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For Matt and Sean,
 
“The Boys”



This is a work of fiction. Except as set forth in the author’s note, all of the characters and circumstances are invented.



The dream of a million girls who are more than pretty
 Can come true in Atlantic City.



 


—from the song “(There She Is) Miss America,”
 by Bernie Wayne




Prologue

Don’t pick up don’t pick up don’t pick up.

Two rings, three rings. Only one more and the office voicemail kicks in, and he’s off the hook. He has his message already rehearsed.

He hears the click of the receiver being retrieved, silently curses to himself. He thinks about hanging up, but Caller ID makes that impossible.


  Fuck.


“Where are you?” she says. No hello. Not that he can blame her. Half of her job is spent trying to figure out where he is at any given moment.

“I finally got the break I was looking for on the Miss America story,” he replies with as much gravitas as he can muster. “I shook out an address.”

She sighs, the way every managing editor he’s ever worked with has sighed. The job of a managing editor is to enforce deadlines and discipline, and he is abjectly terrible with both. But he is talented, the most talented writer at Philadelphia magazine, and his boss knows it and he knows it and even stern managing editor Emily Lawrence knows it, so he is cut more slack than everyone else. Which has only ensured that he is hated by everyone else.

“You knew that the monthly staff meeting was this morning at eleven,” Emily says, the ice creeping into his ear. “Everyone needs to bring two ideas for the Shore Guide. You already missed the Best Things for Kids meeting last month.”

He exhales wearily. “Em, we both know I suck at the service stuff, which is why I don’t write it. So why would anyone want my ideas? This is a great story—”

“That’s always your excuse for not pulling your weight. ‘This is a great story.’ ”

“And they always are.”

“Hold on. He just walked by. I’m transferring you. And don’t dare hang up. He knows you’re on the line. Good luck.”

She says these last two words with enough sarcasm to fuel a late-night television monologue. It’s justified, of course. He is aware that he makes her life more difficult. But he also knows he makes the magazine better, and in the end that is the only thing that should matter, especially in an age where print is dying quicker than a carnival goldfish. He wonders if this is how it felt to be working for a company that produced vinyl records in the 1980s. Or to have been a blacksmith, and then watched Henry Ford putter by in his Model T.

Fletcher clicks on. “Where are you?”

“On my way to Gladwyne. I finally tracked down an address for Betty Welch. Turns out she’s been here for the past few years, hiding in plain sight. I told you my source said she was local again. Her husband died about five years ago, and she moved here from Colorado to be closer to her son and grandkids.”

“For a guy who has written pieces uncovering payoffs in the judicial system and a toxic waste dump in the middle of Bucks County, you seem oddly fixated on an old Miss America. I hope this story is going to prove to be worth all of the energy you’re putting into it.”

“Not a doubt. Look, she’s never talked about what happened. Ever. She’s been dodging the press for decades—she even stopped using her first name. She’s gone by Jane since it all happened. She’s in her mid-eighties now. If ever she was going to say, ‘Oh, what the hell,’ it’s going to be now, when she’s near the end of her own road. It’s a fascinating tale and she’s never told it. This could be like the Philly version of having gotten Jackie Kennedy to tell the whole story of what it was like in Dealey Plaza.”

Fletcher snorts. “Gee, I’m glad you’re not overselling this.”

“Look, Fletch, will you just trust me on this? I know everyone thinks I am a total pain in the ass—”

“You are a total pain in the ass.”

“Yes, but I am a pain in the ass who delivers. Trust me here. My instincts are good. We know she has an amazing story to share. It’s just a matter of getting her to open up and actually share it.”

A deep sigh on the other end of the line. Sometimes Bron pictures the entire staff sighing in unison when his name comes up, one gigantic, weary whiffle. The same one he has heard from his parents, his grammar school teachers, every one of his girlfriends. The wordless expression of What are we going to do about Bronwyn?

“Well, you’re halfway there, so okay, fine, go see if she’ll talk,” Fletcher says. “But when you get back into the office, we are having a serious sit-down about your lax attitude about staff meetings, idea generation, writing for the Web, everything. Whether you like it or not, you are part of a team here, Bron. It’s time you start acting like it. You are not irreplaceable. Are you hearing me?”

“Loud and clear,” Bron replies. “Talk later.” Team my ass, he thinks, shaking his head as he continues up the Schuylkill Expressway. What you need me to do is to get great stories. And that is exactly what I am going to do.

༶

The center-hall Colonial is Main Line standard issue, white with pine-green trim, matching shutters, side garage, and a nicely manicured lawn sloping down to the street to a ye olde black lamppost. Bron checks the address again, flips his notebook closed. He grabs a ballpoint pen from the cup holder and steps out of the car. The road curves up from Route 23, transforming from busy highway to bucolic street in mere seconds. Bron wonders how many doughnuts have been consumed on this block by cops sitting in their sedans, speed-trapping driver after driver making the exit at 60 only to suddenly find themselves in a 25 with almost no warning. But what the hell—someone has to pay for the fancy public schools.

In journalism circles, it’s called “doorstepping.” You eschew calling someone because you know they won’t talk, or you leave five hundred messages and then figure you have nothing left to lose, so you just show up on their doorstep. The power of the element of surprise. Bron has done it before many times. But in those cases it was someone who was running from the law, or at least ethics charges. Here was someone who had been running from her past for decades.

Bron pulls at the lapels of his wrinkled tan corduroy blazer with the elbow patches—he wears it when he wants to look writerly—and strolls across the street. Instinctively he tries to tamp down his hair, a pouf of competing angles that is always messy despite the amounts of goo he glops on to tame it. No matter. He’s confident. He’s good with old women. Actually, he’s good with all women. Another reason his coworkers hate him.

He squares his shoulders, rings the bell.

Minutes pass, and he is about to ring it again when it opens. And, like the song, there she is. It has been more than sixty years since anyone has taken a picture of her for public consumption, but Bron knows it’s her. The hair is shocking white and Barbara Bush–like, but the eyes are a dead giveaway. Exactly the same, hazel and piercing. She wears a knit top, navy slacks, and sensible flats, the uniform of the retired affluent housewife.

“Mrs. Proctor?”

The eyes narrow. “What do you want?”

He bends over, places a hand on his chest, his wan demonstration of warmth and sincerity. “My name is Bronwyn McCall. I’m a writer at Philadelphia magazine. I wanted to know if I could ask you a few questions about your time as Miss America.”

She stiffens visibly. “There is no Miss America here.”

“I understand. Mrs. Proctor, please. I know you haven’t spoken to the press in a long time, but if I could just—”

She begins to close the door. “You’re mistaken. Now please go. And don’t come back.” He goes to say something, but it’s too late. The door shuts. He hears the thud of the deadbolt, the sound of her eighty-six-year-old footsteps slowly retreating. There is a television on somewhere in the house. He hears frenzied bidding on The Price Is Right.

He stands still for a moment, weighing his options, none of them good. He’d known this was likely. He recalled the story of another reporter, maybe twenty years ago, who’d tracked her down when she was still living in Boulder and who had been given the exact same response: There’s no Miss America here.

The thought of going back to Fletch empty-handed turns on a spigot of dread. He’ll be lucky not to have to write the whole damned Shore Guide by himself. But he’ll figure it out. He always does. One way or another, he’s going to get the story of Betty Jane Welch.

He walks slowly down the driveway, plotting his next move, spins around to take one last look at the house. What is she doing now? Is she calling someone, nervous that a news van will pull up next? Is she peering from behind the curtains, making sure he’s going?


  What is it like to spend your whole life denying the one thing that defined it?


These are the questions running through his mind as he backs off of the curb into the street, still studying the house. He never sees the car rounding the corner from Route 23 until just before it hits him.


One

June 1949

Lemon cake, her favorite. The smell she would recognize anywhere, but especially here, in the front foyer, hanging up her jacket. It is the aroma that tells her it is her birthday, or that she has just done something very special to make her parents proud, or that Aunt Edith is coming to visit and Betty, I need you to be nice to her, because Aunt Edith is trying even on her sunniest days, and those are infrequent at best.

For Simon, it is double-fudge chocolate cake with cream-cheese icing, served with a tall, chilly glass of milk. He once pruned not only their rosebushes but the Webbers’ next door for one, and Simon is rarely vertical when gardening or any other form of household chore needs to be done. For Ricky, it is ice cream, vanilla and strawberry, in equal portions, which does not carry a scent but whose presence is signified by her mother’s sly smile and singsong chant, “Somebody’s got something special in the icebox!”

But the lemon cake is Betty’s and Betty’s alone. Her mind scrambles, hoping to locate a recent achievement, a cause for honor temporarily forgotten, but she knows that this is in vain. Her mother wants something. Aunt Edith is coming, or worse.

She walks casually into the kitchen. “Hi,” she says, as her mother turns around from the stove. The scent of the lemon cake is even more pungent, intoxicating. It couldn’t have come out of the oven more than fifteen minutes ago.

“Hello, darling!” her mother replies, a tad too cheerily, and the verdict is confirmed. “I didn’t hear you come in. How was Abbotts?”

It is summer, the summer between her freshman and sophomore semesters, and Betty is working at one of the most fashionable dress shops in Delaware, Abbotts on Main, earning spending money. Her father’s idea. Idle hands, the devil’s workshop, all of it. Her father is big on axioms. Especially when he is foreclosing on someone’s house. Betty thinks platitudes help him shove the truth about what he does, the misery he inflicts on other people, out of his mind. She wonders where he hides it.

“Mrs. Summerhays was in again. She keeps insisting she’s a ten, and it wreaks havoc every time. Patsy keeps threatening to quit if she has to wait on her.” Patsy is Betty’s best friend, the one who got her the job. No college for Patsy. She’s biding her time until the husband and kids show up, hopefully in that order, but with Patsy one never knows. Betty drops onto a chair at the kitchen table, inhaling deep whiffs of the lemon cake without letting on. She takes a furtive glance around, spies the covered cake dish on top of the icebox. “I think we’re going to have to put aside some size twelves, rip out the labels and sew in tens, and then just keep them for her when she comes in. ‘Vanity working on a weak head, produces every sort of mischief.’ ”

“Who said that?” Her mother, showing she is listening attentively. She prides herself on her active listening.

“Jane Austen. Perhaps she knew Mrs. Summerhays.” They laugh. Her mother turns back to sprinkling something on the meat cakes she is preparing, and Betty is struck by an odd thought, for she is forever having odd thoughts. She wonders if her mother ever gets angry. Not cross or silent—she has seen both of those, most recently after Daddy had too much brandy at the Webbers’ Christmas party—but truly, outrageously, screaming angry. Try as she might, she can’t picture it. She wonders if her mother, in her starched collars and crisp white aprons and two-inch heels, will one day simply erupt, like a long-dormant volcano, after some minor infraction perpetrated by her or Ricky or Simon, and send dishes and glasses flying all over the house. Betty cannot imagine always being this composed, this restrained. It seems like it would take unimaginable effort.

“I smell lemon cake.” Enough preliminaries.

Her mother does not turn around. “Just took a notion,” she says, the way you tell a police officer you had no idea you were speeding.

“Moooommm.”

Her mother grabs a dish towel, wipes her hand on it a bit too aggressively as she sits across the kitchen table. “Well, there is something I was hoping to discuss with you.”

Here it is. Aunt Edith, due on the morning train.

“I bumped into Elizabeth Howell the other day at Peggy Claiborne’s. We were there for cards and a few cocktails. Don’t tell your father. Anyway, we got to talking about something she’s very involved in . . .”

Definitely worse than Aunt Edith. Elizabeth Howell is the president of the Junior League of Delaware, which Betty’s mother has been desperate to join since, oh, who knows how long. On more than one occasion, Betty has asked her mother why she simply doesn’t ask one of the women she knows in the League if she can join, and the query is always met with the same response: That’s not how it’s done. It is somehow preferable to suffer for years, your face pressed to the window like a small child yearning to be allowed into the kids’ birthday party every other schoolmate was invited to, rather than simply assert yourself and pose a simple question. Betty thinks it explains how her mother ended up with her father. He was merely the first to ask.

She tunes back in to her mother’s soliloquy but finds she has evidently missed key information. “. . . and I told her I was, of course, extremely flattered that she would inquire about such a thing, and that of course I couldn’t commit for you, but that I would certainly discuss it with you.”

“Discuss what?” Betty blurts it out, a bald admission that she has not been actively listening.

“The pageant.”

“The pageant?”

“Betty Jane Welch—I swear sometimes I wonder if you hear a word I say!” Cross, but not angry. Calm quickly descends, like the beam of a summer sun that had been momentarily eclipsed by a drifting cloud. “I said that Mrs. Howell is on the committee for the revived Miss Delaware scholarship pageant, and she’s seeking entrants, and she asked if you would be interested. You know, it’s been five years since they’ve sent a contestant from Delaware to Miss America. It’s a very great honor to be asked.”

Betty can no longer detect even a faint whiff of the lemon cake. “You want me to enter a beauty pageant?”

Her mother places her dishrag on the table, begins wiping a stain that’s been there at least two years. “It’s about more than beauty, Betty,” she says. The table surface squeaks under the rag. Wipe, wipe, wipe. “The girls who are already entered are some of the most achieved young ladies in the state. Athletes, scholars, performers. It’s a great honor to be asked.”

Betty wants to point out that her mother has already made this questionable assertion, but lets it go. She wonders if girls who enter pageants are even allowed to eat cake. She doubts it. Mulling over this is better than considering the dilemma before her now. Agreeing to enter a ridiculous bathing beauty pageant will surely get her mother into the Junior League. That’s the can-do spirit we’re looking for! Declining will surely kill her chances. She pictures her mother, sentenced to a lifetime of exclusion, sitting silently at games of bridge and dinners at the Wilmington Country Club and listening to the women chirp on about all of their good works and the committees and Oh, that speaker last month was just divine!, and Yes, he was. And so good-looking! Titter-titter. She has no interest in a pageant whatsoever but ponders whether she has it in her to deny her mother. She remembers their trip to see the Miss America Pageant seven or eight years ago: all of the lights, the pretty girls, the electric moment when the winner was announced. Miss California, Rosemary LaPlanche! Funny how she can recall the name so clearly. If she had any flicker of desire to be on the stage herself, it has been long extinguished. The mere thought of appearing in a swimsuit in front of an auditorium leaves her paralyzed.

She needs to buy time, find an excuse that her mother cannot refute.

“You need a talent to enter something like that,” she offers.

“Darling, you play beautifully!” comes the rapid reply. Her mother has anticipated every objection. Betty can see this is going to be more difficult than she anticipated. She has gone into battle impulsively, against a foe bearing far heavier artillery. The fact is that Betty plays adequately. The harp, a lavish gift from her grandmother. Exceedingly challenging to learn, but Betty was both precocious and determined as a child. How many years of lessons? Six? Seven? Her performance at the high school talent show was a raging success, but in truth it was her trio partners, a violinist and a cellist, who did Vivaldi’s heavy lifting. Betty is hardly ready for the Kay Kyser Orchestra. But to argue such logic is pointless. They’ll get her another tutor. Fly in Harpo Marx if they have to. She pictures herself in a flowing evening gown, harp tilted to her chin, thrumming “A Tree in the Meadow” in front of an auditorium in some musty hotel in Wilmington. A chill zips down her back.

“Mother, I know this is important to you, but I just—”

“Of course, dear. I understand. It’s a lot to ask. If you would really rather not, I’ll simply call Mrs. Howell and tell her you decline. Simple as pie.”

Or cake.

Betty sighs audibly. The humble understanding, the faux posture of I support whatever you decide, underneath which lies I will be bitterly disappointed if you do not do this for me—I ask so little of you. Betty closes her eyes, wills the entire conversation away, knowing she has already been defeated.

“I’ll think about it.”

“Delightful,” her mother says, almost in a squeal, and for a moment Betty is gratified that she has done this, made her mother so happy. Because I’ll think about it always means yes. How many people say, “I’ll think about it,” and then decide in the negative?

But . . . oh. A beauty pageant. Betty stares down at the hulking slab of lemon cake her mother has sliced for her—on the nice china, how subtle!—and, picking up her fork, wonders if she can gain twenty pounds before the contest. Disqualified for girth! But as she chews the moist, delicious cake, she knows this is folly. She will enter Miss Delaware; she will play her harp; she will come home with a nice ribbon for entering. Her mother will join the Junior League. All will be well. It’s one day, for goodness’ sake.

After all, Betty thinks, it isn’t like I can actually win.

༶

“I still cannot believe you are doing this.”

Patsy is lying on her stomach on Betty’s bed, which Betty now realizes is too pink, too juvenile for a young woman of nineteen. It’s almost as if her mother is trying to keep her a girl, frozen at eleven years old. A sense of foreboding she has been fighting for weeks descends again, threatens to compromise the feigned look of disinterest she now wears like a mask. She is scared to death. None of it makes any sense, so she has stopped trying to make sense of it. Instead she simply flits through the days, like a butterfly fluttering through the garden. It’s easier.

“I can’t believe how much I have to pack,” Betty says. “You’d think I was going away for a year. And speaking of which, I thought you were coming over to help.”

“You’ve been shopping for weeks. Didn’t your evening gown require, I don’t know, ten fittings?”

“Which one?”

“The important one.”

“Six.”

“Six. Six! My sister didn’t need that many for her wedding gown, and she got married at the Hotel du Pont, I remind you. I just can’t believe you are doing this.”

“It would be helpful if you would stop saying that. I would think by now your disbelief would be over. I believe it should be very clear that I am indeed doing this.” She has to.

She has won Miss Delaware.

She closes her eyes. Deep breath, she commands internally, feeling the air fill her lungs, slowly seep out of her nostrils.

This is the hidden cost of being the good daughter, the good student, the good girl. People take advantage: with flattery, with emotional manipulation, one slice of lemon cake at a time. Sometimes she feels like more of a receptacle than a real living person. Someone other people project their aspirations, goals, ideas, and tasks onto. And she simply accepts them, like a bank teller taking deposits, perfunctorily fulfilling one request after another: Watch your brother. Practice your harp. Set the table. Stay away from him. Get smart. Go and change—that’s not appropriate. Watch your tone. Do your homework. Get the mail. Do it all over again.

But then, it is her own fault, is it not? You cannot play the good girl, relish the rave reviews and metaphorical standing ovations from the critics—your parents, your teachers, your neighbors, your boss at the dress shop—and then complain that everyone only sees you as dutiful and earnest, with no thoughts or real depth of your own. And so she endures: the dull lectures at the college her parents chose; the wallpaper in her bedroom her grandmother chose; the expectations, or lack thereof, that society has chosen, not only for her but for every girl like her. And who would feel sorry for her, decree she has been cheated or slighted? She has had advantages most other girls would kill for.

And yet.

She cannot tamp down the disquiet, the small knot of adrenaline that continually sloshes around her stomach like a peach pit. She has dismissed it as nerves, attributed exclusively to the fact that she must now subject herself to an entire week of something far worse than a sociology lecture or overly floral decor. But in her most solitary moments—in this moment, folding clothes as Patsy idly flips through the pages of Glamour and spouts girlish nonsense lying on the bed—Betty knows better. She knows. And the knowing is the worst of it.

She realized, with all due horror, that she was going to win Miss Delaware as soon as she walked into the hotel in Wilmington. Betty had expected a girl from every county and charitable organization, and had instead found just seven others like herself, a solid half of whom failed to disguise the feeling that they’d had no idea how they’d gotten roped into this.

Clearly there had been more than one lemon cake baked.

One by one, like dominoes, they fell. One girl’s voice cracked like a shattering ice cube as she attempted Verdi; another’s evening gown looked like it been made before the war, perhaps for a maiden aunt, and then been hemmed and tucked and sewed into something passable. During the question-and-answer portion, another girl couldn’t explain what Truman’s Fair Deal was but did somehow manage to relay the story of Grady the cow, a 1,200-pound Hereford that had made national headlines a few months earlier when it got wedged in a silo door in Oklahoma. It was hardly surprising when Betty’s harp solo—Salzedo’s “Chanson dans la Nuit”—and answer to the question “Do you feel there is a divide between today’s youth and adults in American life?”—she’d answered that throughout history there have always been divides between generations, but rather than cause alarm, we should be encouraged, because this is how new ideas are formed and progress is made—left her with the crown. Her mother—and, to her surprise, her father and brothers—had overflowed with pride. It had all been something of an unexpected lark. Until Betty realized what was coming next.

Atlantic City.

“Stop, stop, stop!” Patsy is saying, stretching out from the bed and grabbing her forearm as Betty shoehorns a nightgown and slippers into her case. “You’re packing like you’re going off to prison. Come over here for a minute. Stop being a crazy beauty queen. Good golly! It’s me, remember? Talk to me.”

Betty plops beside her on the bed. “It’s all pretty silly, isn’t it?” she says. “Look at this.” She reaches over, retrieves the Miss America Pageant yearbook she has been sent. Bios and pictures of fifty-two young women, some from cities—Miss Chicago, Miss New York City—most from states, all vying for the storied title of Miss America 1950.

Patsy is still on her elbows, flipping through. “Wow. Some of these girls are really pretty.”

“You sound surprised. Are you worried people will think I simply wandered in?”

Patsy rolls her eyes. “Horse feathers. You’re a dish and you know it . . . Holy cow! Miss Michigan is a dead ringer for Lizabeth Scott.”

“I just never stopped to think that this whole thing could get this far.”

“Eh, you did it for your mom. That’s not a bad reason.”

“It’s not a particularly good one, either.” Betty gets up, resumes packing. She stops in front of the dresser mirror. She has been doing this incessantly as September has crept closer. It’s bad enough she is missing a week of classes for this, but what really bothers her is the constant self-examination, the picking apart of her cheekbones and hair and lips and eyes and brows. Weighing herself against the competition, when she has sworn to herself, more times than she can count, that she doesn’t care about any of this. Except that it’s evident that in fact she does, which is the most annoying thing of all.

“This is a great picture of you,” Patsy remarks from the bed. Patsy begins reading aloud. “ ‘Betty Jane Welch was born on May 12, 1930, in Dover, Delaware, and is the first titleholder in five years from the nation’s first state, winning over a formidable field. About to enter her sophomore year at Maryland State Teachers College at Towson, she is an A student and will be exhibiting her talent as a harpist. She is 5'6" and weighs 118 pounds, with strawberry blond hair and hazel eyes. Her interests include tennis, swimming, and crafts.’ ” Patsy crinkles her nose. “Crafts?”

“I had to put something. It was as good as any. After all, I can be crafty.” Meant as humor, comes off as pathos. Patsy is the one person who can always see behind any façade she puts up.

Patsy scoots off the bed to stand next to her, her arms reaching over, hands interlocking to pull Betty closer. Betty recalls a day long ago, both of them barely tall enough to see over this dresser, when they had looked into this same mirror, weighed down in her mother’s jewelry, their tiny mouths sloppily smudged with lipstick. Dress-up never ends.

“You act like you’re going off to the guillotine,” Patsy says, tilting her head onto Betty’s shoulder, addressing their joint reflection. “You are Miss Delaware! You get to spend a week in Atlantic City, getting your picture taken and feeling like a princess. You’ll be on the radio, for God’s sake! And you could win some terrific scholarship money. And I’ll be there Saturday with your family to root you on. And don’t forget the best part.”

Betty smiles in spite of herself. Patsy can always manage to make her smile, even in the sorriest of circumstances. “Well, don’t keep me in suspense,” Betty says back to their reflection. “What’s the best part?”

“The escorts,” Patsy says, winking. “Every contestant gets one of the local college boys as an escort for the week. Your future husband could be standing in front of his own mirror right now, wondering what it will be like to meet you.”

“Wonderful,” Betty replies, reaching up to place a hand atop Patsy’s arm. “Some awful rum pot who’s probably six inches shorter than me and perspires profusely, and will spend the week stepping on my toes during every dance.”

“C’mon, Bett,” Patsy says, in a soft, gentle voice she does not use all that often. Her mouth turns up into a crooked smile. “Look at this as a wonderful caper. What’s the worst that could happen?”


Two

Atlantic City is marvelous. Certainly not elegant or refined or couth. But it is most certainly, unequivocally, crazily marvelous.

It has never been a weeklong destination for the Welches. For them, every summer brings the rental of a lovely beach cottage in Rehoboth, save for four years ago, when they packed up to visit her grandparents in Morristown, New Jersey. A four-hour drive, Simon and Ricky fighting the entire way.

Atlantic City, she thinks, must be a fun place to be a child. But after only a night here, Betty can see it is far more fun to be an adult. She is, of course, deeply enamored with the flashing lights and marquees of Steel Pier and Steeplechase Pier and Heinz Pier, their myriad distractions and amusements and shows and thrill rides. Last night she simply strolled the length of the Boardwalk, inhaling the smell of sea air mixed with fresh popcorn, sawdust, fudge, and eau de toilette splashed on by giggling girls trying to attract the attention of swaggering boys.

But it is the nightclub marquees and restaurant signs and beckoning awnings that have left her enraptured. Marty Magee’s Guardsmen in the Mayfair Lounge at the Claridge; the Irving Fields Trio at the Senator; the sign above Tony Baratta’s Escort Bar at the corner of Atlantic and Missouri, tantalizingly asking, “Wouldn’t You Rather Have the Best?” She fantasizes not about being Miss America, but of sitting at a table at the 500 Club or dancing all night at the Hialeah. She forlornly reminds herself that a week’s worth of pageanteering will surely preclude any of it.

Like all of the hotels that line the Boardwalk, the Traymore—located in the heart of town on the Boardwalk at Illinois Avenue—is enormous, a dusk-colored sand castle capped by two tiled golden domes in its center that glint in the late morning sun, and which looms like a mythic Xanadu above the beach. The bathtubs here are legendary; each has four faucets, one each for hot and cold water, one each for hot and cold ocean water.

Betty cannot understand why anyone would want to bathe in ocean water.


  Breathe. Breathe.


It is Labor Day, and there is a bustling hum in the art deco lobby that contrasts with the stately accoutrement of the space—its huge semicircular windows that face the ocean, the dramatic sheer drapes, green velvet chaises, and tasteful Oriental rugs. A sign at the far end advertises Lenny Herman appearing in the Submarine Room, “the mightiest little band in the land, with Nancy Niland.” Chagrined visitors check out, mark the official end of their summers, going back to their lives and the approaching coolness of autumn. An ebullient din emanates from those arriving, a tossed-together sorority of girls here to register for the pageant in the Rose Room by six p.m., the official deadline. Betty conjures an image of a harried girl scurrying in at 5:57, frantically trying to scribble her name in before her sash is discarded into the nearest bin for tardiness. She laughs out loud at the thought.

“Please, share the joke! I could use a laugh right about now.”

Betty glances up just as a girl sits down next to her on the sofa, artfully crossing her legs. She must be a pageant contestant as well, but at first glance she seems incongruous as a Miss Anything. She is dark and beautiful in a femme fatale type of way, the kind of mysterious siren who lurks in the shadows in gangster movies, secretly in love with the informant. Her chestnut hair is done up in a top reverse roll, the center peak arching up into an almost perfect question mark, the sides big fluffy rings that frame her angular face. She wears a plain gray dress with short melon sleeves and black single-sole pumps, and clutches a small polished silver case in her right hand. She extracts a cigarette, proffers the case to Betty, who demurs. “You sure?” the girl says. “Last chance before we enter the convent. From here on out, it’s the rules of Mother Abbess over there.”

Betty follows the girl’s sightline, spies a matronly woman in enormous pearls with curly, prematurely graying hair in the corner, holding court with four other contestants. “That’s Lenora Slaughter,” the girl says. “She’s the boss lady. Runs the whole show. Trust me, you don’t want to get on her bad side. She can make sure every judge hates you before you even put on your first pair of stockings.”

Betty looks back to her new companion, now taking an artful drag on her cigarette. “You’re a contestant?” She says it with unintended incredulity.

The girl laughs. “Hard to believe, I know. But yes, you are looking at Miss Rhode Island, in the flesh. Don’t worry. You’re not the only one who’s shocked. Practically everyone’s wondering how I slipped into this thing.” She takes another puff of her cigarette, looks at Betty appraisingly. “Now don’t tell me: You’re too wiry and athletic to be from a New England state, but no tan, so not from warm weather. You also don’t have that annoying midwestern accent. My God, they all sound like pirates. So I’m going to guess . . . Mid-Atlantic. Am I close?”

Betty laughs. “Yes.”

“Ah! See? This should be my talent. I could just come out with a crystal ball and a head scarf. I’d certainly probably score higher than I will belting out show tunes. Let’s see . . . Maryland?”

Betty chuckles. It is the first time she has felt somewhat at ease since arriving in Atlantic City. “So close! Delaware.”

“Delaware! Oh, killer-diller, we would have been here all day if I’d had to guess that. I didn’t even know Delaware sent anyone.”

Betty spreads her hands in “ta-da” fashion. “The first in five years.”

“Well, isn’t that the cat’s meow,” the girl says, grinning. “We’re the two smallest states here!” She extends a hand. “Catherine Grace Moore, of the Newport Moores. Though call me Ciji. It’s pronounced C period G period, but I spell it C-i-j-i. It’s a better name for a movie marquee, I think. I came up with it myself.”

Betty shakes her hand. “Betty Jane Welch, of the Nowhere Welches,” she replies, smiling. Perhaps this week won’t be so bad if the girls are like this. Though Betty very strongly suspects the rest of the girls are nothing like this. “So you’re going into pictures, then?”

“No other reason to be here, cookie. My wants are very simple: my name on a movie screen and Eve Arden’s apartment in The Unfaithful,” Ciji says, stubbing out the cigarette. “They give the winner a screen test. And I figure if a Jew like Bess Myerson can become a celebrity, then so can I.” She takes in Betty’s slight look of shock. “Oh, don’t be so soft, Delaware. You should hear some of the mouths on these girls when they think no one’s listening. And make no mistake. I can put on my gloves and be as dainty and moony as any of them. And I sing a hell of a ‘My Happiness.’ ”

“How y’all doin’ today?” Another voice, breathy and viscose, above them.

MISS ALABAMA, the black sash, perfectly angled from top left shoulder to right hip, blares in white block letters. The girl has skin so pale, so flawless, that for a moment Betty wonders if she’s wearing cold cream. Her hair is jet black, swept up in a tight updo that matches her meticulously arched brows, hovering over her eyes like two perfect half-moons. The eyes, a chocolate brown, seem a little too small for her face, but her mouth—full and pouty and accented by dark ruby lipstick—is sublime. Betty takes in her efficient two-piece rose suit with a cloverleaf collar, the barrel sleeves and trumpet skirt.

Ciji scoots over, waves the girl onto the settee. She is Mary Barbara Adair, from Monroeville, Alabama, “the hometown of Mr. Truman Capote, the famous writer,” though Mary Barbara quickly confides that she doesn’t know a single person in Monroeville who’s read a thing he’s written. In the space of ten minutes, she has relayed her entire life story—her father is a vice president at the Vanity Fair textile mill, her momma’s a housewife, she has four siblings, she’s majoring in English at Birmingham-Southern College, and she is grateful to be attending there, because if you live in Monroeville and you want to do something exciting, you need to travel more than two hours away to Montgomery, “ ’cause Monroeville is mighty pretty, but there is absolutely nothing to do.” Then come the questions: where they’re from, their talents, their state pageant experiences, the hotels they’re staying at. Ciji behaves, perhaps to prove to Betty that she can back up her claims of pageant propriety.

“Sooo,” Mary Barbara says in a conspiratorial whisper, “do you have any guesses about who all you’ll get?”

Betty and Ciji look briefly at each other in puzzlement, then back to her. “ ‘Who we’ll get’?” Ciji asks.

“The escorts, of course,” Mary Barbara says, an “I shouldn’t be talking about this, but it’s too fun not to” look planted squarely on her porcelain face. Betty flashes back to Patsy, how excited she was fantasizing about Betty’s pageant escort, how much she would adore this absurd conversation.

“Tonight we get introduced to the young men who are going to be our dates for the week,” Mary Barbara continues. “All of the local college boys fall all over each other to be one of the fifty-two selected. Although I am sure they all want Miss California or Miss New York. Because they’re probably, well . . . you know.”

“Tall?” Ciji quips. She winks at Betty.

“Fast,” Mary Barbara whispers. “I mean, I enjoy a nice-looking boy’s time as much as the next girl, but if he thinks he’s getting a look at anything under here, he’s got another thought comin’.”

Romance. Betty admits that it would certainly make the week pass more quickly. She has not dated much her first year at college. She is afraid going steady will take too much energy, too much focus. A thought flickers into her head that perhaps she is simply afraid of too much, too much of the time. Her thoughts return to Patsy. She is now convinced that there is some awful fraternity boy awaiting her.

Mary Barbara spies two other states, hurriedly pops up from the settee with an airy “So nice to meet you girls,” and dashes off. Betty turns, takes a quick glance around. More contestants meander in. Miss Slaughter has shifted into army general mode, herding entrants toward the Rose Room to register as she answers nervous questions. Betty glances at her watch. Two o’clock. “Well, I guess it’s now or never. Are you coming?”

“Okay, Delaware, let’s go,” Ciji says, standing and dropping her cigarette case into her clutch. She threads their arms together. “The runway has no idea what’s coming.”

༶

Don’t do anything. This, Betty decides, is the one general rule to emerge from the grueling, almost-two-hour orientation at Convention Hall that she has just endured. No alcohol, no swearing, no exposed shoulders during daytime except for pageant-sanctioned beach excursions, no padding of swimsuits, no skirts above the knee, no smoking (Ciji delivering a side-eye), no male guests—not even dads or brothers—in their rooms at any time, no gum chewing, no nightclubs (there was audible moaning), and no going to official pageant events without proudly wearing your sash. “During this exciting week, we want to remind you that all of you have been selected as ambassadors, here to serve not only as contestants in a spirited competition but also to project a beacon of youthful vigor, optimistic spirit, and refined femininity to the world,” Miss Slaughter said in her best Eleanor Roosevelt.

Miss Slaughter had greeted Betty warmly at registration, handing over her sash and then calmly directing her upstairs for her bathing suit fitting and then on to her photography session. Catching snippets of the pageant hostesses’ gossiping, Betty knows that Miss Slaughter has a reputation for being very feminine, stern, and demanding, not always in that order. She instituted the scholarship program; when it came to talent, she was said to favor musicians. (Miss Montana’s talent, horse jumping, will be shown on a projected screen; ditto for Miss Indiana’s alacrity at diving. After an afternoon culling whispers, Betty has quickly ascertained that no one is particularly hopeful about the chances of either.) Miss Slaughter single-handedly changed the “bathing suit” competition to the “swimsuit” competition to promote an image of health and vitality rather than one of a pinup, though there is healthy skepticism that it has made any such difference to the general public. She hates the color black—eyeing one girl’s evening gown selection two years ago, she is said to have witheringly snapped, “This is a pageant, not a state funeral, Miss Iowa”—and does not encourage as much as insist on as many pastels, taffeta ball skirts, and elbow gloves as can be displayed. She has no time for Negroes and makes little secret of her intent to keep them from ever competing. She isn’t too fond of the Catholics, either, but tolerates them.

Betty listens to the band inside the ballroom of the Hotel Dennis, watches Miss Slaughter greeting contestants at the door. She sips a ginger ale that she’s asked the bartender to pour into a champagne coupe, so she can pretend she is interesting and dangerous.

The Miss America Contestants Reception is where the pageant’s organizers and sponsors get to mingle with—and covertly leer at—the girls. Betty has changed into a green brocaded empire dress accented by a smart gold bracelet. She recalls Mary Barbara mentioning their escorts appearing, but so far the only men she sees are Park Haverstick, the jowly, bespectacled president of the pageant, and similar fogeys she suspects are the sponsors and husbands of the pageant hostesses. Betty spies Ciji wandering over in drapey fire-engine red, replete with shoulder pads—that girl! She silently curses herself for not wearing something more daring, even if Ciji’s ensemble does make her look a bit like an able Grable.

“Did Miss Slaughter hand you a demerit for that dress?” Betty asks, taking a sip of her not-champagne.

“Well, well! Look who’s coming out of her shell,” Ciji says, sidling up to her at the bar. “I will take some credit for that.”

“I’m not surprised.”

Ciji has arranged to be Betty’s roommate at the Chalfonte-Haddon Hall. (“Strength in numbers,” she remarked when broaching the idea.) There are now large poster-size photographs of the two of them on display in the Chalfonte lobby, along with those of several other contestants who are staying there. All of the girls have been sprinkled among the hotels, like fairy dust.

“I met Missouri on the way in. Seems nice enough. Not quite as smiley as some of the rest of them,” Ciji is saying. “We were both asking why Miss Canada is here. Is Canada now part of the United States? And have you met Mississippi? She’s a card, that one. I didn’t know you could make your hair do that. One thing’s for certain: she has no intention of obeying the ‘no nightclubs’ rule. Neither do any of the others, from what I can tell. And here I thought I’d be the only one making trouble. Old Lenora is going to have her hands full.” She orders a soda water with lime. “God, I wish I could have something in this. Met anyone interesting?”

“Not really. After the orientation I took a walk. My Lord, the aroma coming out of that White House Sub Shop! I was positively salivating for a hero. Which I am happy to say I did not have.”

Ciji scans the room, her shiny gold button declaring RHODE ISLAND catching the light. Tonight the sashes are put away; each girl has been given a button that declares her home state. Some of the other contestants have been querying each other about the change, with various theories for answers. Betty wishes she could muster enough curiosity to want to hear them.

“Ladies, may I have your attention, please,” Miss Slaughter states from a podium at the top of the dance floor. It takes a few minutes for the talking to subside, hostesses fanning out like theater ushers and shushing in every direction. “Thank you. We are all so delighted to have you with us and to be here at the Hotel Dennis to officially begin the Miss America Pageant.”

Polite applause. “Some of you may have been wondering why you are wearing buttons with your home states tonight rather than your sashes,” she continues, “and it is because we wanted you to enjoy your dancing without worrying about them. We are to have a little fun. In a moment, the fifty-two young men who have been selected as your escorts for the week will be coming through here”—she waves a gloved hand over to two doors to her left—“and each of them will be wearing an identical button on his lapel to your own. It is up to you to find your matching state beau!”

From the reaction, one might have thought Tyrone Power had walked in. Betty wonders how many of these girls will be crushed when the doors swing open and they find themselves approached by a boy with buck teeth and bad breath whose father owns a local peanut shop. And yet her heart speeds up a beat or two, and she feels self-conscious, as if the other girls can see her nerves. She is going to be with this young man for the entire week. It’s only natural to be a tad jittery, isn’t it? Every girl here is. Though Ciji projects an air of apathy worthy of her ambitions as an actress.

The hostesses quickly disperse the girls around the ballroom, including the two of them (“Come now, ladies, no young man wants to meet his date slouched over the bar”), and Betty and Ciji find themselves separated. Betty is standing in a small cluster with Nevada, Maine, and Louisiana when the doors whoosh open.

The room, bathed in golden light and soft music, is hushed, the contestants holding their collective breath. At first there is nothing but the partial view of a hallway, and then they come in—rush in—tall and short and lanky and lean and stocky and broad, every sort of boy in every sort of packaging. They wear suits, almost all of them double-breasted, with ties and matching pocket squares and shoes that have been buffed to a waxy shine. The first wave is smiling, laughing, shouting the occasional cheer—“Where’s my beautiful Miss Minnesota?!”—while the second group walks in more casually, circumspect, confident, not wanting to appear too eager. Betty freezes. The young women around her slowly peel away, gliding onto the ballroom floor like swans. There are friendly handshakes and the occasional hug (quickly admonished by the hostesses), and Betty cranes to discern the locales on the buttons pinned to the boys’ lapels: New Jersey, Texas, Chicago, Nebraska. She smells the boys’ peppermint aftershave and oily hair cream, her eyes scanning, scanning, noting the dwindling number of unattached bachelors. For a fleeting moment, she is stricken by the thought that hers has decided not to come. She feels conspicuous, already a loser with the pageant barely begun. She pictures Miss Slaughter walking over, gently placing a hand around her shoulder, saying, “Don’t worry, dear, we’ll find you someone.”

Her palms are slicked in sweat. She craves something stronger than ginger ale.

And then she sees him, walking toward her.


Three

Her own hair color has often been described, including in the Miss America program book, as strawberry blond, but the only thing Betty can think of as he approaches is that men’s hair color is never described this way. And yet his, with its perfect left part and symmetrical razor lines cascading across his forehead, is the closest thing she has ever seen to her own on a man. She wonders if the Miss America matchmakers have done their duty based on hair.

He is in a soft navy pinstriped suit with a starched white shirt and a pale blue tie. His face is square and perfectly symmetrical; he has haunting pale gray eyes the color of ice water. As they hold each other’s gaze, his face breaks into a smile that is pleasant if a bit forced. “Were you afraid I wasn’t coming?” he says.

“I had faith.”

He extends his hand, shakes hers as if he is meeting her father to discuss a loan. “I’m John Griffin McAllister, though my friends call me Griff.”

“What do your enemies call you?” An attempt to be flirtatious. Awful.

He laughs tepidly, the kind of laugh you give a child who has just performed a card trick. “A girl with spirit. That’s great.” She suppresses a groan and concentrates on how crackerjack handsome he is instead. She stares at his lapel button, which clearly states: DELAWARE. Confirmed. This is her guy. He has the fine, square jaw of an athlete. Quarterback, if she was guessing. Her disbelief at her luck is palpable. She has planned for Peter Lorre and landed Guy Madison. Hubba-hubba. She will not win the Miss America contest, but she’d bet her grandmother’s pearls that she has just won the Miss America escort derby.

She scans the room, trying to spy Ciji’s and Mary Barbara’s dates. She wants a witness, someone to envy her good fortune. “Am I boring you already?” he asks, the edge in his voice unmistakable. A stifling awkwardness blooms, like a moat bubbling up, separating a castle from the fields.

“No, no, I’m sorry. I was just trying to see who my friends ended up with, to be honest. There was a lot of speculation about all of this before you fellas showed up.”

She catches his dismissive look. “I bet,” he replies. Every time she makes eye contact with him, all she can think of is how many girls have probably thrown themselves at him, how many unopened love letters are sitting in the chest of drawers in his bedroom. She tries to wish away how utterly bored he looks.

“So how did you get coerced into this?” she asks.

“I was volunteered,” he says, now casually scanning the room behind her. “My mother is one of the muckety-mucks on the hostess committee. Said it would look bad if her son wasn’t an escort. I was kind of dreading it, to be
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