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Praise for Vivian’s Decision


“A tender and gripping portrait of a mother and daughter in post-war suburban Chicago. This book becomes a meditation on community, solidarity, and courage.”

—Rachel Swearingen, author of How to Walk on Water

“Compassionate and immersive. In her riveting debut novel, Della Leavitt shows us the universal and yet deeply personal challenge women face when another child may be more they can bear. As in the best historical novels, Vivian’s Decision tells a story of the past that is painfully relevant today.”

—Mary Kay Zuravleff, author of American Ending

“I couldn’t put this book down. Its final coda offers a gut punch from which I won’t soon recover.”

—Lindsay Hunter, author of Hot Springs Drive 

“It’s rare that historical fiction relates so powerfully to current themes. Della Leavitt has written a brave and important story.”

—Susan Levi, Off Campus Writers’ Workshop director of programs

“It’s an immigrant story. It’s a woman’s story. A love story and a family saga about generations of women faced with an agonizing moral choice made in a time when choices were not only illegal but dangerous to your health.”

—Andrea Change, executive director of Guild Literary Complex

“Leavitt has written a fictional family saga reminding us that, especially for women, past is more than prologue. Self-determination requires courage . . . and sisterhood.”

—Jill Pollack, founder of StoryStudio Chicago

“Not only a well-crafted historical fiction debut but also a rich and poignant family drama. Vivian’s Decision will appeal to women everywhere who grapple with how to balance family obligations, religious teachings, personal aspirations, and their own emotional well-being. I couldn’t put it down.”

—Maggie Smith, author of Truth and Other Lies and Blindspot

“Vivian’s struggles show in stark, but exquisite detail the contradictions inherent in women’s lives in the 1950s. Every word on every page rings 100 percent true. Vivian will stay with me for a long, long time.”

—Virginia McCullough, author of Amber Light

“Vivian’s Decision is a warm, embracing novel—a text of a time. Set in the Midwest in the fifties, in both city and suburb, the story could be so many women’s history.”

—Sandra Scofield, author of Little Ships and National Book Award Finalist for Beyond Deserving
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For my parents, Sol and Shirley Linson Leavitt, who loved me, my siblings, and the extended family beyond measure.

And for my granddaughter, Nora Shirley Bossen. May you grow up in a country that protects women’s freedoms.




“None of it happened and all of it’s true.”

—Jeanne Ray, Ann Patchett’s mother, after reading Commonwealth







Chapter One
Suburban Life



1956

AFTER VIVIAN Kolson Jacobson uprooted her family to a Chicago suburb, gardening became her refuge from her four young children’s incessant demands. She yanked weeds with the same firm thrusts that she used to braid her daughter’s hair. When a cawing blue jay swooped low as if to herald the eldest child’s arrival and mimic her shrieks, Vivian sprang from her knees and winced to feel an ache in her breast. She pressed her palm against her tender chest, lost her grip on her hard-won bunch of thistles, and stood dumbstruck watching the unwanted greenery flutter among the fledgling pepper and tomato plants. Vivian’s haven was shattered.

“Look what you made me do, Irene!”

The six-year-old swatted her temple and screamed, “Little helicopters are buzzing me!”

Helicopters? Funny, how her precocious child viewed these whizzing cicadas. When they lived in the city, Irene loved to spot whirlybirds flying over their apartment building on their way to Meigs Field at Chicago’s lakefront. Here, the droning miniatures terrified her. Vivian tried to hide her own squeamishness when she brushed one away from her daughter’s crown. Thicker than an adult’s pointer finger, the blue-bodied, red-eyed nuisances were hands-down uglier than garden-variety grasshoppers. Vivian had never seen any grasshopper before moving out here. She and her husband, Mel, grew up in the cement enclave of Chicago’s hardscrabble west side, both children of Russian Jewish immigrants. A report in the local paper had warned that new housing developments like theirs, mushrooming over reclaimed marshlands, would be the hardest hit by the imminent invasion. As predicted, the cicadas arrived in droves, but nothing had prepared Vivian for the messy, noisy onslaught.

Vivian lifted the muslin netting to peek at the baby asleep in his carriage beside her, popped over to prop open the back door to check on the toddler babbling in her playpen, then smoothed Irene’s bangs, grabbed her daughter’s fist, and with her free hand, commandeered the buggy and steered it into the front yard.

Up and down the block, scores of shouting children jumped rope, launched wiffle balls, played jacks on pristine sidewalks, and loped across virgin lawns in games of hide-and-seek and capture the flag, seemingly unfazed by the swarming bugs. This carefree life among well-to-do children, attending schools in a noted district with a guaranteed path to college and careers, fulfilled Vivian and Mel’s dream for their brood. A life far beyond their own reach. They were children of the Depression.

“Mommy, you aren’t listening!” Irene stomped her foot and twisted out of her mother’s grip. “I want to go inside!”

“The fresh air is good for you. Remember, you’ve got to watch out for Sandy. You’re the big sister.”

“I don’t want to! She plays with the boys!”

The baby whimpered.

“Now you’ve done it! You woke up Baby Billy!” Vivian sniffed his bottom.

Irene mimicked her mother’s strained look and pinched her nose. “P.U. He stinks!”

Only three clean diapers left. How had she let that happen? She’d never let their supply dwindle so low before. Where was that diaper truck? Vivian’s feet felt as rooted as a statue in a child’s game of freeze tag. The manic energy she needed to fuel her daily household tasks had evaporated like the water in an unwatched boiling pot. She wasn’t herself, but dared not guess the reason. Without thinking, Vivian lifted her free hand to assuage her aching breast, blasting her into clear focus. Can’t be! Always a sign of . . . When was her last period? No idea. Her doctor had told her not to expect her cycles to be regular after bearing four children in six years.

Irene tugged her mother’s sleeve. “Mommy, I’m scared!”

Vivian stooped down eye-to-eye with her daughter and spoke in an even tone meant to be reassuring. “Remember the locusts from the Passover seder?”

Irene gasped. “Will we have ten plagues?”

Vivian stroked Irene’s cheek and held back a giggle. “No, sweetheart, we’re not in Egypt. We’re in Wilmette.”

Irene brushed a flying bug off her knee. Vivian added, “Ignore these locusts. In a few weeks, they’ll all be gone and won’t come back for seventeen years.”

“Seventeen years?” Irene gazed at the sky and then counted on her fingers. “I’ll be twenty-three.” She paused. “Sandy will be twenty-one. Linda and Baby Billy won’t even remember these little helicopters. When they come back, we’ll all be too big to be scared.”

Vivian smiled at her child’s deft calculations, a payoff from Mel’s patient drills. His attention to Irene’s learning was as diligent as if she’d been his firstborn son. Yet another thing to love about her husband. She shivered to remember the night they’d met, how she’d felt like Cinderella who’d won over the handsome prince. Now, ten years and four children later, Vivian cringed to imagine how she must look to him. She twirled an unruly lock of dark hair around her finger, patted her belly and sucked it in, then squealed when she flung away a cicada that had flown close to her ear.

“Mommy! Are you scared of the little helicopters, too?”

“Mommies don’t get scared.”

If only that were true. Vivian gingerly touched her chest. Nothing. Thank goodness. Must be all in her head.

A neighbor girl called out Irene’s name and waved her over. Vivian kissed her daughter on the top of her head and gave a little push on her bottom toward the playing children. Irene stomped on a dead cicada splattered on the walk and cried “Gotcha!” before dashing off to join a game of hopscotch.

VIVIAN EXHALED in relief at the sound of clanking gears when the blue-and-yellow diaper service van turned onto Maple Street. Thank goodness. Fresh diapers on the way. Before maneuvering the baby carriage up the walk, she paused to admire their brand-new house in the midst of the sprawling block of the development. They’d selected a trilevel model with slick cream siding and black trim with a ribbon of bedroom windows ringing the second floor. During construction, she’d urged Mel to authorize a change to the original plans and divide one bedroom into two rooms to accommodate the arrival of their fourth baby, due to arrive shortly before their move. Generous glass panes on the first level welcomed sunshine into the combination living-dining room, bringing the outdoors in. The grand double front door with brass handles erased Vivian’s memory of the peeling paint in the entryway of the tenement where she’d grown up. She felt lucky to live here. Most days, she reveled in her mastery of the chaos of being a mother to so many, but not today. At Billy’s wail, she recoiled at his discomfort but had to push herself to hustle into the house to change him.

As soon as she opened the door, she choked at the ubiquitous stench of ammonia released by urine-soaked diapers. How could her little darlings create so much filth? Vivian couldn’t keep herself from crying “Phooey!” when wiping reeking messes off their tiny, doll-like bottoms. If only her children were out of diapers. She yearned to regain her freedom. Toilet training was tedious, mandating constant vigilance to be ready to snatch up the child at precisely the right moment when she displayed the telltale signs and lift her over the toilet seat. Vivian groaned. Two trained, two more to go.

Even with the diaper service, the automatic washer and dryer ran nonstop. Vivian offered up a quick thanks for the convenience of in-home appliances, remembering how laundry chores in their city apartment meant maneuvering an oversized canvas bag filled with dirty clothes down two flights and wheeling it to the laundromat three blocks away. She shouldn’t complain about her relative life of ease. And what about the onerous laundry days of her youth when they’d hauled water up three flights to heat, soak, scrub, wring, and hang the clothes on lines stretched between buildings? That era felt as far away as the lives of pioneers who traversed the American frontier in covered wagons. Thank goodness she lived in modern-day Wilmette.

Billy almost squirmed out of her arms when Vivian bent over the playpen rail to kiss Linda, who was blissfully cooing at her stuffed rabbit. How Vivian loved each one of her children, more than she believed she ever could have. She climbed the half-flight to place Billy on the bassinet, smiling to remember her witticism when she dubbed him her “change of scenery” after diapering three girls in a row. But she wasn’t as clever as she thought, laughing at the memory when she’d dodged his arcing shot of pee that nearly caught her in the eye. She’d had to learn to cover Billy’s naked penis with a spare diaper before pinning on a new one. Wasn’t that what a good mother did? Adapt?

At a loud yelp from downstairs, Vivian sprang out of the baby’s room to peek over the banister and gasped at the sight of Linda diving headfirst over the playpen’s guardrail. Vivian sprinted down and roughly scooped up the toddler, who was crawling toward the carpeted stairs leading down to the den. Vivian trembled and bit her lip to keep from shouting. Linda couldn’t understand the fright she’d caused her mother, who’d pictured her toddler cracking her head open on the tile floor. Linda screamed when Vivian grabbed her before taking the stairs two at a time, holding her breath until Vivian exhaled in relief to see that Baby Billy hadn’t moved.

He lay serenely on his back with his toes in his mouth while Vivian expertly pinned his diaper. Then he dropped his foot and added loud cries in solidarity with his sister’s wails. Amid this chorus, Vivian balanced the writhing toddler and the howling baby, one on each hip, marched back downstairs, and set them both in the playpen. Did Linda have to be changed, too? She’d have to wait until the diaper truck arrived.

Vivian sank heavily onto the couch nearby, holding back tears. She lit a Pall Mall and took a deep drag. She exhaled toward the ceiling and said aloud, “I can’t take this anymore!”

Smoking calmed her. She blew a lazy ring toward the ceiling and blamed herself for dismissing Irene’s fears about the cicadas. She should go easier on her precocious child. Irene must feel like Dorothy in Oz, dropped into a foreign landscape teeming with armies of insects. Irene must miss the city. Vivian did, too.

There had been a wealth of conveniences near their high-ceilinged, vintage apartment in the redbrick courtyard building in Chicago’s Lakeview neighborhood. Despite the scarcity of postwar housing, Mel had scored a great place for them through his family’s Maxwell Street connections. In the city, the kosher meat market, Woolworth’s five-and-dime, and National Tea grocery were all nearby on Broadway. The US post office was within walking distance on Clark Street. Vivian had her hair done in the beauty shop in the Surf Hotel on the corner. When she was too tired to make lunch, she splurged and bundled up the girls to take them out to O’Connell’s on Diversey for a quick bite: juicy hamburgers, buttermilk waffles, chocolate phosphates, and blueberry pie. The best.

Out in the suburbs, Vivian was stranded. Six days a week, Mel drove his Oldsmobile, the family’s only car, down to grimy, crowded Maxwell Street where he and his brothers worked long hours at Jacobson Brothers, the business Mel’s father and uncle established after selling vegetables on pushcarts upon their arrival in Chicago from Chernigov, Russia in 1906. Jacobson Brothers began as a grocery, then a delicatessen, and now, a busy tavern in the hub of the port-of-entry marketplace. Downtown Wilmette was beyond walking distance from their home. Vivian was often lonely. She missed her husband and adult conversation. The all-consuming nature of caring for the children and their new home had begun to overwhelm her.

Mel tried to pitch in on his day off, but he was only home on Wednesdays. Vivian envied him as the even-tempered “good parent”: the arithmetic teacher and card game player. Vivian was thrust into the role of traffic cop, always on the brink of blasting a piercing whistle. She hated to hear herself raging at the kids. Soft-spoken Mel rarely raised his voice. The girls adored him.

THE DOORBELL chimed in a shower of sweet trills, unleashing renewed cries from the playpen. The screen door banged open, followed by a boisterous call of “Di-ia-per Man!” ricocheting through the house, propelling Vivian off the sofa, leaving her cigarette burning in the ashtray, and dashing upstairs to retrieve their stinky, lumpy bundle. The lanky, black-haired man with a greasy lock falling onto his forehead followed to help her lug the unwieldy bag downstairs. Then, he raced out to his truck to exchange her family’s mess for a towering stack of folded, sweet-smelling bleached cloths and returned to bound back up the stairs to leave them in the baby’s room. At last, the little ones had quieted.

Before he ran out again, Vivian asked with a catch in her voice, “Could you add another stop? Make it three times a week?” She hoped Mel would OK the extra expense.

The diaper man shifted from foot to foot.

“Please?” she begged coquettishly, and combed her fingers through her brunette perm.

He pushed back his unruly shock of hair and looked at his feet. “You’ll have to call the office, Mrs. J. You know they do all the routes.”

He must have noticed her eyes welling. The diaper man shoved his hands in his pockets and said, “I guess I could give you another dozen. But just today, mind you. You sure do use ’em up fast.”

Vivian wanted to hug this middle-aged man with his too-long greaser ’do, the only adult male she’d seen since Mel left home hours earlier. She’d ask Mel tonight, during their private dinner hour, to be sure they could afford her impulsive request. Her husband kept a detailed household budget, accounting to the penny for their expenses: mortgage, real estate taxes, utility bills (electric, gas, water, and sewer), milkman’s deliveries to the tin box outside their back door, landscaping, snowplow service for the driveway, and each piece of stylish modern furniture Mel’s cousin, the interior decorator, suggested they buy. Mel separated these costs from the allotment he gave Vivian for her needs and the children’s: new clothes, shoes, haircuts, and toys. Mel kept the diaper service and doctor’s bills in the house account.

Doctor’s bills. She’d almost forgotten about her scare in the garden. Impossible, but she’d need a test at the doctor’s office to be certain. Didn’t everyone say you couldn’t get pregnant while nursing? Most of the women she knew bottle-fed their babies, but Dr. Goldblum was insistent. Breastfeeding offered the best odds for a healthy child. Vivian followed his every instruction to the letter. She’d continued nursing ten-month-old Billy longer than the others, not wanting to release her last baby. He’d better be her last.

Don’t panic. Behave normally. Do laundry. Cook dinner. Pick up the toys and blocks before Mel got home. He liked order and hated stepping around a jumbled mess. Fix her face. She must look a fright. Try on her new shade of Revlon’s Super Lustrous lipstick to masquerade as an alluring woman to disguise the frazzled housewife inside.

AN HOUR before Mel was due home, Vivian nursed Billy, fed the others a quick dinner, and loaded their dirty dishes into the Hotpoint dishwasher. Irene and four-year-old Sandy sat on the floor playing Go Fish! while Vivian put Linda and Billy down to sleep and then went upstairs to the master bedroom’s en suite bathroom to freshen up. She patted on pancake makeup, brushed on blue eye shadow and black liquid eyeliner, curled her lashes before adding thick layers of black mascara—careful not to smudge—then styled her hair and sprayed it with Aqua Net. After deftly applying Revlon’s new Fire & Ice, she took a tissue to blot her lips and looked into the mirror, smiling in approval of her artistry. For a finishing touch, she added a slight spritz of Chanel No. 5 to make herself feel elegant.

When the chug-chug-chug of the automatic garage door resounded through the house, Irene and Sandy shrieked, “Daddy’s home!” and hugged him around the knees as he entered the den directly from the garage. Laughing, Mel handed each of the girls a pack of Wrigley’s Juicy Fruit gum before shaking them off to climb the half-flight to his waiting wife. Vivian was also thrilled to hear the garage door finally rise, but a little jealous because she never received such enthusiastic greetings from her girls. Mel pecked Vivian on the lips, brushing his rough beard against her cheek. He never left or returned home without meeting her mouth with his. Mel’s scratchy face, already two hours beyond his five o’clock shadow, aroused her. She leaned into him, breathing the pungent, familiar whiff of the man she loved. A blend of congealed aromas from the grimy Maxwell Street tavern permeated his clothes: stale beer, spicy corned beef, and the lingering stench of cigarettes. Although none of these odors reflected Mel’s own habits, except his rare indulgence in a good Havana cigar, they combined to brand him with a lingering reminder of the unsavory environment where he spent his long days away.

VIVIAN WENT back into the kitchen to put their dinner on the table as Mel went through his routine. He glanced through the day’s mail before making a beeline to the basement to unlock the liquor cabinet. A half-filled bottle of Glenlivet Scotch stood next to an empty shot glass. He poured himself an ounce and savored it to take the edge off his hectic day. Home was where he found peace. He then padded all the way up to the bedroom level to bend and kiss the sweet faces of his sleeping son and toddler. What a wonderful wife he had! She expertly cared for their children and still looked like a knockout at the end of the day. He rubbed his hand through his thinning hair. Some days he couldn’t believe his good fortune. On his long drives home, sometimes he pictured his worst fear. What if he came home to find Viv and the children had vanished? That sounded like something from the movies. He sipped the last drop and let it roll around on his tongue. It was bad luck to even imagine such things. Believe it. Vivian, their children, and this home were really his.

A bit drowsy after his frenzied workday and long commute, Mel settled into his comfortable green upholstered chair in the living room to read the evening paper. Every night he stopped at the same newsstand at the corner of Jackson and Halsted and tooted his horn twice to alert the newsman. Out he ran to the driver’s side of Mel’s Oldsmobile with the populist Daily News evening paper in hand, never the more conservative American. After pocketing a nickel tip, the newsman touched the brim of his cap before trotting back to his makeshift shed. Irene and Sandy crept up the stairs and punched at the newspaper that hid Mel’s face. Mel tried not to laugh, pretending not to notice the rambunctious girls.

Vivian chased them away, saying, “Daddy’s tired!” They raced back to the den, laughing, even when she scolded, “Keep your dirty fingerprints off my white walls!”

Still giggling, the girls tuned to one of their favorite programs. Depending on the day of the week, Gunsmoke, Lassie, or The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet flickered across the black-and-white screen. Tonight, it was I Love Lucy.

Mel looked around his modern living room feeling grateful to have left the hubbub of Maxwell Street’s colorful street corners behind. The loud, dirty city was where he spent his days—everyone had to make a living, didn’t they?—but Wilmette’s quiet, pristine scenery was where he spent his nights. He was thankful that Vivian had given him the push he needed to move out here. Without her foresight about what was best for their family, he wouldn’t have been bold enough to leave his clannish extended family in the city to move to this shiny suburban home with his sexy wife, surrounded by their four bright children. The king of his castle, indeed.

In the kitchen, Vivian finished preparing the dinner for the two of them: broiled skirt steak, mashed potatoes from scratch, and canned green beans. She wasn’t much of a cook. Even simple meals took her full concentration, unlike Ethel, her older sister by nine years, who had cooked for the whole Kolson family for as long as Vivian could remember. Their ma had made the best chicken soup but left the rest of the meal preparation to Ethel. For a wedding gift, Ethel had bought Vivian The Settlement Cook Book and inscribed it, To Baby Sis, you gotta learn to cook sometime. The cookbook became Vivian’s bible, covering all the basics: matzoh ball soup, potato pancakes, brisket, roast chicken, and how to perfectly time a soft- or hard-boiled egg. Preparing these dishes was her first step toward becoming the paragon of the Jewish homemaker she aspired to be.

As they sat together at the table, Mel looked into his wife’s deep brown eyes. “Are you feeling all right? You look pale.”

She pinched her cheeks to add a little color. “What a day! Almost ran out of diapers. We really need to up the service to three times a week. Can we do that?”

“Sure, our budget can stand it.” Mel stroked the top of her hand. When Vivian twisted her fingers away from him, he looked puzzled. “Is that all?”

“The kids got to me today. I yelled at Irene.” She decided not to mention how Linda nearly fell down the stairs.

“Why? What’d she do?”

“She refused to play outside. She’s afraid of the cicadas. Called them little helicopters.”

Mel chuckled. “Helicopters! Our clever girl. No wonder the Wilmette schools moved her ahead to skip kindergarten and start in first grade.”

“Don’t laugh. She was terrified.”

“Was she? Irene was brave enough when I took her to the zoo. Roared right back at the lions.”

“Stop it. I don’t blame her. These ugly bugs give me the creeps, too.”

“Aw c’mon, they’re not too bad. I saw one on Halsted Street today.”

“Only one? You’re kidding. Here, they’re everywhere you look. And big.”

“Big? What’s big?” said Mel. “Judy the Elephant was Sandy’s favorite at the zoo.”

Vivian clutched her stomach and burst into tears, remembering how it felt to be as big as an elephant before her babies were born.

Mel put down his fork. “Viv, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” she said, sweeping her bangs off her face. “Too much baby talk all day long. Sometimes I feel like I’m losing my mind. I feel like an awful mother.”

“Don’t say that. You’re a terrific mother.”

She held back another round of tears. “More mashed potatoes?”

He nodded, swallowed the last morsel, and handed her his plate. The spare tire around his middle was expanding, but Vivian still found him handsome and would never refuse him. She dutifully went to the stove and lifted the lid off the pot. She glanced at their neighbors’ glitzy invitation to their son’s bar mitzvah still taped to the fridge. Yes, it had been a night to remember. They’d been giddy to feel they truly belonged on Maple Street. She’d dieted for weeks to squeeze back into the black sheath with the lace top from before having Billy. She’d drunk the extra glass of wine Mel had poured for her—or was it two? The sudden memory of their passionate lovemaking late into that night jolted her. Could that have been when . . . ? She stared at the date on the invitation. March 17. That long ago? She glanced at the wall calendar. Today was April 28. She dropped the lid of the pot with a clank.

“Ouch!”

Mel jumped up. “Vivian?!”

She motioned for him to sit and sucked on her finger. “It’s nothing. Just burned my pinky on the electric cooktop. Still used to our old gas burners.”

“You’ve got to be more careful.”

“I’m as careful as I can be,” she said in a shrill tone.

Mel grimaced and sat.

“Careful? How can I take care of myself when I don’t have a moment’s peace all day?” She choked back a sob as she walked over and slammed down the refilled plate in front of him.

Mel had no idea what it was like to be here with the children all day, every day: refereeing arguments, patching skinned knees, mopping spills, cooking to please picky eaters, soothing their fears, surrounded by whining and wailing.

He wiped his mouth with his napkin. “Calm down. I don’t like to see you upset.”

Calm down? He doesn’t know the half of it.

“What’s for dessert?” he asked in a low tone.

“Jell-O. With fruit cocktail.”

“Red Jell-O?” he asked.

She nodded.

“My favorite,” he said.

Vivian couldn’t help but smile. She couldn’t stay mad at him. Everything she made for Mel was his “favorite.” He tried to boost her confidence in the kitchen. She knew she didn’t compare to his mother, who had been an excellent cook. And there was Ethel, who loved to point out her shortcomings. Bossy ole Ethel had an opinion about everything.

Mel stood to embrace his wife. She relaxed into his arms. He kissed her deeply but stopped abruptly when they heard Irene’s and Sandy’s voices mingling with the canned laugh track that mimicked a live TV audience. Mel and Vivian locked eyes.

Irene’s imitation sent Sandy into wild giggles. “You’re funnier than Lucy Ricardo!”

Mel murmured, “Aren’t our girls swell?”

Vivian nodded, dabbing at her eyes as Mel walked away to his easy chair to finish reading the paper. She was glad he wouldn’t see her tears.

Yes, they’re swell. They’ll be grown before we know it.

If only her darling girls could remain naive and never grow to face adult women’s age-old dilemmas. For only a moment, Vivian let herself imagine that she was, in fact, pregnant again. How she’d loved to bring home her darling newborns, each with a glowing face and nascent awareness. Each one unique. Then, why so gloomy? She twisted her wedding rings around and around. Her throat constricted. She felt deep in her gut that another one would be too much—push her over the edge. How could she admit this to Mel? He might think she was unfit to be a mother to the children they already had. Indeed, today had been a day when she’d wanted to escape from them all.

When she was single and worked as a secretary in the storefront office at the edge of the Loop, if she needed to boost her spirits, she’d hop on the streetcar and buy a new hat at Marshall Field’s. Those days were over. There was no way to escape from life here on Maple Street. As a mother of four, she knew it was unlikely, but she still held out a glimmer of hope to someday find a way to follow her dream to go to college and become a schoolteacher. She couldn’t be pregnant again. Another baby would dash those dreams for good. It would be like inserting a jackstraw onto a wobbly tower of Pick Up Stix—Irene and Sandy’s favorite game—only to watch the structure collapse in a heap. Torn between being a good mother and a good wife, Vivian felt she was losing ground on both. Another baby might upset the perfectly arranged home she and Mel had made for their family in Wilmette. She’d have to forget about the prospect of a fulfilling future all her own.

She needed a cigarette.

Mel called out. “Viv, I’m beat. Can you get the girls ready for bed?”

Of course she could. Wasn’t that her job? If she didn’t, who would? What choice did she have? But why was everything always up to her?

Vivian took a deep breath and called, “Girls! Bedtime! Get in your pj’s and brush your teeth!”

“Five more minutes?” wheedled Irene.

“I said now!”

Vivian put the pans into the sink to soak. She’d come back downstairs to finish washing up when the kids were asleep. The house had to be perfect for Ethel’s visit the next day. She couldn’t take any extra criticism from her sister. Not now.

Vivian touched her palm to her chest. Nothing. No aches. She exhaled loudly.

She must not let her imagination run wild. She must put these fears out of her mind.

Everything would work out.

It had to.








Chapter Two
Ethel’s Visit



Sunday, 1956

AS THE commuter train sped northward from Chicago, a kaleidoscope of iridescent green trees soon replaced the city’s grimy alleys. Ethel Kolson, sporting her unfussy Buster Brown haircut, tap, tap, tapped the toe of her firmly tied, sensible shoe against the seatback ahead. A frowning man in a chic fedora turned and glared at her, but Ethel stared him down. What highfalutin notion had gotten ahold of her sister to convince her husband, a real doll making good dough at his Maxwell Street joint, to move way the heck out to Wilmette? Couldn’t Viv be satisfied in Rogers Park, closer to Ma? Sure, people were leaving the city right and left, but Ethel couldn’t see what the big deal was about these snooty suburbs. Thank God her sister hadn’t moved closer to that Kennelsworth, or whatever it was called, where everyone knew Jews weren’t welcome. Hadn’t they had enough of that growing up next to the Poles, Italians, and Irish on the west side? Ma had fled for her life to escape the pogroms in Old Russia. No doubt about it, the same haters were here in America, but sure as shootin’, Ethel wouldn’t go looking for them.

Ethel clambered off the train at the Wilmette station before it roared away, horn blaring, belching a trail of sooty smoke as a reminder from where they’d come. Ethel coughed and reached for a Lucky Strike before swatting away a flying bug as big as a Pontiac. Vivian had warned her about these darn locusts. Worse than the plagues of Egypt. Ethel elbowed herself ahead of a man stinking of cigars to grab the only waiting cab and muttered her sister had better learn to drive if she wanted to live out where God left his shoes.

When the driver stopped in front of 336 Maple Street, Ethel hopped out, kicked the door shut, and said in a huff, “Whadd’ya mean, ‘Is that all?’ You’re lucky to get my extra nickel for the lousy ride.”

Vivian cringed and gave Ethel a withering look, hoping the neighbors hadn’t heard her sister’s rough remarks. Vivian wore tight turquoise pedal pushers with a diaper slung over her shoulder and stood on her front walk, cradling the baby. She stomped on a cicada, then examined her new beige espadrille hoping she’d avoided a stain. Ethel probably blamed her for these swarming insects. But what could she do? Not her fault. This was the life out here.

Ethel was on her day off from her job at the fanciest dress shop on Oak Street. She smiled broadly and took long strides toward her younger sister. Her string-bean build in baggy, plaid, cuffed trousers and no-nonsense haircut was in stark contrast to Vivian’s compact buxom shape and smooth pageboy. No one would ever mistake them for sisters. No matter how different they might be, their fierce kinship was solid.

Ethel stopped and stared. She trusted what she saw. Unmistakable. Viv was more zaftig than usual.

Zaftig?

At the dress shop where she worked, men came to outfit not only their wives but their mistresses too. It was Ethel’s job as head seamstress to notice a customer’s unexplained curves. She heard the women whisper about where to go if they found themselves in a jam. Would Vivian know? Hoo boy! Her baby sister better wise up fast, better not make their ma’s mistake. Vivian deserved a better life than Ma. Ethel knew all too well the burdens too many children placed on a family.

Irene skipped up to her. “Aunt Ethel! It’s you!”

“Who d’ya think? The man in the moon?” She pushed away Irene’s outstretched arms. “You’re too big to pick up anymore.”

Irene sniffed and ran back to the group of children on the sidewalk to rejoin a game of tag. When one of the bigger boys tagged her “it,” Irene started to cry.

“Aw, c’mon, don’t be a baby,” he teased.

Vivian took a few steps toward her next-door neighbor’s son. How dare he pick on Irene?

“Leave ’em alone,” said Ethel. “The sooner your girls learn to stick up for themselves, the better off they’ll be.”

As the mismatched sisters walked into the house together, Ethel complained. “Took me two hours to get here. I always forget what a hike it is from the city. You sure you like living way out here?”

Vivian rolled her eyes. Same ole Ethel. Her sister never changed. She reached up to put her hand on Ethel’s shoulder. “I love it here. But it can get lonely. Thanks for making the trip.” Vivian led her toward the cozy kitchen.

Ethel plopped onto a chair, then pulled out her pack of cigarettes and lighter before tossing her pocketbook onto the floor. “Any coffee made? You oughta at least be able to make coffee.”

Vivian sighed. “Relax. Coffee’s perking. I want your honest opinion of our new couch. Take a look and tell me the truth. Does the new green-and-orange upholstery go good with my avocado shag carpeting?”

“What if I say it doesn’t? Will you send it back?”

Vivian groaned. “Don’t be such a grouch. Really, it’s good to see you. Being around these kids all day can make me crazy.”

“You said it, not me.” Ethel reached for the coffeepot. “Got any real half-and-half?”

“C’mon, Eth. Isn’t milk good enough? I can’t stock everything.”

In her playpen in the formal dining area alongside the kitchen, Linda let out a high-pitched wail. Vivian jumped up, but Ethel motioned for her to sit. “Let her cry. Can’t run to them at every peep.” Then Baby Billy let out a yelp and began to squirm in Vivian’s arms. Ethel pointed to the kitchen chair beside her. “After you put Mr. Chubby Cheeks in his crib, come back and take a load off.”

“OK, OK. In the meantime, help yourself to schnecken.”

Ethel shook her head at the packaged pecan rolls arranged neatly on a dish and gave Vivian her familiar “that all ya got?” look. Vivian wasn’t surprised by her disapproval, but there was no way she could get to a bakery. And home-baked goods were out of the question. No time.

Ethel reached for her lighter and lit up. When Vivian returned, she asked, “Is this an ashtray?” She pointed to a clean dish painted with foreign words written in curlicued script. When Vivian nodded, she traced the gold-colored rim with her finger.

“Fancy-schmancy. Where’d you find it? The Salvation Army store?”

“My interior decorator brought it.”

“Oh, I get it. She bought it at Salvation Army, marked it up ten times, and sold it back to you. La-di-da. Ain’t you the grand lady? And Mel Jacobson puts up with this? I never took him for a chump.”

“Mel wants me to be happy. Don’t you want nice things?”

“Not enough to hunt up a husband. After Pa, I wouldn’t take my chances on any man. With my luck, I’d wind up with some dumb schmuck I’d be waiting on hand and foot and still have to work to pay the bills. Wait. Don’t sit. Let me look at you.” Ethel blew out a long stream of smoke. “You’re looking more and more like Ma every day.”

Vivian sucked in her gut. “I’ll take that as a compliment,” she said and quickly sat. “Why?”

“I think you know damn well why,” said Ethel as Irene ran through the front door.

“Mommy, I gotta go wee-wee!”

Vivian whispered loudly, “Quiet, Irene! Baby Billy’s sleeping. Use the downstairs bathroom.” Irene squealed and ran, gripping her crotch.

Vivian leaned toward Ethel and spoke in a low tone. “Watch yourself. I don’t want Irene to hear your foolish talk.”

“Foolish talk? Take your head out of the sand, baby girl.” A serious look crossed Ethel’s face. “I wasn’t much older than your Irene the summer when Ma was such a wreck.”

Vivian took a last drag on her cigarette, exhaled, stubbed it out, and took a nibble from her sweet roll. “What are you saying? What happened with Ma?”

Vivian’s neck felt tight. Eagle-eyed Ethel. Never missed a thing.



Summer, 1923.

HANNAH KOLSON prayed it wasn’t so. The all-too-familiar signs were impossible to ignore any longer. Nauseated, she ran to the hallway toilet and rapped an urgent staccato to hasten whoever lingered inside. When a youngster dashed out, head down, tying up his pants, Hannah rushed in and slammed the door, scrambling to let down layers of undergarments to check for the blood she knew wasn’t there. After heaving bitter vomit into the pot, she stood upright and shook her fist at the light trickling in through the haphazard ceiling slats. “Aren’t four enough? Dayenu!” Panting, she shoved her fist into her burning mouth, lest her boldness anger God.

Knock, knock! Three other families shared this toilet. It was never vacant.

Hannah hurled another round of her mealy breakfast into the commode, groaning to consider all that would lay ahead if she survived what was surely a fifth pregnancy: endless nursing, buying back baby clothes she’d given away twice over, extra mounds of laundry stained with spit-up, and added commotion at all hours. All to care for a new, wailing infant disrupting their already overcrowded flat.

She imagined the wooden diaper pail in the corner unleashing a wicked grin. Hannah gagged with a whiff of its putrid breath. Purging that filth was her most despised chore, the neighbors’ collective duty to appease the city’s roving sanitary inspectors. Would she have to add cleaning this sludge bucket to eight-year-old Ethel’s mounting tasks? She already burdened her only daughter with a heavy household load. But who else did she have to help her? Her sons did nothing. Just like their pa. Life in Chicago was rough. Tougher than Hannah had imagined.

With God’s help, Hannah had been kept safe from bearing more children for five years. By feigning sleep, or worse, she’d tried to stay away from her husband Abe at her most vulnerable times. Abe left his bed for hers whenever he pleased, ignoring all risks and the Jewish laws. For an extra precaution, Hannah followed a whispered tip passed around the shul’s women’s balcony: After relations, squeeze Lysol into your private parts and rinse with water. She hid the apparatus and its stinging solution from Abe. If only she had her Mama with her. Back in their Russian village, Mama had told her the midwife had herbs for these emergencies, such as when their young neighbor was impregnated by her uncle. Hannah had been warned against another childbirth. Who could save her life in this foreign Chicago? Where was God?

Knock! Knock! Knock!

“Sha! Quiet! I’m coming.”

Hannah hurried out of the water closet, straightening her skirts. “Oy, a woman’s lot.”

When she reentered the flat, Hannah called for Ethel to put on her Shabbos best and dress Max in his good shirt, urging her to hurry before the older boys came home from the rabbi’s cheder class.

“Where are we going, Ma?” asked Ethel. “It’s only Wednesday.”

“Don’t ask, my little mamele. I need your help. Don’t let Max make a noise. You know how the neighbors complain.”

Five-year-old Max ran screaming all the way down to the first floor, banging on the glass-paned front door to try to push it open. Ethel caught up to him and grabbed him as he strained against her grip. Hannah was huffing when she reached them and scolded, “Max, today, of all days, you must behave! Ethel, mind your brother!”

By noon, they reached the corner of Twelfth Street. Dense heat turned the air to vapor, causing water to stream from Hannah’s armpits. She patted her underarms, grimacing at the stains on in her long-sleeved cotton blouse, worried that someone might see droplets sprinkling onto the sidewalk. As the trio trudged along, they passed the barber shop, kosher butcher, hardware store, delicatessen, dressmaker’s, and shoemaker’s repair shop. At the greengrocer, Max pressed his nose onto the window until Ethel pulled him away by his hair. Hannah ignored her son’s yelps and focused on her plan, vowing never again to beg God for anything if she could find a way out of this emergency.

Hannah’s hands shook when she heard Ethel shout, “Stop, Max! Stop!”

Screeching streetcar brakes pierced the heavy air. Passengers screamed. Hannah squeezed her eyelids shut and, as if summoned, saw the anguished blue eyes of the Polish mother on the next block. Hannah shuddered as she remembered how this woman’s son lost his leg under a streetcar’s wheel last month. All rivalries had ceased as the neighborhood’s Jews, Poles, Italians, and Irish mourned the tragic accident as one.

Hannah’s eyes flew open when the conductor yelled, “Lady! You’re lucky I didn’t run him down! Your boy coulda been killed!”

Tears of relief washed away the vision of the Polish mother’s sorrow. Her Max was spared. She would not share the Polish mother’s pain. Not on this day.

Her stomach turned over as she shook Ethel’s shoulders. “What did I tell you? Watch after your brother!”

Ethel grabbed Max by the collar. With her other hand, she gave him a little potch on his behind and waggled her finger, mimicking Pa when he got angry with Ma. “Max! If I told you once, I told you a hundred times! Never, never, never run away from me!”

Max strained to bolt again until Ethel lifted her arm as if to strike him, and he quieted. Then, she changed from little mother to little girl and skipped alongside Hannah, holding her mother’s hand and gripping Max’s fingers tightly with the other.

Hannah chastised herself for being so hard on her daughter. Wasn’t Ethel but a child herself?

Ethel and Max ran ahead. Hannah called out to them to turn onto Crawford Avenue. Ethel yelled, “Now I know where we’re going! Daubert’s store! Can I get a penny candy today? Can I, can I?”

“Yes. After we finish with the druggist.”

“The druggist? Are you sick?”

Hannah’s voice wavered. “No, but I need something from him. You must ask for me in your best English.”

Again, Hannah yearned for her own mama. She wished she didn’t have to ask her American daughter to beg for something she couldn’t understand.

The bells attached to the door of Daubert’s tinkled a pleasant ring-ring, ring-a-ling-ling announcing their entry. No other store in the neighborhood rang out such a tantalizing, high-pitched tune. Ethel lingered inside the
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