stumbled down to meet him for dinner in the dining hall, and we spent the rest of the night crowing over the possibilities.

			“You’re going to make it. You are going to be on the show.”

			“No way,” I said.

			“But what if you do?”

			“What if I do?” I squealed. “Maybe I’ll be the villain!”

			“No,” said Michael, “you’re too nice.”

			“Which one will I be then?”

			“I don’t know. The nice one?”

			“The ditzy one?”

			He laughed. “Maybe.”

			Meredith joined us, and I started doing a bit that drove them insane. I had a coat that made me look pregnant, so much so that strangers would ask me how far along I was, and whenever I wore it, I would pretend to be a pregnant teenager from Alabama named Lurlene with a thick Southern drawl. She was looking for the father of her child, whom she’d met and conceived with in the back room of a 7-Eleven, but gosh durn it, she couldn’t remember which one! She became part of our lore, and I would become her whenever I wore the coat, whenever we went to 7-Eleven, or just whenever I felt like annoying them.

			“I’m gon’ be a model, y’all! I bet I get to show off the maternity wear in the Dickies catalog my mama gets!”

			“Not Lurlene!” cried Meredith.

			It felt like I’d always dreamed college would feel: giggling in bed with friends, making near impossible life plans.

			

			—

			The next day I went back to the hotel at the Prudential Center in my Old Navy outfit and Payless heels and with a bathing suit in my very early 2000s giant purse (from Marshalls, $19.99). I was late, but it didn’t seem to matter.

			Like yesterday, a handful of casting associates sat behind folding tables covered with papers on one side of the room. On the table in between them was a camera. In front of them was a runway made of plywood that led right up to the camera; it felt as though Tyra Banks were right on the other side of the lens. There was a line of girls all along one side of the room and stretching out the door into the hallway. I gave my name, lingered awkwardly for a while, and then walked to the back of the line. I sat down.

			“How long have you been waiting?” I asked the girl in front of me.

			“A while. They said they’re, like, two hours behind.”

			I wasn’t worried. I came prepared this time: I settled down on the ground with my book and my snack, looking up occasionally as girl after girl went in to tell the casting agents why she, more than anyone, deserved to be on the show. As someone who didn’t know if she wanted to model, who tipped the scales at 160 pounds, I had no idea what to say. Luckily, I was given a lot of time to come up with something; I sat there for six hours.

			Day turned to night, and we all got silly and punchy. Girls showed off their runway walks up and down the hallway.

			“What’s everybody’s schtick?” asked one girl.

			“I was just wondering that!” I said. “I think I’d be the ditzy one.”

			“That’s so silly!” said a girl with piercing blue eyes. “I’d be the beautiful one,” she added, flipping her long blond hair over her shoulder.

			Maybe, I thought, I will be the second-most ditzy one.

			“It would be so silly if they didn’t bring me into the house,” she went on. Frankly, she was right. She did belong there. And who knows if she was projecting confidence or if it was real, but either way, I was so envious. I would have given a pinkie toe to have any sense of confidence or belonging, misguided or not.

			First, they put us in groups of ten and had us walk the runway one at a time, then again in our bikinis. I was humbled when we changed into our bikinis and cat walked. Some of those girls were…impeccable. Perfect. Luscious. All that is good, I wrote in my journal. One of the casting directors asked me to do my walk again.

			“Can you do it a little slower and bring a little more confidence? We want to show off all that curvy body.”

			Oh, you want me to be more confident? I thought. That makes two of us.

			Finally, it was my turn to be interviewed. I introduced myself and did a little turn for the camera and braced myself. I had an impassioned speech ready to explain why they should still pick me even though I was doing burlesque.

			“So, tell us more about the blueberry farm.”

			“I…what?!”

			“Tell us what it’s like working on the blueberry farm. Is it boring?”

			“I mean, yeah, it’s super boring. Have you ever been on a farm? It’s like that, but we don’t get to leave. But, on the plus side, I don’t have to pick much anymore because I’m the only one with arms long enough to fix the sorting machine.”

			They chuckled. “That’s great—that’s a great detail. Can you say it again, but include the question in your answer?”

			Ah, yes, the backbone of all reality television. When you are on a reality show, you spend a lot of time being asked guiding questions about everything that is happening. And, for editing purposes, they need you to paraphrase those questions in your answers so they don’t have to include the audio of the producer speaking. They want it to seem like everyone on camera is seamlessly and spontaneously recounting everything without prompting from the person just off camera. So, for example, instead of saying, “Yeah, it’s super boring,” when I repeated myself, I said, “Working on the blueberry farm is super boring.”

			“Great, Sarah, thank you so much. So do you like being a simple farm girl on the blueberry farm?”

			Without hesitation I said, “Ew, no. I do not like working on the blueberry farm. I don’t want to just be a simple farm girl. I want to be so much more than that.”

			None of that was true. As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I pictured the smiling, bearded face of the kind, older gay man who owned the farm. The warm, cozy inside of his house looked like it was out of a 1970s Architectural Digest and smelled like tahini, apple cider vinegar, and soil. I remembered feeling like such a grown-up as I drank my coffee in my travel mug and looked out over the rolling, rocky umber hills. They’d turned that reddish-orange color because the farmers set controlled fires every few years to encourage more fruit growth, a tradition that dated back to before the land was colonized by Europeans.

			I’d started working there when I was eleven—my first job. Like any job, it was tedious and frustrating at times, but it wasn’t boring. And I never felt like a simple farm girl. The other employees and I were a ragtag group of queer weirdos (although I wasn’t out yet) from all over the country, and together we made up a vibrant, eclectic home away from home where I had been able to be my rapidly evolving self every summer for the past eight years. But I didn’t say any of that. It wasn’t TV ready. Besides, it was working. I could tell that the casting directors liked me.

			“And you came here because of a friend, right?”

			How the fuck did they know that? I racked my brain, but I didn’t think I’d said anything about Michael in my application.

			“I…yeah. I mean,” I said, realizing I hadn’t included their question in my response, “I came here because a friend talked me into it.” I had no idea what either of us was talking about.

			“And your friend didn’t get a callback, right? She left in the first round?”

			They meant Bathroom Girl, not Michael. When she and I had waved to each other yesterday, I thought we were just peons in a crowd, but they’d been watching us. Spooky. They asked again.

			“Can you tell us about how the friend that convinced you to come didn’t get a callback?”

			“Right…yes. A friend talked me into coming and then, well…I got a callback and she didn’t. Kind of an awkward train ride back to school.”

			They chuckled.

			“Can you tell Tyra what it means to you to be a plus-size model?”

			The room started to swim in front of my eyes. I stared into the camera like a deer in headlights. I don’t even remember what I said, but it can’t have been very good or coherent, because one casting director frowned and looked at me thoughtfully, hand to his chin.

			“Okay. Could you maybe say something about why plus-size representation is a good thing?”

			“I…I think it’s important for people to be represented, for them to see themselves on TV, and I think it’s okay to be plus-size and, I mean, a model, to model. You should be able to be a model if you’re plus-size because then people will see you and feel like they are…okay.” Well. I’d certainly said…something.

			The panel of casting directors smiled politely and looked down at their notes.

			“Okay, Sarah, to wrap it up, can you tell us more about your time on the blueberry farm? Can you ask Tyra to please save you from a summer of boredom on the farm and make you a top model?”

			A lifeline! I was totally picking up what they were putting down: go back to what worked.

			“Tyra, if you don’t pick me, I will be elbow-deep in blueberries all summer for the ninth summer in a row. Do you know how many blueberry muffins there are in Massachusetts?! I do. Please, pick me! Don’t send me back to the farm!”

			The panel chuckled, and the other girls even looked up and laughed.

			Buoyed, I dropped to my knees and wrung my hands. “Please don’t send me back to the farm! My fingers can’t take another year of being stained!”

			As I left, I couldn’t believe the blueberry farm was the thing that stuck. Whatever I said must have worked. A casting director called the next day and told me I was making it through to the next round. Mike and Meredith and I all screamed together in my dorm room.
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			Whoever They Want Me to Be

			After the callback, I didn’t hear anything for weeks, long enough that I assumed nothing would be happening. Then one afternoon I got a voicemail from a casting associate letting me know I’d made it through to the next level and they’d be checking in periodically over the next few weeks. That I should start getting excited.

			“You’re going to make it!” said Michael.

			“Oh my god, what if I am?!”

			And a few weeks after that, they did call.

			“I want to talk about your name,” said a casting director.

			“My name?” I said, unsure if I’d heard them right. I was walking to class across a bridge on Commonwealth Avenue, a busy Boston street.

			“Yeah,” they said, “do you go by Sarah Hartshorne or Sarah Banks or what?”

			My full name is Sarah Banks Hartshorne. Hartshorne is my dad’s last name; Banks is my mom’s maiden name. I’d been going by “Sarah Banks” for a few years, which my dad was slightly miffed about, but it was easier to spell than “Hartshorne,” and I wanted to be Sarah B., like Sarah B. Divine, whose dog-eared biography sat by my bed.

			“Sarah Banks,” I said, confident I was saying what they wanted to hear. “Hartshorne is my actual last name, but I know it’s long, and no one knows how to pronounce it. I go by Banks.”

			“No,” they replied quickly and vehemently. “Let’s do Hartshorne. Sarah Banks and Tyra Banks are just way too similar, and you don’t want that, right?”

			“Right,” I said, “yeah, of course. That sounds great.” I liked Banks. But I would be whoever they wanted me to be.

			And then there was radio silence again. I figured I’d been dropped, until one sunny, unseasonably cold day in May, I got a call from a casting assistant named Lukas who, according to my journal, said without saying that I was on the show, once I passed one (ONE!) more interview, which should be filmed. He didn’t have to say. I knew what that meant. I’d seen the grainy home-movie-style clips on the show of a beautiful girl in her bedroom, clutching the phone and sobbing (but make it fashion). “I’ve always dreamed of being a model!” she’d cry while Tyra beamed, glowing from within by the light of making someone’s dream come true.

			Lukas got my address to mail me a camera and said they’d call the day after it arrived, sometime between noon and eight p.m. I pulled the package out of my student mailbox and held it like it was the most precious, fragile piece of art, admiring the official casting office return label. I pictured myself grinning and squealing when Tyra told me I would be on the show. I started to rehearse what I would say. I can’t wait! I am going to be America’s Next Top Model!

			The
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