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PRAISE FOR BESSIE


“With Bessie, her third work of historical fiction, Linda Kass creatively melds deep research with the breath of life from her own rich imagination. Here is a deft and touching portrait of a shy, nerdy, nearly six-foot tall young girl—one Bessie Myerson—who rides the waves of her arresting beauty to become the first Jewish woman to win the Miss America title. Kass offers a careful understanding of what made this female pioneer in broadcasting, advocacy, and government tick, and how she navigated the lifetime of compromises and opportunities her stunning good looks afforded her in an antisemitic and misogynistic world.”


—HELEN SCHULMAN, New York Times best-selling author of Lucky Dogs and This Beautiful Life


“I loved Linda Kass’s Bessie, which brought to vivid life the coming-of-age of the remarkable Bess Myerson, who may be known for being Miss America, but who truly was so much more: a brilliant young scholar, a musical prodigy, and a woman who stood tall against the antisemitism, sexism, and injustice of her era. Kass is a superbly talented writer, and in her hands, Bess Myerson becomes every woman, and the amazing story of her time becomes the story of our time, too. Brava!”


—LISA SCOTTOLINE, New York Times best-selling author of Loyalty and Eternal


“Linda Kass imagines the early life of the five-foot-ten beauty from the Bronx who became the first—and so far only—Jewish woman to win the crown, a feat made all the more fascinating by the fact that her victory came just six days after the end of World War II, at a time when antisemitism was so rampant.... Kass gives a detailed look at Myerson’s young adulthood, the runup to winning the coveted crown, and the aftermath, when, cutting short her Miss America tour, she decides to instead tour on behalf of the Anti-Defamation League to combat prejudice. Bessie is a tender, sensitive, and well-researched exploration of the inner life of a legendary beauty who was fighting personal battles the world never saw.”


—KRISTIN HARMEL, New York Times best-selling author of The Paris Daughter and The Book of Lost Names


“Coming into Bessie, I foolishly assumed I knew everything I needed to know about Bess Myerson. Boy, was I wrong. Linda Kass’s deeply researched novel is a poignant origin story, a fascinating window into mid-century American life, and a compelling case for Bess Myerson as an authentic American heroine.”


—LOUIS BAYARD, Washington Post best-selling author of Jackie & Me and The Pale Blue Eye


“Kass has written a detailed, fascinating profile of the early years of the former Miss America that explores the themes of prejudice, beauty, and self-worth. Insightful and eye-opening.”


—FIONA DAVIS, New York Times best-selling author of The Spectacular and The Magnolia Palace


“Abundant in graceful storytelling and vivid historical detail, Bessie is a fascinating portrait of a woman who was so much more than a beauty queen. Bess Myerson’s persistence against antisemitism and her determination to use her fame to speak out against prejudice resonate strongly in our own challenging times.”


—JENNIFER CHIAVERINI, New York Times best-selling author of Canary Girls and Switchboard Soldiers


“Bessie makes the first and only Jewish woman to become Miss America, Bess Myerson, come alive in a way her celebrity status never fully allowed. Linda Kass builds the character of Bessie through the complicated layers of all Bess Myerson carried with her—her dreams of being a composer, her longing to be loved by her joyless and demanding mother, the pain she felt over racial inequality, and everything she had to tolerate in order to find the platform for her voice, a voice she was determined to use to make a difference in the world. The true beauty of this novel is Linda Kass’s artistry. She’s created a loving and honest portrait of a woman who meant so much to so many.”


—LEE MARTIN, author of the Pulitzer Prize Finalist, The Bright Forever


“Incredibly well-researched, Bessie is an engaging historical novel that examines the bigotry and biases experienced by Bess Myerson, the first Jewish woman to become Miss America—with parallels to the incessant prejudices present in our contemporary life. Inspiring and thought-provoking!”


—PATRICK LOSINSKI, CEO, Columbus Metropolitan Library


“Like all celebrities, Bess Myerson seemed to come from out of nowhere—a bright meteor suddenly streaking across the night sky. But in this evocative new book by Linda Kass, we learn the backstory of Myerson, the first Jewish woman to be crowned Miss America, whose looks and talent captivated the mid-20th-century world. Bessie reveals the passions that propelled her and the insecurities that haunted her. Along the way, it puts this complex woman where she belongs: back in the spotlight, with all eyes upon her.”


—JULIA KELLER, Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist and author of A Killing in the Hills


“Readers are fortunate to have novelist Linda Kass bring forth the hidden stories of American women. Bess Myerson was the first Jewish woman to win the Miss America title, but she was so much more than a beauty queen.... Myerson was an inspiration for women in the post WWII years and her story needs to be remembered. Bessie deserves a crown.”


—PAMELA KLINGER-HORN, Valley Booksellers


PAST PRAISE FOR THE AUTHOR FOR A RITCHIE BOY


Independent Publisher Book Awards 2021: Gold Medal Winner—Historical Fiction


“... [a] lovely novel in stories...Kass doesn’t shy away from the horrors of exile, anti-Semitism, genocide, and war. But she also presents a strong case for stubbornly opposing that darkness with tolerance, decency, friendship, love, and hope. ”


—HISTORICAL NOVELS REVIEW


“Told as a series of interconnected stories, Linda Kass’s captivating, based-in-truth novel A Ritchie Boy is about assimilation, hope, and perseverance.”


—FOREWORD REVIEWS


“I devoured A Ritchie Boy over a single weekend. What a rich, beautiful book Linda Kass has written. I found such poignancy and delight in every facet of these characters’ lives. This is first-rate historical fiction.”


—ALEX GEORGE, national and international best-selling author of A Good American and The Paris Hours, owner of Skylark Books


“From Vienna during the Anschluss to booming post-war Columbus, Linda Kass has done her homework. Half historical novel, half family saga, A Ritchie Boy will charm readers who loved All the Light We Cannot See.”


—STEWART O’NAN, author of City of Secrets


FOR TASA’S SONG


Independent Publisher Book Awards 2016: Bronze Medal Winner—Historical Fiction


“Kass’s novel is a moving tribute, inspired by her mother’s survival of the Holocaust, to the endurance of family, faith, and culture set in eastern Poland during WWII, when both German and Russian forces ravaged the region ... a memorable tale of unflinching courage in the face of war—and the power of love and beauty to flourish amid its horrors.”


—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY


“Across decades and continents, Tasa follows a song of hope that is uplifting even in the face of great adversity, proving that an indomitable spirit can transcend the greatest hardships. Kass depicts a heartbreaking time with great sensitivity and detail in this beautifully rendered historical drama.”


—BOOKLIST


“Tasa’s Song is a beautiful ode to all of the light and darkness history has to offer her children. Linda Kass has written a lasting tribute to life during wartime, including the hardships and triumphs that define the true nature of grace and resilience.”


—AMBER DERMONT, author of The New York Times best-seller, The Starboard Sea


“... Kass’s fictional story is compelling and emotionally satisfying for reasons other than the deep relieving trauma so often retold ... Tasa does not ponder a world where the enemy walks past every window, hides in every shadow, a foe whose wintry breath has the power to ice the heart. Rather, Tasa’s Song is a celebration of the fullness of the human spirit, of the ties of friendship and love, of duty and sacrifice, of trust and conscience, that bind us even when the world around us unravels.”


—THE APALACHICOLA TIMES


“Linda Kass’s moving debut novel brings vividly to life a Jewish family’s struggle to survive World War II in eastern Poland, caught between the Nazi threat to the west and the Soviets to the east. Tasa, a gifted violinist, comes of age in the shadow of encroaching war, finding redemption in her music and through deep love despite the horrors that steadily draw near. Meticulously researched, Tasa’s Song illuminates the day-to-day experience of war—the uncertainty and dawning horror, the devastating losses and the small acts of grace.”


—MARGOT SINGER, author of The Pale of Settlement, winner of the 2007 Flannery O’Connor Award for Short Fiction
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To the inspiration of Bess Myerson, a woman who used her beauty and talents to fight for tolerance and social justice









Beauty awakens the soul to act.


—DANTE ALIGHIERI












Warner Theatre, Atlantic City



Saturday evening, September 8, 1945





Bess scans the darkened auditorium. Someone told her there would be three thousand people in the Warner Theatre tonight. A photographer’s flashbulb lights up the hall, and she can now see that it’s packed. She stands tall, takes in a deep breath to calm herself, and waits for the announcement. She and the other semifinalists named earlier in the evening have to do it all over again—the swimsuit, evening gown, talent—to advance to the final five. It’s late, but her adrenaline keeps her alert, her heartbeat pounding in her ears. She hears emcee Bob Russell smooth-talking the audience. The muscles around her mouth ache from all the smiling.


What a week this has been. On Wednesday, when she played the Grieg concerto on the piano and Gershwin’s “Summertime” on the flute in the talent competition, the burst of applause at the end of her performance filled her with irrepressible joy. They like me! Maybe I have a chance.


Bess thinks about all the times that she stood beside Arlene Anderson or had to follow her onstage. It was always “Miss Minnesota” with “Miss New York City” walking behind her. At first, Bess would slouch—anything to keep from towering over Arlene’s petite frame and feeling awkward again, like she did in grade school and every year since she reached her adult height, just two inches shy of six feet.


Now, she is pretending, isn’t she? There is confidence and control in each of her movements, yet she barely knows who she is anymore: masquerading across stages in swimsuits; competing against thirty-nine contenders representing cities and states for their true American allegiance. She wasn’t brought up to be a beauty queen. “Practice!” “Homework!” How Mama had drilled into Bessie and her sisters the importance of education and achievement. Hadn’t she entered the contest for the $5,000 scholarship? And for the extra sponsorship money to buy things for her family?


Bessie had—still has—ambitions: to be a solo pianist, maybe even a composer. She spies Sylvia’s face in the crowd, then Helen’s. She scours the seats around them knowing Papa stayed home with Mama, feeling a heaviness in her chest at their absence.


Suddenly, the desperate years of war flash through her mind without warning. The bombs dropped on Japan just weeks ago. All the charred bodies in the newspaper photographs. The Nazi death camps finally liberated. Six days since the war officially ended. Millions dead.


She watches as one of the nine judges, Conrad Thibault, reaches toward Russell and hands him an envelope containing the names of five finalists. Bess expects Russell to break out in song, given his reputation as the singing master of ceremonies. Instead, without hesitation, he begins to tear at the flap.


As if in a dream, she’s watching from the outside. All around her, silence. Russell’s lips are moving, but, over the sudden roar in her ears, she can’t hear him.












CHAPTER ONE






Olive Oyl




December 1936





Bessie only has to look in the mirror to see that she is built like a tall, skinny boy, all gangly legs and arms. At twelve, she’s already taller than all her classmates, even her teachers, at P.S. 95. As her plaid school skirts have risen up her thighs with no more hem to be let down, she worries about exposing her underpants. She wears shorts underneath, happy they also give her some hips. But she’s sure she will always be thought of as ugly.


Today’s disastrous school announcement only adds to that certainty. She’s been assigned to play Olive Oyl, Popeye’s homely string bean of a girlfriend, in the school’s winter festival of fairy tales and comic-strip characters.


Bessie is mulling over all sorts of humiliations as she sits at the kitchen table eating dinner with her sisters. Smaller girls at school, like her best friend Ruthie Singer, get hugged by their teachers, while Bessie is asked to serve as room monitor or to fetch something from the school office. Sure, there are times when she likes being seen as responsible, as the student most capable—except when she just wants to be that little girl who’s embraced. The taunts about her height are especially demeaning, although she pastes on a smile when mean-spirited kids call out, “Hey, Stretch, how’s the air up there?” It doesn’t help to know that her most beloved Gramma Besseleh, after whom she was named, is where her height came from. Bessie broods about all the days after school when she’s stuck at home studying or practicing piano while her classmates are off to the movies or spending time gossiping among themselves. Mama insists on that. Yet, as much as Bessie often acts merely dutiful, like she’s only trying to please her mother, she also feels something stirring inside when she completes an advanced worksheet on prime and composite numbers or masters the preludes and fugues in Bach’s The Well-Tempered Clavier. She, in fact, savors a secret pleasure from these accomplishments.


Bessie looks over at Sylvia, already nineteen, who obviously never had to endure the same kind of embarrassments. Sylvia is a normal height and she’s pretty and feminine, a swimmer who now earns money as a lifesaving instructor and sports a gorgeous tan. She actually tells hilarious stories. Best of all is how Sylvia treats Bessie when she’s hurting.


Helen’s asthmatic wheezing cuts the silence. At ten, Helen is delicate and slight, and her condition gives her skin a pallor. Bessie immediately feels less sorry for herself and silently pledges to be more attentive to her younger sister.


Mama stomps into the kitchen, tosses her wool duffle coat over the one empty chair, and drops some change on the table. “See that? It’s what I earned today scrubbing the floor of Giorgio’s Ristorante.” She stares straight at Bessie. “If you don’t go to college, if you don’t turn out to be something, that’s what’s going to happen to you.”


Bessie tries not to take Mama’s harsh tone personally, although these pronouncements can make her feel wretched. She tells herself this is about Joseph, the brother she never knew—Joseph who died of whooping cough almost two years before Bessie was born, when Sylvia was five. He was just a toddler. Privately, Papa confided that Mama’s sorrow over this loss never left her. Papa, always trying to affirm where Mama criticizes, added that Bessie’s arrival had helped. He told Bessie she was such a pretty baby that her mother would tie a red ribbon around her full head of black curls to ward off the evil eye, an old Jewish superstition that warned of bad luck for anyone too rich, too successful, or too beautiful. Bessie can’t imagine herself as beautiful, though she knows Papa meant well.


If she really were beautiful, she wouldn’t have been picked to play someone as unsightly as Olive Oyl. The shorter girls have been assigned dainty roles like Bo Peep and Snow White. Bessie will loom above them, her hair pulled back tight and knotted in a bun on the top of her head, her only semi-acceptable feature essentially hidden. Bessie is positive that playing Olive Oyl will be her final downfall.


She decides to break her mother’s rule of not talking while eating supper. “I don’t want to be Olive Oyl,” she declares. “That’s the part they gave me for the festival.”


Bella fixes her stern gaze at Bessie, furrowing her brow before answering. “What? A lead role? Why wouldn’t you want that?” She dismissively waves her hand through the air. “This is acting, Bess. You can make believe you’re someone else.”


Bessie doesn’t see it that way. She wouldn’t have to pretend she was unattractive. And the other students will only taunt her more. But there is no way to argue with her mother or get any sympathy. Sylvia offers an affirming nod her way and squeezes Bessie’s hand under the table.


After she takes her dishes to the sink, washes and dries them, and returns them to their proper cabinet shelf, Bessie crosses from the kitchen to the living room in just a few strides. Her father is sitting on the fold-out couch that doubles as her parents’ bed so she and her sisters can share the only bedroom. She snuggles against him, laying her head into the crook of his neck. He sets down the Bronx Press-Review and puts his arm around her shoulder. “Ah, Besseleh, how was your day today?”


“Terrible, Papa. Did you hear? I’m supposed to be Olive Oyl in the school play. Mama doesn’t care that my teachers want me to wear some ugly black dress and a pair of oversized black shoes. She doesn’t understand anything.” Bessie begins to cry. “They’re going to squash my hair into a bun!”


Papa kisses her forehead. “Your mother just wants you to do your best, Besseleh. She knows you’re beautiful no matter what part they gave you ... in whatever it is.” He pats her gently as he returns to reading his newspaper.





Whenever she feels like weeping, Bessie turns to her father. Even when he comes home worn out from painting a house or fixing cabinetry—everyone calls Louis Myerson the best handyman around, a real “craftsman”—he always makes time for her, and she feels like his favorite. When she wants to escape her own reality, she asks about his childhood in Russia. He tells her about the local gangs who would get drunk and attack Jewish boys like him. Of his many stories, the one he recounts most often is about when he was a small child and another pogrom had swept through his village. Hiding under the floorboards, he says he could hear boots pound, dishes crash, his mother screaming, and the baby cousin buried beside him gasping for air. By the time the Cossacks left, little Louis Myerson had nearly suffocated, and his cousin was dead. Bessie holds back tears every time Papa shares this horror of his past. But he always adds that when he arrived in New York at the age of eighteen, he saw that Americans were different, less filled with hate.


Bessie would ask how her parents met, and her father would always say that he fell in love with her mother the first time he saw her toiling without complaint in a Lower East Side shirt factory. He’d describe a woman Bessie didn’t know: a woman filled with laughter, who loved to flirt and dance; a vivacious, pretty, and affectionate woman. Emigrating with her own father from Odessa, Russia when she was only ten, Bella received very little formal education, which explains why she can only read English and Yiddish with difficulty. Bessie figures her mother’s obsessive focus on education must stem from this limitation.


Her parents married in 1915, when Bella was twenty-three and Louis was twenty-six. Like many working-class Jews, they left their inner-city New York neighborhood just before the Depression hit. Her father says they were drawn to the trees, parks, and fresh air of the Bronx. They’d thought the multibuilding complex known as the Sholem Aleichem Cooperative Houses would be perfect for raising their family. He liked the uniformity, with identical four-story walkups surrounding a central courtyard with gardens. Her parents prefer the security of living among mostly Eastern European Jews, people like them. Papa says it reminds them of the close-knit shtetls where they were raised. Bessie knows from all the stories Papa has told her that Jews weren’t accepted in many places. He says they found signs and flyers in many neighborhoods dictating “no Catholics, no Jews, no dogs.”





It is the Sholem Aleichem community that Bessie now seeks for comfort. She puts on her wool coat and walks down the stairway, acknowledging the Dorfman sisters chatting on the second-floor landing. She continues down into the maze of cellars where the cooperative’s performance auditorium is located, hoping to find a musical ensemble or drama group practicing for the upcoming neighborhood festival. As she nears, she hears voices inside and carefully opens the door, edging into one of the theater seats to watch the rehearsal of Waiting for Lefty. She applauds at the end of the scene where the cab drivers finalize their plan for a labor strike.


“Shalom, Bessie!” Malcolm Fried, a burly neighbor from her building, calls out from the stage. “What brings you here tonight?”


“Bored, I guess. Wanting some inspiration.”


Malcolm, a butcher by day, motions his fellow actors to go on without him. “Ah, you’ve come to the right place. I’m at your service.” He steps down from the stage to approach Bessie. “What’s new, sweet meydl?”


“I was assigned a role in my school play.”


“Mazel tov, Bessie!” Malcolm smiles as he locks eyes with her. “Why the glum punim then?”


“It’s a character I don’t like.” Bessie pauses as she considers how much she wants to share. “I mean, someone I don’t want to be. My mother thinks I’m being silly, that I just need to pretend to be someone else.”


“She’s not entirely wrong.” Malcolm takes a seat next to her. “Acting is not about you onstage. It’s about becoming invisible, inhabiting that character so only she can be seen.”


“But I don’t want this role. It’s a stupid character.” Bessie feels her cheeks redden, knowing how trite she must sound to Malcolm.


“Maybe you find some shtick, some trick to make this character more interesting or appealing to you.” Malcolm closes his eyes and strokes his scruffy beard for a moment before he continues. “Actors are often asked to play roles we initially can’t identify with. Look, I know how to schmooze with my customers, not how to be a taxi driver and deal with labor unrest, yes? But, as actors, we find a way. We try to learn something about our character.” He stands and turns back to face her. “Maybe I expand the idea of schmoozing into how I need to relate to my fellow cabbies. Turn a friendly schmooze into a persuasive schmooze. You see?”





The drama teacher, Mrs. Bloom, puts Bessie in men’s laced black shoes and some grown-up’s black crepe dress to accommodate her height. She presses Bessie’s curly black hair tightly into a bun on the top of her head. In rehearsals, Bessie pretends she is wearing pretty clothes. She recalls her father telling her, “You don’t need fancy dresses, Besseleh. You would look beautiful in a potato sack.” When she feels like a clown while pretending to be Olive Oyl, she also pretends not to be humiliated by the role or the costume.


Bessie also goes to the school library to find out more about Olive, just as Malcolm suggested. First, she learns that Olive was a character before Popeye had been created for the comic series. Then she discovers that Olive and Popeye actually hated each other when they first met. Olive’s first words to Popeye were: “Take your hooks offa me or I’ll lay ya in a scupper.” In the rehearsal scenes with Popeye, Bessie applies this to her character and fights bitterly—and her classmates think hilariously—until the place in the script where they begin to have feelings for each other.


“Cut; let’s take a break here!” Mrs. Bloom places the script down on a nearby chair in the school’s multipurpose room. “Bess, I’d like to have a word with you.”


Bessie wonders if she’s done something wrong as she steps off the stage and walks toward her teacher. Only Mama calls her by her more grown-up name.


“I’m quite taken with your performance, Bess. I hadn’t thought of Olive in the way you’re playing her.”


“What do you mean, Mrs. Bloom?”


“Well, I only thought of Olive as foolish, short-tempered, demanding, and fickle. But, in your hands, she is also full of energy and enthusiasm. I like her better that way.” Mrs. Bloom smiles up at Bess. Even at five feet five, she barely reaches Bessie’s shoulders. “You’re playing Olive Oyl as a tough broad with backbone. All I’m saying is that you may have a future in acting, Bess.”












CHAPTER TWO






Tar Beach




Early June 1937





Bessie crosses her favorite tree-lined street on her way home from P.S. 95. The branches are so full of leaves, they create a bright-green canopy above her, filtering the sun’s rays against the pavement. Walking through Fort Independence Park, she counts the days—just four more—until school lets out for summer. As she nears her apartment building, she pauses to watch a young mother push a curly-haired toddler on the swing.


Bessie sees this park and the reservoir beside it from her bedroom window. She doesn’t know what she’d do without that view, given how cramped it is with both her sisters sharing the closet-sized space with her. “No room for an apple to fall,” Papa likes to say.


She thinks about the many times she found her mother staring out that window, unresponsive to Bessie, tears filling her eyes. Bessie now wonders if it is a scene like this that Mama observed: a mother lovingly tending to her toddler. Or happy children skipping in the park. Little boys competing at baseball and punch ball, their cherubic faces lighting up. The crack of bat to ball. The cheering. Bessie wonders if Mama thought, It could’ve been my Yosseleh out there.


Bessie still remembers the many days—she might’ve been six or seven—when she would return from this playground, her playsuit stained with dry mud. She’d prod her mother to fix her something to eat. Mama would tell her to find Papa, that he would get her a snack or lunch. But Bessie’s father was usually out working. Bella Myerson would then turn her back to Bessie, her attention returning to what she saw out that window.


Pangs of remorse leave Bessie feeling hollow inside, as they have so often since then. Why isn’t she able to comfort her mother, to please her? Practicing her piano. Completing all her homework. Getting high scores in school. All she wants is to make everything okay. To earn Mama’s affection. What about me? she wonders day after day. Joseph is dead, but I’m here.


Bessie shakes off the emotions sweeping over her now as she climbs the steep hill along Sedgwick Avenue. When she gets to her building stairwell, she takes the steps two at a time—easy to do with her long legs. She passes the Stoff twins playing marbles on the concrete landing and gives them both a shoulder squeeze, looking forward to her time babysitting the girls this weekend and to the extra spending money she pockets to buy clothes—anything to avoid hand-me-downs. She smiles to herself recalling her father’s explanation about why she didn’t get an allowance like some of her peers: “We’re not poor, Besseleh. It’s just that we don’t have money.”


She breathes in the melodies seeping from inside neighboring apartments. This is one of the things Bessie loves about their community, where every floor of every building is full of musicians and artists. But, over the resounding piano chords and violin sonatas, Bessie can hear Mama’s shrill voice and strident tone even before she reaches her third-floor apartment.


“You work and work. Home late, night after night. All the other painters earn more gelt while you get nice letters.”


“Please, Bella, no more kvetching. I’m taking care of our family.”


“Of course you are. Lending Yetta and Lena money that we don’t have. When will your sisters pay us back?”


Bessie pushes the door open, intent on interrupting a quarrel her parents have often. “Mama, no screaming.” She walks over to her mother and gives her a kiss.


The corners of Bella’s mouth turn up a bit. “What are you doing home from school this early?” Bella is slicing an apple and adds it to a plate covered with cheeses, breads, and hard-boiled eggs.


Bessie picks up an apple slice and takes a bite before she answers, trying to hide her elation at the prospect of unstructured time. “Early dismissal. An all-staff meeting.” She turns to her father. “Papa, I’m surprised to see you home.”


Louis holds out his arms for Bessie to fold herself into. “I was working at Sam and Pearl Pochoda’s house, off Giles Place. Letting that first coat of paint dry. Thought I’d have your mother fix me some lunch.” He smiles sheepishly. “I guess she has other things on her mind.”


Bessie finds it odd how her parents can have such mutual devotion, despite her mother’s frequent complaints. She knows they love each other because she’s also barged in on moments of affection between them. Hoping to distract her mother, Bessie pulls out her exam.


“What’s this, Bess?” Mama asks.


“My final math test for the school year. A ninety-eight.”


“What’s ninety-eight? What happened to the other two points?”


“Mama, it’s the highest grade in the class.” Bessie knows that even her taskmaster of a mother would appreciate her daughter getting the top score. “Ruthie asked me to sun with her on Tar Beach this afternoon. I know Sylvia and Helen will want to join us.”


“Why waste your time with that when you could practice or study?”


“I promise to practice the piano for two hours after dinner. And there’s no homework assigned this week. I’m practically in high school!”





It was after Bessie turned in her math final to Mr. Schirmer, after she observed her classmates at their desks nervously reviewing their answers, after one student and then another walked to the front to deposit their papers, that the teacher cleared his throat and announced that school would be dismissed early for an all-staff meeting. It was then that she looked over to the adjacent desk behind her to find Ruthie Singer’s gleeful smile matching her own. Ruthie had held up her index finger toward the sky on this perfect June day. Bessie nodded and gave her a thumbs-up confirmation.


Now, she gazes at the cerulean sky above Tar Beach, how its openness gives Sholem Aleichem’s building roof a touch of allure. It’s just a black gravel surface, after all—nothing like the grit of sand between her toes or the long stretches of beach, the expanse of ocean, the rhythmic movement of waves she imagines. But Bessie sees the rooftop getaway as an escape from demanding parents, grueling schoolwork, and an insular life attending Yiddish schules. They all do.


“Did you bring an extra reflector?” Bessie asks Ruthie. She lays her towel on the asphalt between Ruth and Sylvia. Pulling a bottle of baby oil out of her bag, she slathers some over her arms and legs.


“I don’t think you need a reflector with that grease, Bess. You’ll get sunburned, and then Mama will throw one of her usual fits. Why don’t you use the Bronze I brought? That’ll protect you some.”


Bessie inwardly smiles, appreciative of the affection underlying Sylvia’s motherly concern. “I’m okay, Syl. I won’t burn with my dark complexion. Anyway, my hands will now be free for reading through the stash Ruthie brought.”


“Which do you want first?” Ruthie holds out Vogue, Harper’s Bazaar, and Collier’s. “Check out the tans and the two-piece suits. Hey, Sylvia, you can’t wear those when you’re on lifeguard duty, can you?”


“Our mother would never go for those. But yours wouldn’t either, Ruth.”


Bessie nods her agreement with Sylvia as she reaches for Harper’s Bazaar and rifles through bathing suit ads. “Wow. Look at these beach scenes.” She holds up the double spread of glamorous models lounging on the sand, some with parasols shielding them from the sun, others racing into the ocean against a long coastline backdrop.


She looks over at Helen who, at eleven, seems pleased to be hanging out with the older girls. Helen annoys her at times, causing Bessie to lose her temper, but Bessie is making an effort to include her younger sister more often, trying to be more solicitous.


“I know I’ll burn. But Mama says the sun’s heat and fresh air is good for my asthma.” Helen dips her fingers in the Bronze jar and begins applying it to her face.


Bessie is tired of Mama’s focus on Helen’s condition and wants to change that subject. “Listen to these articles. Enough to turn your brain to mush.” She scans the table of contents. “‘Proper Technique for Achieving a Good Tan,’ ‘Fashionable Attire for Tanning,’ ‘It’s Fashionable to Be Brown in a Light Evening Gown.’ And for some caution, ‘Dangers of Too Much Sunshine.’”


“Why don’t you read them, Bessie, and just give us the takeaway?” Ruthie stretches her arms above her head, then flips onto her stomach. “Helen, can you put some Bronze on my back?”


Bessie pauses to watch Helen rub the salve on Ruthie’s shoulders before she answers. She loves how Ruthie treats Helen like a sister. “Tans are the rage of the moment, according to Vogue. One article talks about the fashion, makeup, and accessories to show off tanned skin. Geez, can you hear Mama screaming at us if we wore makeup? You don’t count, Syl; you’re already an adult.”


“As long as I remain under her roof, she treats me as if I’m Helen,” Sylvia says. “No offense, Helen.”


Closing the jar of suntan lotion, Helen raises her head quizzically.


Bessie lays back on her towel and shuts her eyes. She thinks about the three of them, their bond, all affected in different ways by Mama’s ire and gloom, all a result of the loss of the brother Bessie never knew, as Papa repeatedly shares with her. Yosseleh. The ghost who continues to cast a pall over their young lives. Sylvia probably took the brunt of their mother’s despair. Bessie is the one Mama expects so much from. Poor Helen was the last attempt to fill a hole of sorrow. Bessie is thankful Ruthie is around so often, the unofficial fourth sister, as a buffer against too much talk about this shared family tragedy.


She pushes away these uncomfortable musings and pictures herself at a real beach, like Orchard Beach, just a dozen miles to the east. She read how they’re fixing it up through the WPA, sand-filling and landscaping. She conjures up all the other places they might visit if they could afford to, maybe the south shore of Long Island. Or Coney Island, where she heard about game stands, roller coasters, and restaurants. But here they are on Tar Beach, the neighbors’ laundry hanging on a clothesline stretched across the roof, enclosing them atop several buildings where everyone knows one another. It’s the only home Bessie remembers, but she knows they haven’t always lived at Sholem Aleichem.


“What was it like with Mama and Papa before they moved here, Syl? Were you living in Harlem?”


Helen turns her face from the sun’s glare, suddenly all ears.


“I only remember the apartment on Prospect Avenue in South Bronx. I was ten, you were three, and Helen was just one when we came here. The park and Jerome Reservoir were a major appeal, and Mama seemed a little more ... contented, I think. For the first few years, anyway.”


“Until people started losing their jobs and getting evicted.” Bessie could still hear the crying children around the courtyard entrance trying to get their parents’ attention, but the parents were in a state of shock. “Ruthie and I’d be walking home from school, and the contents from someone’s apartment would be on the sidewalk.”


Ruthie raises her head and pushes a lock of hair out of her face. “Remember how scared we were, Bessie?”


“Yeah. Our first thought was that our belongings were out there.” Bessie tosses the magazine toward her feet, tired of the shallow messages inside. She wipes her oily hands and carefully pulls out a book she took out from the school library, National Velvet by Enid Bagnold. She identifies with fourteen-year-old Velvet Brown, growing up in the late 1920s in a small English coastal village, dreaming of one day owning many horses. She has a horse named Piebald. A high-strung, shy, nervous child, Velvet manages to train and ride him to victory in the Grand National Steeplechase. Just an ordinary family, yet Velvet clearly is a person to whom great things happen.


As dusk nears, the girls pack up their things. To save time getting home, they cross the rooftops that connect the buildings at Sholem Aleichem. Bessie and her sisters hug Ruth when they reach her section and continue to theirs. Bessie wonders if tonight they might light the Shabbos candles, maybe say a blessing over challah ... or not. She’s always aware that everyone who lives at Sholem Aleichem is Jewish, but it has less to do with religious traditions and is more about so much else: an overriding belief in education; a love of Yiddishkeit, the language of Yiddish and the wit and wisdom of its literature; a dedication to culture and the arts; a social conscience. Bessie breathes this air, yet at the same time within her resides a fierce desire, an expectation of reaching beyond this sanctuary.


The door to their apartment is ajar, and she catches the savory whiff of brisket, which must have been cooking much of the afternoon, mixed with the smell of apricots in a sweet noodle kugel, the only two dishes her mother manages to capably prepare. After the girls clean up for dinner, the family crowds around the kitchen table. Usually, it’s Mama serving Bessie and her sisters early so they can get to their homework and practice, Papa getting home late from work and eating by himself. But tonight, it’s like a Shabbos dinner with all five of them, absent the rituals.





After Bessie helps clean up, she walks to the living room, pulls out the piano stool, and sits down to practice. She would have done it anyway, as she promised. But while the last bite of kugel was still in her mouth, Mama couldn’t help herself and reminded her.


Bessie scans the eighty-eight keys, black and white, all of which had been so intimidating at first as she had to learn what all the notes are called. It seemed overwhelming until she realized there were only twelve keys that mattered, and those twelve-note patterns repeated themselves across the entire keyboard. If she learned the twelve—those seven white keys and five black keys—she would know all eighty-eight. She liked that about the piano.


She begins with scales, getting her fingers warmed up, admiring the simplicity of the instrument’s alphabet, the notes that are in all music, starting with C, then D, E, F, G, A, B. Her favorite classical songs remind her of the beauty and diversity of the music. She begins with the gentle, flowing melody of “Für Elise” by Beethoven, with its repeating pattern. Running through this piece until she plays it perfectly, she moves to the detached staccato notes of Minuet in G Major by Bach. Its more challenging finger movements require her intense focus. She plays one hand, then the other, each hand independent of the other, before she plays the piece in its entirety. It takes longer to perfect, and she finds herself slowing the pace to get it right.


She becomes fidgety and decides to walk to the kitchen. She finds some sliced apple on a plate and bites into it, savoring its tart flavor. She checks the wood clock on the living room dresser, its Roman numeral gold letters set around the cream enamel. Seven thirty. She’s only played for half an hour. Mama won’t be pleased if she finds her idle, and the current silence will trigger a frequent command: “Practice!”


OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication





		Warner Theatre, Atlantic City



		Chapter One: Olive Oyl



		Chapter Two: Tar Beach



		Chapter Three: Escape through Music



		Chapter Four: A Special High School



		Chapter Five: Sophomore Year



		Chapter Six: A Girl Can Do; A Girl Can Be



		Chapter Seven: The War Begins; Hunter College and the 68 Club



		Chapter Eight: Summer Camp and Waves



		Chapter Nine: Modeling



		Chapter Ten: Miss New York City



		Chapter Eleven: Media Whirlwind; Panic Sets In



		Chapter Twelve: Arriving in Atlantic City



		Chapter Thirteen: The Pageant, Day One



		Chapter Fourteen: Opening Night, Talent Competition



		Chapter Fifteen: Evening Gown and Swimsuit Competition



		Chapter Sixteen: The Final Day!



		Chapter Seventeen: The Tour Begins with Vaudeville



		Chapter Eighteen: Victory Bonds and Veterans



		Chapter Nineteen: Traveling the South



		Chapter Twenty: The Brotherhood Campaign



		Chapter Twenty-One: Carnegie Hall





		Epilogue



		Author’s Note



		Acknowledgments



		Music Featured in Bessie



		Reader’s Guide



		About the Author



		Selected Titles from She Writes Press











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Warner Theatre, Atlantic City



		Chapter One



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgments



		Start to Contents











Pagebreaks of the Print Version





		Cover Page



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		8



		9



		10



		11



		13



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		233



		234



		235



		237















OEBPS/images/9781647425395.jpg
“Bessie brings to vivid life the coming-of-age of Bess Myerson,
Miss America of 1945. In Kass's hands, she becomes every woman,
and the amazing story of her time becomes the story of our time, too.”
—Lisa Scottoline, New York Times hest-selling author of Loyalty
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