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To
four queens,
a diva,
and
my little princess




Part One
GATHERING QUEENS


Tradition cannot be purchased
Like a set of dishes,
Or a kitchen appliance.
Heritage must be preserved;
Often it must be rescued.
Or it must be created.

—Carolyn Cunha Granelli,
1921 Half Moon Bay Chamarita
Festival Queen
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Crown Chasers Need Not Apply

Chelsea Richard is crying. A tiny thing, a sparrow wrapped in pink silk, she is visibly shaking, not with sorrow or anger, but frustration pure and deep. She bolts out of the pageant interview room, her eyes filling rapidly as if each step she takes pumps tears. Seconds ago, three judges finished grilling her about why they should place a crystal-studded crown on her head tonight, why they should trust her—as opposed to one of the other four girls lined up—to represent their festival for the coming year. The actual pageant isn’t for hours yet, but her make-or-break moment is already over. That interview, which alone counts for half of her score, is the only chance she has to make a distinct personal impression on the judges without her competition in their line of sight. She spent two years dreaming of how to handle that moment, and now she’s sure she’s blown it.

At just over five feet tall, and weighing less than a hundred pounds, Chelsea’s slim frame displays anxiety in the way a reed trembles in the face of a strong wind. None of the pageant volunteers approach her to offer comfort, knowing what would happen if they did: The eternal gossip—that every pageant is rigged—would have new kindling. Like the other girls, Chelsea is here for the interview alone, no parents or friends yet in tow to soothe her. She tries to get control of her feelings, to stop the tears simply by blinking them away, and fails. “I messed it up. Why can’t I just say what I’m feeling?” Her voice is nearly impossible to hear. “I need this.”

What she needs, what she desires enough to risk such loss and pain, is to be Frog Queen.

It’s a prospect appealing enough to convince five girls to don two- and three-piece business suits on this cloying ninety-four-degree August day. They have gathered for closed-door interviews here at the Rayne Civic Center and RV Park, the last place you’d think to look for a little sparkle. The building oozes municipal practicality, the very essence of anti-glamour: a pale mustard auditorium that doesn’t so much rise as squat wide on its flat tract, surrounded by a sun-baked terrain punctuated with hook-ups for Winnebagos and Airstreams. Just inside the front entry, a set of double doors hides the room where three panelists sit behind a long folding table interviewing the slim slate of contestants who hope to become the public face of the Rayne Frog Festival, the four summer days that are the centerpiece of the Louisiana town’s civic identity.

As each girl enters the judging room, the others drift around the empty arena fighting butterflies and killing the slow minutes by themselves. Pageant volunteers collect the girls’ paperwork but otherwise leave them to their own devices, so as to avoid starting favoritism rumors on the Voy boards, an online forum with vicious rooms dedicated to pageants statewide. Being at loose ends seems to unsettle Christana, the youngest competitor. A model of graciousness, “Yes, ma’am” and “No, sir” passing her lips as unconsciously as breath, she nonetheless can’t rest; she doesn’t sit down at any of the frog-decorated tables set up for tonight’s audience, preferring to remain standing, shifting nervously from foot to foot.

Christana’s thick dark hair is styled in a heavy wave that makes her look much older than seventeen, but when she speaks, her voice is still that of a tender girl. She’s not from Rayne—in fact, she’s not from a town at all. Though she spent many hours in Rayne as a child, her family lives in an unincorporated hamlet too small for a name of its own. About to begin her senior year, she has been home-schooled her whole life, which she likes because she’s smart enough to blow through her full day’s course load in three hours, leaving the rest of the day free to ride horses in dreams of being an Olympic rider. So why take time away from the barn to follow the pageant path? The first answer out of her mouth is telling: “Well, I want to meet new people”—a fair concern for a girl with no classmates. So far, her greatest opportunity for socialization has been as a dancer for the International Rice Festival, which leads to the tale of how when her troupe came to perform at Rayne’s festival, she found a frog inside her hat and shrieked with fear. Maybe she shouldn’t tell that story to judges in a town built on the frog-leg export industry.

Sondra, as dark as Christana is fair, wears her nervous energy differently. If a human could throw sparks, the twenty-one-year-old would, emitting a combination of internal curiosity and electric enthusiasm. She is the only contestant of color, hasn’t competed before, and admits she doesn’t yet know how to finesse a pageant, but she flashes a kilowatt smile nonetheless. Sondra has never been to the Frog Festival or Rayne in her twenty-one years, but she keeps hearing, “There’s no festival like Frog.” So here she is, in her best suit and brightest smile, waiting for her chance to wow the judges. She has come armed with knowledge of the town’s economic underpinnings, how the festival funds the Chamber of Commerce, and how revenue from the RV park keeps the fire department and police force running. A business major with plans for an MBA, she says she first wants to use her degree to combat poverty and then to be president of the United States. Between now and the White House, she says, “I just hope to be happy in anything I choose. What good is making millions if I’m not happy?” (She doesn’t doubt she could make millions—she just wonders whether she wants to.)

Confidence is also on full display as a fourth contestant, Hope, nears her turn for interview. Standing five-foot-eight in her heels, with Mae West curves filling out a sleek pearl satin ensemble, Hope looks like a future first lady, and her hair has been coiffed in perfect Jackie O fashion. Still a teenager, she has nonetheless already collected a few titles, which she lists in a sentence at once perfectly logical and yet bordering on sort of Dada poetry: “I was Mayhaw, that’s a berry, and Church Buggy, and hopefully now Frog.” She intends to impress the judges by describing the community service she does when not in cosmetology classes. “I work with younger people through modeling and giving haircuts to the less fortunate.” Before she can explain how one works with youth through modeling, she is called to the judges’ chamber and slips inside, perfectly poised for success.

Less polished but sunnier is Jennifer, a nineteen-year-old who, like the others, wears a suit, but otherwise looks like she might have run in from a game of soccer. She hasn’t filled out all her paperwork and apologizes with a hapless cheer. Her wheat-colored hair is pulled messily into a ponytail, a few stray strands unsure where they belong, yet it doesn’t matter at all. She conveys a beauty that seems to have nothing to do with her looks. At nearly six feet tall, she bounces when she walks and seems to be laughing even when she isn’t.

Just two weeks ago, Jennifer completed her year as Miss Rayne, a civic crown that involves working in the mayor’s office. It is a traditional requirement for Miss Rayne that she compete for the title of Frog Queen in the first pageant after her civic term ends, and many local people believe she should get special consideration because of her proven service. But Jennifer says that she would have competed even if it hadn’t been required. Projecting contagious buoyancy, her speech is punctuated with audible exclamation marks. “Ever since I was little, I loved to play with frogs! Kids would say, ‘You’ll get warts!’ But that never bothered me. One year when the Frog Queen wasn’t available, I was asked if I’d kiss a frog for a camera crew and I just puckered right up!” Neutral or not, every pageant volunteer who passes by says hello to Jennifer by name.

Jennifer’s popularity is unknown to the contestants save Chelsea, the only other local girl. But Chelsea also knows that having been Miss Rayne is no guarantee of victory at Frog: Twelve months ago, Chelsea was the most recent Miss Rayne—in fact, she herself crowned Jennifer—but that didn’t do her a lick of good at last year’s Frog pageant, where she not only lost, but lost to an outsider, after an interview just like this.

Her town’s titles mean something to Chelsea: She was Frog Derby Queen before she was Miss Rayne. But this is the big one, the title she wants most. This weekend, she could be competing for a festival title in another town—the Duck and Gumbo pageants are today, too—but she doesn’t want just any old crown: It has to be Frog. So she does what she can: She dries her eyes, straightens her suit, and tries to put on a brave face, joking about the kind of inspirational mantras she adopted the first time she lost. “‘Everything happens for a reason’ was what I told myself last year. I guess I’ll just have to Google a new line tonight.” But in her heart, she isn’t ready to surrender the crown, not just yet. She bites her lip. “Maybe I can still pull it off onstage …” Perhaps she even believes it.

If she really has blown her chance with the judges, it won’t be easy to recover: The offstage interview yields more points than any other single element of competition. The two primary components of tonight’s pageant, the public introduction each girl makes for herself and then her grace as she models (the official term for walking the stage in her evening gown), are together worth fewer points than the afternoon’s questioning. That’s because a queen’s primary role is not to be pretty but to be persuasive: The Frog Queen is not a beauty pageant winner but a civic representative. As a festival queen, she will spend the next year selling this town and its festival to strangers all over the state, and if she fails, no one will care how lovely she looked along the way. A knowledgeable girl who blows the judges away in private is likely to be unstoppable, no matter how she does onstage. This is why festival queens, unlike traditional beauty queens, come in all shapes and sizes. Only when there is no clear star in the afternoon can the evening make a truly significant difference. By the time the final element of the pageant, an onstage interview, takes place, a mere twenty points hang in the balance. Those points will never take a fourth-place girl into the lead, but they can decide a close race.

For now, one thing is clear: Jennifer has enjoyed her interview more than Chelsea. The last contestant put through her paces, Jennifer exhibits not a trace of worry on her open face when she finishes. She radiates cheer as she returns, though she says it’s not about how well she did, she’s just happy to be able to get out of the suit. And then she’s out the front door, striding away on long legs born to skip.

Evening falls, but the air in Rayne has barely cooled, despite a stunningly loud afternoon thunderstorm that knocked on the ceilings of the town’s low roofs and then moved across the prairie. By five P.M., the sun is heavier in the sky but still bright, so that it takes a moment for one’s eyes to adjust upon entering the Civic Center. Inside, a luminescent sea of colored silk swells in living waves. A hundred and five Visiting Queens from across the state have gathered for the competition, the rhinestones of their tall tiaras reflecting upward into the glass backboards of retracted basketball hoops, while their jewel-beaded trains sweep across the free-throw lines beneath their feet.

Satin banners, as their sashes are known, announce Teen, Miss, and Ms. royalty representing every conceivable festival domain: There are queens of things you grow (from Oranges to Watermelon) and things you farm (Rabbit, Cattle, and Swine), princesses of industry (Cotton and Timber) and transportation (Railroad, Steamboat, and Buggy), dual-purpose royalty with ampersands on their banners (Shrimp & Petroleum, Oil & Gas, Fur & Wildlife), as well as queens of beloved Cajun foods (Etouffée and Jambalaya). There are even enough recipe ingredients (Spice, Crawfish, Catfish, Smoked Meat, and Rice) that we’re just a celery queen shy of gumbo. (Actually, there is a Gumbo Queen, but she couldn’t make it.)

This is the Rhinestone Sisterhood, the rolling sorority of new friends a girl joins when she wins a festival queen title. The winners’ primary duties extend beyond their sponsoring towns: They attend one another’s festivals and pageants, week after week, for an entire year. Spending so many long days with their new sister queens, they form bonds that often last a lifetime. Some end up rooming together in college, walking down the aisle in bridesmaid dresses at one another’s weddings, going into business together, or playing Auntie to one another’s children.

These queens are not an afterthought, but part of the pageant’s pomp and circumstance. Later tonight every single one of them will cross the stage as they are introduced by name and title in a roll call so long it’ll be broken into three waves. In an event with no live band, they are de facto rock stars, adding the imprint of celebrity to an otherwise homespun affair. The effect of their presence is already clear: An awestruck gaggle of little girls in Sunday dresses point at this queen’s dress or that one’s crown, their young eyes aglow with the possibility of a future so shiny. The Fur Queen sees them pointing and smiles, then crouches (as much as her gown allows such a thing) to say hello, one hand extended in greeting, the other making sure her crown doesn’t fall clear off her head.

As these queens move toward seats reserved just for their shimmering ranks, the rest of the hall fills with the families and friends of contestants, a few wearing appropriately amphibious green and some carrying their own frogabilia, but most dressed in street clothes or relaxed church attire. Some in the audience have brought their own spreads, picnics that will fan out across their tables as they settle in for a lengthy twofer pageant that will crown not only the Miss but her Teen counterpart as well. For those who didn’t pack a meal, snacks are on sale, including tub after tub stocked with cold cans of Budweiser, which outsell even the brownies. Some attendees have even brought their own frozen cocktails from the drive-through daiquiri bar in town (where the straw is handed to customers separately, so as to discourage drinking and driving).

Amid the ebb and flow of the crowds, Cheryl McCarty directs traffic. At forty-five, Ms. Cheryl, as the girls call her, is a one-woman epicenter of volunteerism and civic pride. As the town’s cultural director (a position she made up and then talked the mayor into creating), Ms. Cheryl’s likely to be in the thick of any event in town that draws a crowd: She runs the pageant, the festival, a fishing derby, summer camp, a cancer fund-raiser, and Rayne’s Halloween celebration. But she sure doesn’t read like a PTA mom or a stereotypical small-town do-gooder. She doesn’t wear knit sweaters with seasonal patterns or chirp cheery slogans. With her mane of red hair and full curves, she’s decidedly more va-va-voom than Church Lady. In leopard prints, leather jacket, and sky-high heels, she makes the ladies of Wisteria Lane look a little dull. She’s a Red Hot Mama with the gift of gab and a will of steel, the living model of what many festival queens hope to become: a woman of power who still enjoys playing dress-up.

She’d seem larger than life in most towns, but in Rayne everyone you meet knows Ms. Cheryl. That familiarity means, of course, that she can’t judge the pageant or have any say in who gets picked. Nonetheless, she knows what she wants. “A real Frog Queen does it for the right reasons: She believes in community first and she also believes in tourism. And she understands the value to the community of the economic benefits from that tourism.” That’s hardly the stereotypical description of pageant queens propagated by the media: dumb girls with big hair and nothing more to offer than the ability to fill out a pretty dress while standing upright in heels. “The girls who do well are the ones who are passionate about what they represent, who feel it in their heart and give it everything they’ve got.”

But Ms. Cheryl freely admits that not every girl on the festival circuit is so pure in her ambitions. “We have what we call ‘Crown Chasers,’ who will do anything to win. They collect titles wherever they can but don’t really care about the festivals. That’s why our contract allows you to be queen of only this festival until your year is done. We don’t want any ‘weekend specials,’ girls who hold three titles at once so the town never sees them again until the next pageant.”

Last year’s winner, Amanda, wasn’t a Rayne girl, and in fact lives an hour away, but she was just the kind of queen Ms. Cheryl likes, having logged forty-four events in fifty-two weeks. It wasn’t her first time as a queen; Amanda had also been Miss Contraband Days, reigning over a festival devoted to a historic Gulf Coast pirate. But she says Frog has been special. “I tell the girls everywhere: You’ve got to go to Rayne. They let me be involved in everything.” Two hours away from handing over her title, the soon-to-be ex-queen is both proud and wistful. “You just can’t top this.”

As Amanda hurries by, her crown in place, Ms. Cheryl notices something missing. “You gonna come in with your train and mantle? You have four minutes.” Amanda doesn’t argue—no one argues with Ms. Cheryl. The train in question, a floor-length cape that stretches several yards behind the queen as she walks, is part of the queen’s official regalia, which also includes a $1,500 crown and a heavy jewel-encrusted mantle that gets strapped on under her arms and then rises behind her head like a stiff, glittering web. Amanda may need the entire four minutes just to get the outfit on.

In the greenroom, which really is just a smaller auditorium off the main room, the girls make nice—even as they try to size up their chances. Sondra makes a terrific impression, chatting easily and with warmth, winning over her new peers. Hope has the opposite effect: She spends so much time talking about her modeling career that some of her fellow contestants think she wants to be a beauty queen, not the representative of a local festival. Chelsea is not crazy about Hope’s attitude and begins to think that if she herself can’t win, maybe the best thing would be for the title to go to Jennifer. They’re not friends, but at least the crown would be worn by a girl sure to do right by Rayne.

Beyond the cocoon of the greenroom, cameras are everywhere. The town’s two warring newspapers have sent photographers lugging heavy, bricklike shutters, while little children wield instant cameras that look like toys, and at least one royal boyfriend is stationed on the front lines with a home camcorder. Most noticeable are the mothers, visibly eager to document every moment of the night in which their daughters enter the stream of local tradition. Outgoing Teen Frog Queen Sarah calls these women the Mamarazzi, and Ms. Cheryl has to keep them in line, announcing appropriate times for the swarm of misty-eyed shutterbugs to descend—but only after the official journalists have their turn. Like their girls, the Mamarazzi are all part of one pack for now, but at the end of the night, one of them will join another club: Queen Moms, who share in the travels and royal duties nearly as intensely as their daughters, if from behind the scenes.

The lights dim a bit to signal that the time has come to get started. The five Miss girls and eight Teens enter and sit at floor level in plastic chairs at one side of the temporary runway set up beneath the basketball hoop. Just ahead of the contestants, the three judges sit facing the twelve-foot catwalk, their backs to the seated girls, which means that a competitor will never be privy to a judge’s expressions of approval or dismay except when she herself is facing them. What the girls can see is the veritable mountain range of Visiting Queens, their crowns forming gem-crusted peaks on the opposite side of the runway.

Even among those ranks, there is a hierarchy: Every girl here wants to be Brandi Stout. A vivacious girl with a natural ease around others, she’s a role model not just because she is Tamale Queen, as her banner reads, but because she also possesses the heavy and much-coveted crown that reveals her to be the Queen of Queens. This is the ultimate title, earned in a queen-off of epic proportions held in the state capital every year. Come February, the girl who wins Frog tonight will compete to replace Brandi or at least earn a spot in the Top 15, an honor rewarded with a ruby-red pin to display on her queen’s banner ever after. At a glance, the Top 15 pin announces its wearer as the cream of the crop, the Rhinestone Varsity first string.

Of the girls competing at the Civic Center today, only Hope has a ruby pin. At the pageant that crowned Brandi just months ago, Hope placed sixth, an impressive achievement that might well make her the favorite here at Frog, except that an out-of-town girl is only likely to win in Rayne when her personality captures attention as much as her skill on heels. Right now it’s Jennifer who’s getting the good buzz. She’s the only girl whose fans have brought homemade signs—WE LOVE JENNIFER!—and every move she makes earns applause. Two women in the front nod approvingly as she enters, one whispering loud enough to be heard, “She’s got this in the bag!”

That opinion is not shared universally. Next to me, Ms. Cheryl’s boyfriend, Miles Boudreaux, thinks Jennifer will go down as a near-miss. A burly twenty-nine-year-old who played high-school football (he was the pulling guard for future Houston Texan Dominick Davis), Miles is most impressed by Hope, who does indeed look incredibly polished in a snug black gown, which works a certain magic by saving all its jewels for the bustline.

But once the pageant is under way, it seems almost anybody’s game. As a skinny DJ in a skull-shrinking ball cap, white T-shirt, and jeans spins soft rock and country pop on a turntable, the contestants take their first walk onstage and introduce themselves, each offering herself up to the crowd in her final line as “your contestant.” Wearing a black strapless gown ending in a cascade of lace ruffles, Sondra is a vision of composure, and she sets the rhetorical bar high as well, announcing that “the world was built to develop character.” Cheers follow her, and the crowd seems smitten with this outsider now. In the time it takes her to complete her walk, the sentiment in the room has shifted from “Who is she?” to “Who is she?”

It’s a tough act to follow, and Christana seems crippled by it, unable to get out her first line, “From Rayne’s humble beginning”… A gargling sound stops her. “Uh, I am so sorry about that. From Rayne’s humble beginning…” And she goes on this time, but her voice is shaking, and when she exits, her posture gives way for a moment. The contrast with Hope couldn’t be clearer; Hope moves into place so efficiently it seems as if she is carried aboard an unseen dolly. When she says her hobby is “froggin’,” she sounds so sincere that I almost believe it. A din of whoops and cheers follows her to her seat.

It is clear Chelsea wants to keep her speech frogalicious: It is full of punny phrases like “have an un-frog-ettable time,” and she gets laughs from the audience when she notes that “our frogs are not only tasty snacks but great astronauts.” It’s not just the joke itself that sells, it’s the use of “our frogs,” a phrase she gets into her monologue four or five times. This reminds the crowd of two things: Not just any frogs will do, and the superior frogs of Rayne are theirs and hers, unlike some of the girls they will meet tonight. From a marketing angle, this is smart branding (which, after all, is what her job will entail should she win). Even so, the local-girl angle may favor Jennifer, clad in frog-green silk, who opens with, “Got Frog? Rayne does!” and earns the loudest cries of adoration, perhaps less for her solid speech than for simply being up where all her fans can see.

As Sarah McLachlan’s “Angel” lulls the crowd, now an hour into the evening, the contestants walk the line before the judges. The girls seem to have strategies in mind, Sondra making sure to flash her sweetest smile at the crowd before making eye contact with the judges, while Hope earns the royalty vote by taking time to give a regal nod of appreciation in the direction of the Visiting Queens. Chelsea fairly glides down the runway, an ethereal blue ribbon in motion, while Jennifer simply walks forward and, grinning, leans into the love of the audience. Christana has regained her spine, but her movements are constricted, and when she comes down the stairs, she exhales her held breath like a woman newly released from a hostage situation. And then the girls wait.

Lee Ann Womack and the Carpenters croon inspiring platitudes, a sound track meant to soothe, which only makes the moments feel even longer while the judges confer. These three women are the only people who know whether this is a close competition or not. To avoid conflicts of interest, none of them are current Rayne residents. The first judge runs two other festival pageants, Hot Sauce and Shrimp, so she comes with a focus on festival needs. The second judge coordinates the team dancers for the New Orleans Zephyrs and Hornets, and wants a girl who can handle the spotlight. The third judge is the only one who has ever lived here, though she has since moved twice and now lives more than two hundred miles away, in Shreveport. Having herself amassed a list of festival titles a half-mile long (among them not only Frog but Swine and Cattle), Brooke Henry is more than qualified to judge, but if either Jennifer or Chelsea wins, Brooke knows she’ll get accused of local bias even so.

After the judges have conferred, the mayor—known to everyone as Jimbo—takes the stage, which is when the drama typically ends for most of the competitors. This is when the four finalists are supposed to be announced, and normally only those girls are invited to join him for an onstage interview that will determine the decisive final ten points of the evening. But with so few girls running tonight, the judges have decided it would be cruel to leave one girl alone and invite the rest up, so all five prepare for their last shot, even though one of these stories won’t do its teller a bit of good. As the girls prepare to deliver their “lighthearted topics,” as the final question is known, Mayor Jimbo and Ms. Cheryl engage in a teasing banter in which the mayor delivers self-deprecating remarks and Ms. Cheryl plays the part of the diva amused by her funny little man—think Sonny and Cher on steroids.

When it’s her turn to speak, Sondra has no problem keeping up, telling the mayor that he’s met his match, as she launches into a story about hobbling around the first day of college on one heel, followed closely by a story in which she falls into the water while fishing. The Visiting Queens see her with new eyes, visibly envious of her ability to tell a story, and for the first time all night, they applaud for her as loudly as the audience does. Seeing how well Sondra’s mishap stories landed, Christana launches into a tale of how her entire family had a skiing accident, but the telling is slow and overlong, and you can feel hundreds of people willing her to finish. Catfish especially, perhaps forgetting she is in the front row and thus visible, listens to the unending story with her lips apart in a horrified “O,” her brows furrowed, the look of someone watching a car crash in slow motion. But nothing compares to the misfire of Hope, who chooses to endear herself to the audience by telling them that it wasn’t until this year that she understood how hard it is to be a model, that ten-hour days in heels is a terrible burden. Miles shakes his head at this gem from his initial pick and whispers, “Well, then again…”

The last two girls know Mayor Jimbo, who has run the town since they were children. That changes the dynamic to an extent, with Chelsea newly confident enough to straighten the mayor’s shoulders as she tells him how he can make sure that people like him in ninety seconds. When she warns him never to lose his posture, he fires back, “If I lose my posture, something’s definitely gonna hang out,” a bawdy line that elicits a roar of laughter from the crowd. Unwilling to be upstaged, she puts the mayor in his place and forges on as if this is her show, which, of course, it has to be. She leaves the runway to the most applause she has received all night. Interview, it turns out, is her forte after all. If she sounded like this behind closed doors as well, perhaps all those tears were for nothing.

It is hard to say whether it is a good or bad gambit for Jennifer to begin by noting that, in kindergarten, she broke the mayor’s daughter’s arm. It’s a personal touch, but maybe too personal, one of those winking we-go-back-a-long-way flourishes that can set off those infernal rumors: If she wins tonight, the Voy boards will use this story as evidence that the whole thing was rigged. Her main story is about a boy who wanted Popeye’s fried chicken from Santa, but the tale, amusing as it may be, goes on nearly as long as Christana’s ski accident monologue. This late in the night—the pageant is now past the two-hour mark—it seems like a lot to ask of the audience, but they scream themselves hoarse and wave their GO #5! signs, anyway.

Restless children and grown-ups alike are now wandering about the Civic Center, and table whispers have become an incessant buzz of chatter. Lengthy tape-recorded speeches accompany the final walks of the outgoing queens, who pass out roses to all their loved ones, a ritual sweet for those involved, if something of an endurance test for everyone else. As Amanda’s last piece of advice—“Put some cushion on this crown, ’cause it hurts”—rings out from the loudspeakers, Ms. Cheryl is finally handed the results.

The girls stand, their whole beings inclining toward the stage. The first announcement is of Miss Congeniality, chosen by the competitors instead of the judges. For that honor, the contestants have picked Christana, which is good, as the judges have not selected her for anything else. When the 3rd Maid is announced, the bottom of the court, it turns out to be Sondra, and it’s clear that the audience would have ranked her higher. But she glows nonetheless, a feat that Hope cannot quite pull off when called forward as 2nd Maid. Her eyes are darker than they were just moments ago; the dream she came here for, the literal mantle she can see from where she stands, will belong to someone else. She is now just one-third of a trio wearing the sweet-sad smiles of those who already know they will leave this auditorium tonight with flowers instead of a crown.

Only two girls remain.

They are called onto the stage, where they stand thrilled and shaking. These are the Rayne girls, the ones everybody knows. Chelsea and Jennifer entwine their slim fingers, as Amanda takes up station behind them, her newly relinquished crown poised midair. Hundreds of us—parents, boyfriends, neighbors, strangers—are caught up in the question of this moment, the spell that every pageant comes down to in its final seconds, the held breath before the answer to the great mystery is exhaled.

Who will be Frog Queen?
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Meet the Frog Queen

That girl in the shop at the mall, the one helping you find your size—she’s one. The young fast-food worker, her hair up in a webbed net as she keeps the chicken fingers flying—she’s one. The freshman who smuggles a thermos the size of her arm into the library to cram for her bio midterm—she’s one. The cowgirl mucking stalls, the barista at Starbucks, the band captain, the valedictorian, the babysitter, and the girl who bags your groceries at Piggly Wiggly—all of them, festival queens. In some parts of the country, they’re everywhere you go, but without their regalia, you’d never know you’re in the presence of royalty.

If you want to find America’s small-town festival queens, the best place to look is Louisiana. And there’s perhaps nowhere better than Rayne to get started. Pageant affection runs deep here. According to Ms. Cheryl, “We have frog titles from the cradle to the grave!” Children under six compete for Miss and Mr. Tadpole, while seven- to nine-year-old girls aim for Deb Frog Princess and ten- to twelve-year-olds aim for the satiny green mantle of the Junior Frog Queen. Thirteen- to sixteen-year-olds, still coming into their own and dwarfed by their cotillion-worthy dresses, vie for Teen Frog Queen. Ms. Frog Queen attracts women in their thirties or forties, and even senior citizens get in the act as Golden Frogs, with both a king and a queen. Did I mention the Frog Derby Queen—a girl in a racing outfit? Or the Frog Jockey Queen, who represents Rayne at the Rice Festival in neighboring Crowley? And that’s just frog royalty. (In addition to Miss Rayne, the title held by Chelsea and Jennifer both, there’s also a children’s festival queen.)

Even here, though, not all royals are created equal. One queen rules over the rest: the winner of the Miss division, composed of high-school girls and college students age seventeen to twenty-three. She gets both the longest list of duties and the nicest crown, as well as the most opportunities to officially represent Frog City all over the state. Tadpoles, Debs, Juniors, and Teens grow up wanting to someday be her—and, eventually, at least one or two of them will be. For a year, she’s the emerald shining star of her town and everybody knows it. You can tell this in how they refer to her; though officially she’s Miss Rayne Frog Festival Queen, nobody calls her that. The word festival is dropped universally in conversation about winners, but while every other titleholder continues to be referred to by a qualifying adjective—Deb Frog or Ms. Frog—the word Miss disappears once she is crowned, no further explanation needed. When someone says “Frog Queen” in Rayne, it doesn’t matter how many tiaras fill the room: You know who they mean.

It’s no small thing to be Frog Queen in this town. Take the Rayne exit off I-10 and you will see frogabilia everywhere. Restaurants are amphibiously themed, from Chef Roy’s Frog City Café to Frog City Plaza, the fancy name for the convenience store that locals just call “the truck stop.” You can order frog legs from the drive-through window at Gabe’s or buy frog-print attire at the dollar store. Head down the main drag and you’ll be greeted by a thirteen-foot-tall aluminum sculpture of Monsieur Jacques, the town’s frog mascot, as well as FROG X-ING signs, a frog fountain, and wall after wall frescoed with the green beasts dressed as lawyers or schoolchildren or shopkeepers. To this day, frogs are the main tourist attraction in Rayne, luring forty thousand outsiders a year to its annual Frog Festival, where the Frog Queen reigns supreme.

As evidenced by the turnout for her pageant, the Frog Queen isn’t remotely alone. In Louisiana, she has sister queens named for everything from Smoked Meat to Petroleum. She’ll likely never meet Miss Fire Ant in Georgia or the Watermelon Thump Queen of Texas, let alone the many Dairy Maids and Princesses who fill the American heartland, but they share many of the same attributes nonetheless. For one thing, these girls are girls, not clever drag queens with titles premised on puns or innuendo. But they’re not traditional beauty queens, either, parading in bathing suits or tap-dancing to “Stars and Stripes Forever.” Acting as small-town ambassadors, they’re just as comfortable mucking about in fields and barns in rubber boots as they are onstage in evening gowns and enormous, elaborate crowns.

And it’s not just Louisiana, or the South in general, that remains full of young royals: Ohio has more than sixty, for instance, and Washington State has dozens. From the Carolinas to California, agricultural and industrial festivals crown queens (and, in some regions, attendants) who are then dispatched as ambassadors to events at the far reaches of their states. Collectively, they are all known as royalty, while each festival’s specific set of emissaries—trios and quartets mostly, but even sextets and octets—is called its court. From Florida to Wisconsin, Oregon to Maine, local girls pack up newly won crowns and rafts of knowledge about their festivals and hit the country roads every weekend of the warmer months.

These queens are the embodiment of local spirit, representing some town or county’s greatest resource. The girls don’t just get a crown and adoration and a little cash, they have to work for all of it. To win their titles, they must first prove their knowledge of decidedly unglamorous subjects from meatpacking to animal-skinning, and convince the judges that they can spend a year sharing their knowledge. For some of the smallest towns, these queens might well be the lone ambassadors, the only kind of advertising that an out-of-the-way community can afford as a way of attracting visitors. At the same time, they are the living face of local tradition, sometimes wearing crowns their own friends and family wore before them. These aren’t damsels in distress, they’re sisters doing it (not just) for themselves. It may be hard to see all this past the glint of sunlight on sequins as a royal float rolls down the Main Street of a tiny town, but it’s true.

While festivals themselves are traditionally linked to one particular town, their queens may not always be. Some festivals do limit applicants to residents of one town or region, but many pageants will accept a girl from anywhere in the state so long as she can prove to the very serious judges that she knows the history of the host town and its festival, and can sell residents of other towns on the virtues of both; she must also persuasively commit herself to showing up all year long for events in the town that crowns her. That’s how it is in Rayne: Though many of the thirty-six Frog Queens so far have been local girls, the pageant has never bothered to shut its doors to girls from elsewhere in the state, in part because its organizers have always prided themselves on grilling contestants about their knowledge of Frog City lore.

That this year’s pageant comes down to two local girls doesn’t say anything about Rayne’s feelings toward outsiders, but it does guarantee that the winner will already understand the high expectations, endless duties, and low pay that accompany the
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