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For Arthur










Viv



January 16, 1935


On the morning of her wedding, Viv Byrne cried.


It should have been simple. All she had to do was keep her head down, walk into the registry office, and say the words that would make her Mrs. Joshua Levinson. Then everything would be okay, just like Joshua promised.


However, sitting in her pearl-gray dress, none of it felt that simple.


Her bedroom door opened, and she met her sister’s eyes in the mirror.


“Are you all right?” Kate asked.


Viv let her gaze shift to her own reflection. She hardly recognized the eighteen-year-old woman staring back at her with tear tracks streaking down red cheeks. She’d never thought of herself as particularly pretty—not like Kate, whose bright smile could illuminate half of Liverpool—but now she felt puffy, dowdy, and tired. Slow tears began to trickle down her face again.


“Oh, Vivie,” Kate sighed, closing the door behind her. “Don’t cry. Remember, this is a good thing.”


Viv nodded, miserable. Yes, this wedding was a good thing—one she wanted—but it wasn’t exactly as though she had a choice.


Kate placed her hand on Viv’s shoulder. “Just think, soon you’ll have your own home. You’ll be able to decide who you do your shopping with. You’ll be able to choose your laundry day.” Her sister leaned in, a mischievous smile on her face. “You’ll be able to play the wireless whenever you like.”


Viv gave a watery laugh.


“That’s my Vivie,” murmured Kate. “Now, let’s put your hat on.”


Her sister brushed Viv’s thick, light brown curls and then carefully placed the little gray hat on the crown of her head and pinned it into place.


“There,” Kate announced. “You look perfect.”


“I don’t feel perfect.”


Kate clucked her tongue. “Have you been ill?”


Viv shook her head.


“Lucky you. I was sick as a dog with Colin and William,” said Kate.


“But not Cora,” said Viv, as her sister fished around in her good black leather bag and pulled out a tube of lipstick.


Kate applied red to her Cupid’s bow. “Well, Cora’s always been a doll.”


Viv couldn’t help but smile at the thought of her golden-haired niece.


“Maybe I’ll start wearing lipstick when I’m married,” she said.


Kate capped the tube with a grin. “That’s the spirit. Just make it through today, and you’ll be free of Mum’s rules.”


No matter how much her mother disapproved of this wedding, Edith Byrne wouldn’t be able to control a married daughter no longer living under her roof.


“Are you hoping for a boy or a girl?” Kate asked.


Viv, who had stood to begin collecting her things, froze with one arm in her navy coat.


“Vivie…?”


Finally, she whispered, “No one’s asked me that.”


Kate’s lips twisted. “We’ve all made this awful for you, haven’t we?”


“Mum and Dad were never going to approve. Mum especially.”


Growing up, theirs had been a house of rules. Go to church. Only speak to the people Mum approved of. Never do anything “common.”


Viv had always struggled to follow the rules to the T. She went to church every Sunday, but rarely did a service go by without Mum jabbing her in the side to stop her from daydreaming. Viv had started to work at sixteen, but not as a nurse as Kate had done but rather in a postal office, where Viv might meet any manner of girl. She was getting married, but only because she’d fallen pregnant.


“Mum and Dad will soften as soon as they have another grandchild.” Kate hugged her. “You’re going to make a wonderful mother.”


“Thank you,” she whispered into her sister’s neck.


“Now, are you ready?” Kate asked.


Viv looked around the childhood bedroom the sisters had shared until Kate married. Never again would it be home. She and Joshua would live in the flat above his family’s shop, just as soon as the tenants left. She would need to find a new greengrocer, butcher, and baker to do all of her shopping. She wondered whether Joshua would want to keep kosher as his parents did.


Panic clawed at her throat. She should know a detail like that, but she hadn’t even met her future in-laws.


“Whatever it is you’re thinking, stop it,” said Kate, taking on a firmer tone than she had with Viv all day. “It won’t do you any good.”


“You’re right. You’re right.” She lifted her chin and, with a confidence she did not feel, said, “I’m ready.”


The sisters made their way down the creaking stairs to the entryway of their parents’ house. In the lounge, which was hardly ever used, sat Dad in a somber suit, his hands braced on either knee. Mum, small and stout, perched on the edge of the floral sofa that was her pride and joy. No one wore smiles in this room.


Kate’s husband, Sam, peeled off the entryway wall and reached for his wife as soon as Kate passed. Kate leaned into him, and Viv wished that she had someone to do the same.


“Right.” Dad rose and crossed the sitting room to join them. “Best have it over and done with.”


Mum stood and straightened the hem of her charcoal suit jacket. Viv thought maybe she’d escaped her mother’s scrutiny, but Mum’s gaze fell on her stomach and then cut away. Then, sure as clockwork, Mum touched a handkerchief to her eyes.


“A daughter of mine married, and not even in white. I never thought after Flora…”


Viv clutched her handbag’s handle a little harder. Flora, Viv’s aunt, was the family cautionary tale. The beloved sister who fell for a Protestant man who up and left as soon as Flora told him she was pregnant, condemning her to a hard life and the family to the weight of a daughter’s shame.


“Mum, this is not the day,” Kate warned.


“Am I supposed to be happy? He’s Jewish,” said Mum with a sniff.


Sam nudged Kate, prompting his wife to sigh. “Let’s just go. We’re going to be late.”


Viv wished the floor would open up and swallow her whole.


In the back seat of the car Sam had borrowed from a mate at work, Viv hunched her shoulders, doing her best to hold herself away from Mum.


She’d known the rules for as long as she could remember: fornication was a sin, but if she sinned, let it be with a Catholic boy who would have the good sense to marry her or at least had a family who would force him down the aisle. Whatever it took to give Viv and their child the veneer of respectability.


In her mother’s eyes, Joshua failed on all points. Not only had he gotten her daughter into trouble, he wasn’t Catholic. He was Jewish, and to her mother, that was as bad as being a Protestant.


All through the excruciating drive from Ripon Street to St. George’s Hall in the city center, a rising scream lodged in Viv’s throat. She wanted to wrench open the car door and run fast and far. Anything to stop the shame and regret.


When Sam parked in front of the massive stone building that housed the Liverpool Register Office, Kate scrambled out and onto the pavement while Mum waited for Dad to open the door for her on the other side.


Finally alone for a moment, Viv gasped for breath. She could do this. She would walk up those steps and come out again a married woman. She wouldn’t run because there was no other option.


On the pavement, Viv looked up at the long sweep of steps to the front of St. George’s Hall. Through the misty January rain, there was no mistaking the Levinsons huddled by one of the building’s massive yellow columns. Mrs. Levinson wore a light blue princess-seamed coat with black leather gloves stretching over hands she kneaded nervously. A younger woman—Joshua’s sister, Rebecca—was in a deep, rich red wool military-style coat with brass buttons marching double-breasted down the front. Mr. Levinson tugged the brim of his homburg farther down over his brow against the wind that came whistling up the Mersey from the Irish Sea.


And then there was Joshua.


He looked nervous, worrying the brim of his light gray wool hat with his long musician’s fingers. His suit, the first thing she’d noticed about him on that bandstand the night they’d met, was beautifully cut, and he’d had a haircut since the day she’d told him she was pregnant and he’d asked her to marry him on the spot. Hope flickered in her. He too had tried to look his best for their wedding.


She started toward the Levinsons, but a hand fell on her right forearm.


“Let your father go first,” Mum said.


“I haven’t met Mr. and Mrs. Levinson yet,” she protested.


“Your mother knows best, Vivian,” said Dad.


Pushing down her frustration, she watched Mum take up Dad’s arm and approach her new family.


Mr. Levinson put out his gloved hand as her parents approached. “Mr. and Mrs. Byrne.”


Mum stared at Mr. Levinson’s hand for so long that Dad whispered, “Edith.”


With clear reluctance, Mum took Mr. Levinson’s hand. If the man noticed her mother’s frostiness, he didn’t mention it. Instead, he turned to Viv, arms outstretched, and kissed her on both cheeks. “My daughter-in-law.”


Joshua made a choked sound from behind him. “Not quite yet, Dad.”


“Soon enough,” said Mr. Levinson. “My wife, Anne.”


“Joshua said you were pretty,” said Mrs. Levinson.


Viv blushed. “Thank you.”


“This is Joshua’s sister, Rebecca,” said Mr. Levinson, beaming with pride at the defiant teenage girl who held Viv’s eye.


“It’s good to meet you, Rebecca,” she said.


Rebecca moved closer to her mother.


“I wish to say how happy we are that our two families are joining,” said Mr. Levinson.


“Dad,” Joshua said softly.


“I know that this may not be what any of us expected for Vivian or Joshua, but a marriage and the arrival of a child is a joyous thing,” said Mr. Levinson.


“Hardly,” Mum muttered.


“Mum, Joshua and I agreed—”


“You should be married in a church,” her mother snapped.


Mrs. Levinson grabbed her daughter’s hand as though Rebecca were a buoy.


Joshua cleared his throat. “The clerk will be waiting.”


Viv let him pull her up the stairs and to the door ahead of everyone else. At the threshold, she leaned into him and whispered, “Thank you.”


Something haunted flickered in his eyes, but then he squeezed her hand, and that was all the reassurance she needed.










Joshua



He couldn’t breathe.


He knew that it wasn’t his shirt collar. His father had been making them for him since he could remember, and the fit was always perfect.


It was this bloody wedding.


He stood stiffly next to Viv in front of the registrar dressed in a dark ill-fitting suit and tie who droned on about the responsibilities of the marriage they were entering into. Everything in his life was about responsibilities now. Even at nineteen, there was no escaping them.


He’d thought himself burdened before, when Dad had told him that if he didn’t plan to attend university he would work in the family business. He would train, assist, and eventually take over the tailoring business that had allowed Mum and Dad to move from the flat over the shop to their family home in Wavertree when he was just five. He nodded and showed up each day to work because what else could he do? The weight of it all pressed down on him, trapping him so that he felt he could hardly move.


The only thing that felt like an escape was music. Joshua’s love for the saxophone was rivaled only by the incredible sensation of playing in front of a crowd, all of their eyes fixed on him. He had talent, he had drive, and he had ambition.


He could see how, with another life—another family—everything could have been different. A manager would spot him in an orchestra and pluck him out, giving him a chance to front his own band. After headlining at a famous club, he would record an album. It would be a hit. People around the world would listen to his music. They would want more.


It felt almost inevitable until the moment Viv had caught him outside Dad’s shop to tell him she was pregnant.


“Do you have the ring?”


Joshua jerked to attention to find the registrar staring at him expectantly. He dug into his jacket pocket and produced the simple gold band that had cost him nearly all of his savings. Viv held up her hand while he mechanically recited his vows and slid the ring onto the fourth finger of her hand.


He wondered if the unfamiliar gold circle felt as heavy on her hand as it looked.


“I pronounce you man and wife,” said the registrar, closing his book with a snap.


It was done. In the eyes of the law, they were husband and wife.


Joshua stole a glance at Viv, her expression unreadable. Was she remembering their first date, after the concert, when he’d walked her to the tearoom? Did she recall the way they’d kissed in the doorway of a closed shop? He could remember every moment.


Was it worth it?


“Joshua, aren’t you going to kiss your bride?” asked Dad.


Joshua tried his best to swallow. He should kiss Viv, shouldn’t he? That’s what husbands did at weddings.


He bent, and Viv turned her face up to his, but at the last moment, he lost his nerve. He brushed her cheek with his lips.


Viv exhaled, and his cheeks burned with shame.


Dad stepped forward, the wide smile on his face showing just how hard he was trying to make the best of this rotten day.


“In our religion, it is custom that the Sheva Brachot are recited during the wedding ceremony,” Dad explained to Viv.


“I’m sorry, I don’t know what that is,” said Viv.


“Dad,” said Joshua in a low tone.


Dad ignored him. “It is the Seven Blessings. May I?”


“Is that really necessary? We don’t have a cup or wine,” Joshua protested.


“Don’t speak over your father,” Mum admonished.


He snapped his mouth shut.


“Baruch ata Ado-nai Elo-heinu melech ha’olam, bo’rei p’ri ha’gafen,” Dad began.


“John, I’m sure they need the room back,” said Mrs. Byrne, tugging on Mr. Byrne’s arm. “We should go outside.”


Dad looked a little stunned at Viv’s parents’ rudeness, and Joshua was unsure if he felt more embarrassed for his father or his new in-laws.


“Mum,” Viv hissed at the interruption before moving to put a hand on Dad’s forearm. “Please continue. I would very much like to learn.”


“It’s all right, Vivian,” said Dad graciously. “Perhaps your mother is right. We should give back the room.”


They filed out in silence, stopping on the top steps of St. George’s Hall. The wind had picked up, grasping at the women’s hair and raising the edges of Viv’s brother-in-law’s scarf knitted in Everton Football Club’s blue and white stripes.


“Well, congratulations, Vivie,” said Viv’s sister, Kate. “And to you, Joshua.”


“Thank you,” he said.


“Sam and I want to invite all of you to our home to celebrate. It doesn’t feel right not to have a wedding breakfast,” said Kate.


“That’s very thoughtful of you,” said Mum before Joshua could decline the invitation. All he wanted to do was escape.


“It’s too cold to be rushing all over town,” said Mrs. Byrne, tugging up the lapel of her coat.


“Just come for one drink, Mum,” Kate urged.


“A wedding breakfast sounds lovely,” said Viv, a plea in her eyes. “Don’t you think, Joshua?”


Mrs. Byrne glared at her daughter. Then she pointed at Joshua. “I need to talk to you.”


Viv clung to his arm a little tighter.


“Don’t worry,” he said, peeling her hand off him. “I’ll just be a moment.”


He followed Mrs. Byrne a few steps away. Over the top of the woman’s head, he could see Kate move to Viv, the sisters speaking low and swift.


“Now that the wedding is done, I need to know how much,” said Mrs. Byrne.


He tore his gaze away from his bride and frowned. “How much?”


“How much will it take for you to go away?”


His stomach fell to his feet. “To go away?”


“You’ve done your duty. The child will have a father. You’ve nothing more that you can give my daughter.”


“Mrs. Byrne—”


“What kind of life will Vivian have with you?” her mother asked sharply. “You’re Jewish. She’s Catholic. No matter where you go, people will know why you had to marry. They’ll hate her or shun her. I’ve seen it before with my own sister.”


“But we’re married.”


Mrs. Byrne nodded. “The child will be legitimate, but do you really think you can take care of a wife, let alone a family? Let her father and me take care of her.”


“I can’t leave her. I made her a promise,” he protested weakly. His mother-in-law was right. He had no idea how to be a husband to anyone, let alone to Viv. And a father? Not the foggiest.


But it wasn’t just the idea of having a wife and child that terrified him. It was his music. He knew that he was destined for so much more than the two-bedroom flat above his father’s shop. He was meant to be playing jazz, not worrying about whether a client looked better in single- or double-breasted jackets.


If only he had the chance—just one chance—he could make it as a musician.


His mother-in-law clicked open her handbag and drew out a stack of banknotes. “You’re a nineteen-year-old man. What are promises to you?”


He stared at the cash. There was so much money there, more than he had ever imagined holding. What if he sent for Viv after the baby was born? He could set them up in a nice little apartment, maybe in the Bronx, where he’d heard Irish Catholics and Jews lived side by side. Viv could keep house and raise their child while he found work. If he could get a steady gig with a band, he could provide for them and he’d never have to see another jacket pattern again.


He felt Viv come up next to him, the warmth of her body a comfort on the cold day. “Joshua?”


“I need to speak to you alone,” he said.


“No,” said Mrs. Byrne.


“Mum, what’s going on?” asked Viv, her eyes fixed on the banknotes in her mother’s hand.


“If we could just have a few minutes,” Joshua begged.


“Joshua, what’s the matter?” asked his father as the rest of the party joined them.


“Your son is leaving,” said Mrs. Byrne.


Viv reared back. “What?”


He grasped her hands. “Your mother has offered us money.”


“It isn’t an offer,” said Mrs. Byrne.


He turned his back to his mother-in-law, desperate to explain to Viv. If only they could step aside. If only he could make her understand.


“Listen, it’s enough to buy me a ticket on a ship to New York. I’ll find work. I’ll find a place to live,” he said quickly.


“What about me? What about our child?” asked Viv, her hand cradling her stomach through the gap in her coat.


“I’ll send for you after the baby’s born. I promise I will.” He was practically pleading now.


Viv was already shaking her head. “Think about what you’re saying. Moving to America? This is crazy.”


“This money—it’s my chance, Viv. What I’ve always wanted. If I can find work with an orchestra—”


“Listen to yourself. If. If you can find work. Joshua, you have no idea if that will even be possible.”


He took a step back. She didn’t believe he could do it. Despite their conversations and the starry-eyed look she’d had when he told her how big his dreams really were, when it came down to it, she didn’t think he was good enough.


“We’re married. We’re going to have a child.” Viv’s eyes cut to her parents. “You promised me that we would do this together.”


“And now I’m promising that I’ll send for you. Until then, I’ll send money—”


“No,” said Mr. Byrne, finally speaking. The sound of the quiet man’s voice made Joshua stop short. “If you take our money, you will leave and never come back. You won’t write. You won’t visit. You will leave my daughter alone.”


It was all happening too fast. “I need to think.”


He could tell in an instant that he’d made a mistake. A bad one.


Viv staggered back. “You’re actually considering it.”


He almost took it all back then and there, but his father stepped in. “Joshua, this is ridiculous. You have a wife now and a child coming. You have a good job. You need to be reasonable.”


A tailor is never out of work. Can you say the same for a musician?


You should work in an honest profession.


You will grow bored with playing your little songs, and then you will be sorry you gave all of this up.


For years, all of Dad’s little comments had chipped away at him, slowly killing his spirit. It was death by a thousand good intentions, and he couldn’t endure it any longer.


“This is my chance, Dad. It would take me so long to save enough.… It’s what I’ve always wanted to do. You know this.”


His father’s face turned white. “How can you even think—”


“Enough. Take the money now, or it is gone,” said Mrs. Byrne.


In that moment, Joshua hated his mother-in-law as he had never hated someone before.


“Viv,” he said, reaching out to wipe away her tears. “This is for the best.”


Her lip began to tremble. “Where will I go? How will I raise our child? I can’t do this by myself.”


He tried to smile. “Don’t you see? You don’t have to.”


“But that is exactly what you’re asking me to do. What if you never make enough money to send for me?” she asked.


What if you fail?


Enough.


He screwed up his courage and held out his hand to Mrs. Byrne, who handed the banknotes over with a sense of triumph. They felt heavy in his palm.


“Joshua, please,” Viv started.


“This is my life too!” he burst out. “I won’t give it up.”


Viv took a step back. “If you leave today, I never want to see you again. I don’t want your money. I don’t want you to visit. I don’t want you to write. This child will be my child and mine alone.”


He almost lost his nerve then as her words fell like blows. Her child. Not theirs.


“Viv…”


She shook her head. “Go. You’ve done enough. The baby will have your name. That’s all I needed from you anyway.”


You aren’t worth anything else.


Well, if that was how she felt, he wasn’t going to stick around and force her to live out this sham of a marriage. He would snatch his freedom and go to New York, just as he’d always wanted.


He began to turn, but his father stepped in front of him.


“Joshua, do not do this,” Dad said.


“Let me leave,” he muttered.


“Think about what you are doing. Your mother and I—”


“He was always going to leave.” They all turned to look at Rebecca, who stood slightly at a remove. She was staring hard at him, as though she could read his most secret thoughts. “He’s been talking about it for years. We just haven’t been listening.”


Mum let out a guttural wail and fell into his father’s arms while Mrs. Byrne, wearing her triumph for everyone to see, wrapped an arm around her daughter.


“Come along. It’s time to go home,” said his mother-in-law.


He watched his bride and her family walk slowly back down the steps of St. George’s Hall and climb into the car they’d come in.


He could feel his sister step into place next to him. “She’s gone.”


“That was her choice,” he said.


“Are you certain about that?” asked Rebecca.


Glancing at his sister, he said, “Take care of Mum and Dad.”


Rebecca shrugged. “What other choice do I have?”


“I’ll be back,” he said.


His sister cocked her head to one side. “Will you?”


Even his own sister didn’t believe in him. Well, he would go to New York, and he would show them. He’d prove that he had talent.


Without another word, he stuffed his hands in his pockets and walked away, the Byrnes’ banknotes weighing him down like lead.












Part I 1939














Viv



August 15, 1939


Just a moment, Little Bear.”


Viv gently pulled Maggie back a step to keep her from repeatedly kicking the wooden baseboard of Mr. Lloyd’s shop counter even though she knew persuading a bored four-year-old to do anything she didn’t wish to was impossible.


“She’ll scuff the wood,” said Mrs. Lloyd with disapproval as she weighed out the flour for Viv’s order. “And her shoes.”


“I’m sorry,” said Viv, grabbing hold of her daughter’s hand again.


Maggie gave a shriek of disapproval, and Viv automatically let go. A nudge too far in the wrong direction and Maggie would melt down into a tantrum sure to draw even more disapproval from Mrs. Lloyd.


“She’s just a little girl,” said Mr. Lloyd, peering over the counter to give Maggie an indulgent smile. “I’ll bet you’ve had a long day helping your mummy with the shopping.”


Maggie stopped kicking the counter and peered up at the older man with his wire-rimmed spectacles and his wisps of gray hair carefully combed into place over a shining pink scalp.


“Do you have sweeties?” asked Maggie, schooling her face into the picture of innocence that made her look like a dark-haired Shirley Temple.


Mr. Lloyd laughed. “Do you want to choose one yourself, then?”


Maggie jumped up. “Yes, please!”


Viv smiled as the shopkeeper pulled the top off the huge glass jar he kept next to the cash register. Then he stooped to scoop Maggie up so she could pick a boiled sweet just as he used to when Viv had been a little girl. Viv watched her daughter select a green one before unwrapping the twist of clear plastic and popping it in her mouth.


“Most children choose red or purple,” observed Mr. Lloyd.


“Maggie likes doing things her own way,” she said.


Mrs. Lloyd raised her brow but mercifully remained silent.


“Will you be wanting anything else, Mrs. Levinson?” Mr. Lloyd asked.


Viv pulled out the crumpled list her mother had written in pencil. She didn’t need one—she’d been doing her family’s shopping since she’d left school at sixteen—but Mum still didn’t trust her.


“Just two tins of beans, Mr. Lloyd, if you please,” she said.


Mr. Lloyd reached behind the counter to pull down the tins but then frowned. “This one’s dinged. I’ll just go to the back to fetch you another.”


“Oh, please don’t put yourself out,” she began to protest.


He waved her off. “It’s no bother. Back in two ticks.”


The older man shuffled off to the stockroom, humming as he went. Viv appreciated his thoughtfulness, but he’d left her with a bigger problem. His wife.


The shopkeeper’s wife’s hands were already planted on her hips when Viv turned to face her.


“Do you think there’ll be another war, then?” Mrs. Lloyd asked.


“I hope not,” she said.


Mrs. Lloyd scoffed. “No one hopes for a war. Mr. Lloyd and all of his brothers fought in the last one. He was the only one who came back. Three young men, all dead. It nearly killed their mother.”


The story was too familiar. Whole neighborhoods of men had joined up across Liverpool. Brothers and cousins. Uncles and nephews. Fathers and sons. Rich and poor. They’d gone off to fight a war they’d been told would be over by Christmas only to find out how wrong they all were. Troops dug trenches. Battlefields stretched for miles. So many died. So few came home.


“It won’t be like that. It can’t be,” said Viv, even though she’d glanced at the Liverpool Echo when she’d passed a newsagent’s earlier. The headlines had been the same for days.


Germany was a threat.


Britain would defend herself and her allies.


War was coming.


“And what will you do if it happens?” asked Mrs. Lloyd.


“I’ve been thinking of volunteering for air raid defense shifts.”


Mrs. Lloyd shook her head. “I meant with that one.”


Viv followed the other woman’s gaze to where Maggie twirled in the middle of the shop, the little blue-and-white-checked summer dress Viv had made her flaring out around her.


“What am I going to do with my daughter?” she asked.


“The government’s been taking inventories of children, hasn’t it? To evacuate them?”


Her chest tightened even as she stared at Mrs. Lloyd in a combination of horror and shock. How dare she suggest that Viv send Maggie away. How dare she.


“Maggie will stay at home with me. Where she belongs,” said Viv, fighting to keep her tone level.


Mrs. Lloyd sniffed. “She was born so soon after you were married. It’s hard to tell how a woman feels about a child like that.”


Every nerve in her fired at the audacity of this woman, yet she managed to bite out, “I love my daughter.”


Mrs. Lloyd leaned on the counter. “It must be difficult without your husband around. But then, what can you expect from one of those people.”


Viv’s eyes narrowed. “Exactly what sort of person do you think my husband is, Mrs. Lloyd?”


Mrs. Lloyd shrugged. “Well, a Jew. You can imagine my shock when Mrs. Byrne’s daughter took up with a Jew. They’re good people, your parents. It must have broken your mother’s heart.”


Viv took a step forward. She didn’t know what she wanted to do—shake the wretched woman? Slap her?—when Mr. Lloyd reemerged with the tin of beans in his hand. He looked from his wife to Viv and hurried to gently edge his way in front of his wife.


“Marjorie, Bill needs you in the back,” the shopkeeper said.


Viv thought Mrs. Lloyd might protest, but, after a long moment, the other woman left without a word.


“I’m sorry about that,” said Mr. Lloyd as soon as his wife was out of earshot. “Mrs. Lloyd has taken on more time at the shop because my boys are both doing their national service, and we can barely afford to keep Bill in the stockroom let alone hire another clerk who will be gone as soon as war is declared.”


Viv smoothed the edge of her light blue cloth coat, trying to swallow down the anger that still sat high in her throat. “Mr. Lloyd, my family has shopped here since before I was born. You and my father were altar boys at Blessed Sacrament together.”


Mr. Lloyd fiddled with the edge of one of the large sheets of brown paper he wrapped parcels in. “Mrs. Levinson, please understand. My wife is a good Catholic woman, but I managed to convince her to let you continue to shop here when you were…” He waved a hand toward her stomach.


A fierce blush rose on Viv’s cheeks. Most of the shopkeepers in her close-knit Catholic neighborhood of Walton had served her, but all of them except Mr. Lloyd had made her feel judged. She couldn’t be certain if it was because she had clearly fallen pregnant before her wedding day or because her husband wasn’t Catholic. However, considering how many girls she’d gone to school with who married quickly and six months later delivered healthy, squalling babies, she suspected it was the latter.


Maggie tugged on the hem of Viv’s tan skirt. “Mummy, I want to go home.”


Viv opened her coin purse without looking at Mr. Lloyd. “How much do I owe you?”


She counted out the coins and hurried to put all of her groceries into her net bag. Then she took Maggie by the hand and headed home.


It was a four-block walk to her parents’ house where they all lived—the second bed in the room she’d shared with Kate now replaced by Maggie’s cot. As soon as they turned onto Ripon Street, Maggie ran ahead. Viv smiled wearily as she watched her daughter dance on their doorstep, no doubt eager to rush in and tell her grandparents about the boiled sweet Mr. Lloyd had given her. If it was a good day, Mum would half listen, her lips tight. If it was a bad day, Viv would do her best to sweep Maggie away before her mother started in on her.


It didn’t have to be like this.…


Viv juggled her net bag and her handbag, trying to find her front-door key.


“Mummy! Hurry, Mummy!” Maggie jumped from foot to foot.


“Just a moment, Little Bear,” she muttered.


The front door swung open. Her mother, shorter than Viv even with her puff of sculpted brown curls, still managed to fill the entryway of the house.


“Maggie, what have I told you about yelling? This is not a schoolground,” said Mum.


“I wasn’t yelling, Nan,” Maggie insisted, throwing her arms around Mum’s legs.


Mum stiffened and peeled the little girl off her. “Go upstairs to your room.”


Viv was about to protest that as Maggie’s mother she should be the one telling Maggie what to do and when, but Mum’s expression made her pause.


“What is it?” she asked.


“Maggie, go,” said Mum, turning the little girl by her shoulders and giving her a little push toward the stairs.


Maggie bounced away without a protest.


As soon as Maggie had crossed the landing, Mum lowered her voice. “Father Monaghan is here. He’d like a word with you.”


Dread spread through Viv like dye dripped in water.


“I have to put away the shopping,” she said, clutching the net bag. Anything to keep from having to speak to Father Monaghan.


Mum seized the bag and tugged it away from Viv. “He’s with your father in the lounge.”


Viv carefully removed her straw hat to smooth down her light brown hair in the mirror. It was humid, but her hair still had a little bit of the wave left in it from her nightly pin curls. She wished she had a bit of lipstick to liven up her face, but, even though she was married, she still lived under her parents’ roof, where the rules remained the same. No makeup.


As prepared as she was ever going to be, she took a breath, knocked on the lounge door, and pushed it open.


“Viv, there you are,” said Dad in his soft voice. He half stood but then seemed to think the better of it.


“I was just at Mr. Lloyd’s doing the last of the shopping.” She nodded to Father Monaghan, who sat with a cup from the Byrnes’ best tea service by his right hand. “Good afternoon, Father.”


“Good afternoon, Mrs. Levinson. I hope you’re well,” he said, his hands spread wide on the arms of what was usually Dad’s chair.


“I am. Thank you,” she said.


“Your father and I were just speaking about a matter that concerns you. Will you not join us?” Father Monaghan asked, nodding to the seat across from him, as though this were his home.


Viv perched on the edge of the chair and folded her hands, bracing herself.


“I came to speak to your father about the possibility of war…” Father Monaghan started.


“I’m aware of the headlines, Father,” she said, keeping her voice just on the right side of respectful. Whatever this was about, she wanted the priest out of the house as quickly as possible.


“Then you’ll know that there’s a very real chance that soon we’ll all have to make difficult choices. Sacrifices like Jesus Christ made for all of us,” said Father Monaghan.


Viv shifted in her seat at the invocation of the Lord. In her experience, that rarely preceded good news.


“Father Monaghan is worried about Maggie. As are your mother and I,” Dad added.


Dad, worried about Maggie? That was unlikely given that worry would have required her father to pay any attention to her daughter. It hurt to see the way he was with Kate’s three children, lavishing attention on them whenever they visited, only to ignore Maggie when she tried to tell him a story or invite him to play with her toy tiger, Tig.


“Thank you for your concern, Father, but Maggie will be fine at home with me,” she said.


Father Monaghan shook his head solemnly. “I wish that we could all be as certain as you are, Mrs. Levinson, but the truth of the matter is, only God knows what will happen if we go to war.”


“I’ll take care of my daughter,” she said, a hard edge coming into her voice.


“How do you expect to protect a little girl from a bomb, Viv?” Dad asked.


“We will hide in the cellar. Or we’ll go to one of the public shelters they’re building,” she said, as she had done every time this came up.


“You don’t know what it’s like,” Dad said, his gaze hollowing as it always did when he talked about the last war. “You haven’t seen the things that I’ve seen.”


Father Monaghan raised a hand to silence them both. “Your father and mother are both concerned for Maggie’s safety. Liverpool will be a target. It’s a major port, and there’s manufacturing here,” said Father Monaghan. “I’ve been speaking with many families with young children across the parish. Naturally, no mother wants to send her children away, but they understand the very grave risks they would take by selfishly keeping their children at home.”


Maggie was so young. When Viv hugged her, she couldn’t help but feel how delicate her daughter’s little body was. Maggie needed to be kept safe, and no one had the instinct to protect her daughter the way that Viv would.


“I’ve seen the government guidance. Children over five will be evacuated if war comes. Maggie only just turned four last month,” she said.


“The church is helping families make provisions for children who are too young for the government scheme. I have already been in contact with several respectable Catholic couples who reside in the countryside and would be happy to take in a bright, cheerful little girl Maggie’s age,” said Father Monaghan.


She bolted up from her seat. “No!”


“I know this might be distressing,” Father Monaghan started.


“I’ll not be separated from my daughter.”


Since Maggie had come screaming into the world, it had been the two of them. Maggie was her best friend and her reason for living. She was the only thing that made this miserable life living under her parents’ roof worth it.


“Your mother thinks that you need to do what’s best for the girl,” said Dad.


“And what do you think, Dad?” Viv shot back.


Dad’s lips thinned. “What your mother says is best.”


She shook her head in disgust.


“Mrs. Levinson,” said Father Monaghan, his tone stern, “you are letting your own selfishness stand in the way of your daughter’s safety.”


“It is not selfish to think that a child should be with her mother,” she said.


“It is when that may lead to the child’s death.”


The priest’s words froze Viv’s blood.


“What if Maggie is killed in a bombing raid when she could have been safe in the countryside?” Father Monaghan pushed.


“There is the risk of air raids everywhere,” she whispered, trying to convince herself.


“Is that something you are willing to stake your daughter’s life on?” asked Father Monaghan.


Silence stretched in the room, the only sound the faint clink of metal drifting through from the kitchen, where Mum was cooking their evening meal.


Finally, Father Monaghan pushed up out of his chair. “I have parish business to attend to. Mrs. Levinson, think my offer over, but don’t take too long. We are only working with good families, and they will be in high demand as foster parents.”


Dad saw Father Monaghan out, leaving Viv in the lounge with the door open.


“Father, I must apologize for my daughter’s stubborn nature,” she could hear Dad saying in the entryway.


“We cannot forget what a difficult thing it must be for a mother to send her child away, Mr. Byrne,” said Father Monaghan.


Viv’s shoulders relaxed a fraction, but then Father Monaghan added, “You might ask your daughter to think on Isaiah 49:15. ‘Can a woman forget her sucking child, that she should not have compassion on the son of her womb? Yea, they may forget, yet will I not forget thee.’ ”


She stiffened at the implication that the power of a mother’s love might fail but God’s love never would. Hadn’t she already shown that she would do anything for Maggie? Standing on those steps of St. George’s Hall, watching her new husband walk away from her, she’d made a choice, putting herself into her parents’ hands so that she and her unborn child could have a roof over their heads and money for food. All through her pregnancy, Viv had endured Mum’s snipes and jabs. When Maggie was colicky, she alone had soothed her daughter because her mother refused to help. When Maggie grew into a vibrant little girl, Viv had tried to fill her daughter’s life with all the love her grandparents didn’t show her. Maggie had clothes and food and shelter because Viv had made the best choice she could.


“Please thank Mrs. Byrne for the tea. She always brews a superior pot,” she heard Father Monaghan say before the door opened and shut.


Viv moved to the lace curtains that Mum dutifully washed every six months and watched the black-clad figure of the priest retreat down the pavement in the direction of Our Lady of Angels.


No.


She would not be sending her daughter away.









25 August 1939


My darling son,


I know that you are very busy, and I understand if you do not have time to write me back. Living in New York City, you must see so much that you could fill an entire ship’s hold with letters.


Normally, I would say that not much changes in Liverpool. However, that is no longer the case. Two more families of refugees joined the synagogue this month alone. We all did our best to welcome them, but they are so very shy, and they wear that horrible haunted look that so many of the people who’ve arrived from Germany have had. They don’t seem to trust anyone, and I cannot blame them. How could you with the things you hear about what is happening in Germany and Austria?


Your father does not believe that Chamberlain’s appeasement agreement will hold back Hitler. Still, what can we do but hope? The newspaper headlines and the radio broadcasts all tell us that we are preparing for war without saying that it is inevitable in so many words.


I am very glad that you are safe in New York City. Please stay there, and promise me that you will look after yourself.


With all of my love,


Your mother










Joshua



August 31, 1939


Joshua and the rest of the packed car jostled gently with the sway of the 1 train as it rumbled up from the Christopher Street–Sheridan Square station just a couple of blocks from his poky little apartment. His saxophone case and garment bag hung from one hand, gently tapping against his leg, but he hardly noticed. His gaze was fixed on his mother’s latest letter.


Please stay there, and promise me that you will look after yourself.


He shook his head and eased the letter into his inner jacket pocket. Then he unfolded yesterday’s New York Times to where he’d left off reading it. Splashed across page four was the headline:




LONDON AMERICANS HEAR SAFETY PLAN


4 Zones Have Been Set Apart to Provide for U. S. Citizens Unable to Get Home


EXTRA SHIPS CHARTERED


Pressure Is Felt in Scotland—2,000 ‘Refugees’ Are Still Stranded in Paris





It had been on the wind for weeks. Hitler seemed to be determined to ignore the Munich Agreement that Chamberlain had brokered the year before and brandished like a chump, promising “peace for our time.”


“Not bloody likely that,” Joshua muttered under his breath, drawing a sharp look from a woman in a straw hat covered in flowers. He offered her a tight smile, pulled out a handkerchief to dab his brow, and then went back to the paper.


Britain looked as though it was marching straight into another war with Germany.


He wanted a drink.


That was the problem with being an expat. No matter how long he lived in New York, Liverpool would always be home.


He’d been so cocksure when, just a few days off the ocean liner in New York, he’d toted his sax to the first audition. He’d given up so much to come here, there was no way he could fail. After a month of trying unsuccessfully to secure a place in a band, however, it had become harder to keep the churn of guilt, homesickness, and relief that always came with thinking about England at bay. More than four years later, there wasn’t a night that he didn’t lay in bed thinking about how, on the steps of St. George’s Hall with gulls screaming overhead and shock creeping onto his family’s faces, he’d chosen this life.


He spent most of his nights in the jazz clubs of Fifty-Second Street—Swing Street—where he was in the regular rotation of fill-ins with the house bands at Kelly’s Stables, the Famous Door, and the 21 Club. During the day, he had a handful of students. Occasionally his friend Lonnie would call him with studio work. It was enough to eke out a living but not much else.


His life was supposed to be bigger than this, but he’d come to the city and found out what so many before him had discovered. New York didn’t give a damn about anyone’s dreams.


The train brakes screeched as it pulled into the Fiftieth Street station. The car shuddered to a stop, and passengers began jostling one another as they waited for the doors to open. Joshua folded the newspaper, tucked it under his arm, and stepped into the surge of disembarking passengers.


Once he cleared the station steps, he fell into his regular walk to the Famous Door east down Fiftieth Street before turning north on Sixth and then right on Fifty-Second. He ducked into the club’s side door, which was guarded, as always, by Sid, the club’s stage manager.


“Hey, English,” said Sid around the slim black cigar that always hung out of his lips. The stage manager had set up a fan next to his little pillar desk pointed straight at him, blowing his oiled hair up off his brow in a clump.


“Anyone else in yet?” he asked.


“Root and McKinley,” the stage manager grunted. “Looks like Root hasn’t dried out since last night. Smells like it too.”


The pair of trumpet players were permanent members of the Famous Door house band, unlike Joshua, who was filling in for a sax player who’d fallen off the bandwagon and landed himself in jail for trying to steal a subway train while sauced.


“Thanks,” he said, brushing by Sid’s desk.


“You’re not going to ask why Root’s still drunk? See, I think it’s that girl Carol—”


“Not my business.” Joshua couldn’t afford to make anyone sore. Musicians switched venues and bandleaders so often in the city that he never knew who he might end up asking for a job.


Sid frowned. “You seen the headlines this morning?”


“I’m still working on yesterday’s paper.”


“You think your country’s going to try to lick Hitler?” Sid asked.


“I don’t know,” Joshua said, the tightness back in his chest.


“Good thing you’re over here, isn’t it?” asked Sid with a smirk.


“I’ve got to ask Collins for the new arrangements,” Joshua said, starting off down the hallway with more purpose this time.


“Collins isn’t here yet!” Sid shouted after him.


Joshua put up his hand to thank him but didn’t look back.


When he arrived at the dressing room, he found the door ajar. He used his sax case to push it open and found Root with his head on one of the dressing tables. McKinley leaned back in his chair so that two of the legs were off the ground, his fingers dexterously running over the keys of his trumpet as he checked its action.


“English, you’re back,” said McKinley, dropping the chair legs to the ground. “When’s Dorey going to give you a job?”


“You have to ask him,” said Joshua, dropping his light gray felt hat onto an empty space in front of the room’s long mirror before pulling his suit free from the garment bag. He paused and nodded at Root. “Is he going to be sick?”


McKinley nudged his fellow trumpet player with his shoe. “You dying, Root?”


“Dammit, yes,” came the moan in response.


“Too bad you don’t play trumpet, English,” said McKinley with a shrug. “You could have his job.”


Joshua huffed a laugh.


“Fuck you,” Root muttered into his arms.


“Don’t blame me. You’re the idiot who thought it would be a good idea to hug a bottle of bourbon all night,” said McKinley.


“What happened?” asked Joshua, pulling the tail of the shirt he’d worn up to the club out of his trousers to swap it for his clean tuxedo shirt.


“Wife left him,” said McKinley.


“Josie,” Root half sobbed.


“You’re married?” Joshua asked.


“Not anymore he ain’t,” muttered McKinley.


Root lurched up to take a half-hearted swing at his friend.


McKinley dodged with a laugh. “You couldn’t hit the wide side of a barn right now.”


Root shoved his hands through his unkempt hair. “Why you got to kick a guy when he’s down?”


“You really thought that woman was going to stay with you after you left Ohio and told her you’d be back in four weeks?” McKinley asked.


“How long ago was that?” Joshua asked.


“Six years ago,” said McKinley.


“I sent money home!” Root insisted.


“Doesn’t matter, does it? You weren’t there. I’ll bet you anything she finally found someone else who is,” said McKinley. “At least you didn’t have kids.”


At least you aren’t a total deadbeat.


Joshua fumbled with the clasp of his trousers, rushing to strip them off. He needed to get out of the stuffy, humid dressing room.


He did himself up, tucked in his shirt, and strung his bow tie loose around his neck. Then he headed for the door.


“Where are you going?” McKinley called out.


“To find Dorey and ask him for a job,” he said. Again.


“Good luck, English. You’re going to need it,” said McKinley with a laugh.


Joshua grimaced and tried not to think about how his luck seemed to have run out years ago.





Joshua didn’t find Dorey before they were all due onstage. He did, however, corner the band’s manager, Collins, just as he was arriving. That gave him enough time to skim over his parts for the new arrangements of “Moonlight Serenade” and “Body and Soul.”


The club filled up quickly, the dance floor packed as they played set after set. By the time Joshua and the boys rolled offstage at two in the morning, he was bone-tired.


“We’re going to Sonny Fowler’s place. What do you say, English?” McKinley clapped a hand on his shoulder. “The music will be hot, and there will be enough bourbon and cocaine to sink a ship. Should be some birds hanging out too. You can charm the panties off them with that ‘cheerio’ accent of yours.”


The prospect of women wasn’t particularly tempting, but the thought of quieting his thoughts with cheap booze was. Still, Joshua shook his head.


“Go ahead without me. I need to find Dorey first,” he said.


That earned him another slap on the shoulder and a nod. “You know the place if you change your mind.”


“Ninth and First Ave,” he said.


“That’s the one. Good luck,” said McKinley.


“Thanks,” said Joshua.


He watched the other man amble down the hall singing the opening lines to “Wacky Dust” before turning on his heel to find the bandleader.


Dorey, it turned out, was holed up in the club’s office with the owner, Mr. Robbins. The two were kicking back in a pair of armchairs, sharing a pair of cigars and matching glasses of what smelled like brandy.


Joshua rapped on the frame of the open door. “Evening, sir.”


“Always so polite, Levinson,” said Dorey before turning to Robbins. “You know Joshua Levinson?”


“You play sax with the band?” Robbins asked.


Joshua lifted his instrument case. “Fill-in.”


“Levinson’s been Randall’s replacement while he thinks on his sins in Rikers,” said Dorey.


“Ah,” said Robbins.


“That’s actually what I’m here about, Mr. Dorey. I think I’ve been playing well with the other guys. I learn arrangements fast. You’ve been giving me more solos. I was hoping that our arrangement might become more permanent,” Joshua said.


Dorey and Robbins glanced at each other. Joshua could feel his palms sweat against the hard leather of the handle of the sax’s case.


Finally, Dorey said, “I’d like to help you, Levinson. I really would. The thing is, Randall’s been a friend for a long time.”


Joshua’s heart sank.


“I told him I’d keep his spot open for as long as he needed me to,” Dorey continued. “It’s what’s getting him through while he waits for his trial.”


“I understand, sir,” said Joshua, trying not to let his frustration show through.


“Why don’t I do this?” Dorey asked, leaning forward to ash his cigar. “I’ll put in a good word for you with Murray Rabinowitz? He’s got a gig with his band at Club Downbeat next month. Maybe he’s looking for a sax. And he’s a Jew like you.”


Joshua nodded without much enthusiasm. He’d tried out for Rabinowitz last year. It hadn’t gone anywhere.


Four years he’d been at this, and at every single turn, he got the same answer. He was good, but there was always another musician ahead of him—a friend, cousin, or some guy they’d come up with. Bandleaders wanted to hire the great musicians, but great musicians were a dime a dozen in New York City, especially around Swing Street. That meant they hired who they knew. He might have a reputation as a reliable fill-in, but no one knew him. He was “English,” a foreigner, and a Jew.


“Thanks, sir,” he said, and then nodded his goodbyes to Dorey and Robbins.


When Joshua let himself out onto the street, he found that the night was still hot, but it had rained while he’d been inside, sweeping away the close, humid air that hung heavy over the city most of the summer.


All around him, jazz spilled out of club doors as people half-tight or high laughed and stumbled around him. For a moment, he thought about heading into another club, but the chances of seeing someone he’d been passed over for playing sax was too great. Instead, he settled his sax case under his arm and headed for the 6 train. He was going to Sonny Fowler’s, where he was certain he could find a bottle of bourbon with his name on it.










Viv



August 31, 1939


Viv hated Thursdays.


She used to love them back when she worked in the Northern Delivery Office sorting hall because they held the promise of the freedom and hope that accompanied the weekend.


However, when she’d married Joshua, the General Post Office’s marriage ban forced her to give up her job, and now Thursdays were laundry day: an arduous affair that she couldn’t help but resent.


That morning, she put on an old cotton dress that had once been red but had faded to a muddy rust and pinned and tied up her hair in a printed scarf. She and Mum hauled the tall tin dolly tubs out to the paved back garden and began filling great pots of water to put onto the stove to heat. Maggie sat in a corner of the yard on a chair playing with Tig, her feet kicking in the air as Viv and Mum added the hot water and soap flakes to dolly tubs filled with the family’s clothes. Then Viv and Mum stood across from one another, plunging a wooden posser each into their tubs to pump the clothes and agitate the soapy water.


Viv had once made the mistake of suggesting that it might make it more enjoyable to move the wireless from the lounge to the kitchen so they could open the back door and listen while they worked. Mum had sharply reminded her that this was meant to be a chore—not a night out dancing.


After working the posser, she and Mum tipped the contents of the dolly tub to let the dirty water drain and refresh it with new. Viv never managed it without soaking at least part of her apron, skirt, or shoes—sometimes all three. At least it was the tail end of summer now and Viv’s hands didn’t chap when the water sloughed over them.


Viv worked clothes through the hand-cranked mangle while Mum pulled pins off the clothesline in preparation for hanging them out to dry. She was just bending down to untangle the legs of a pair of her father’s trousers when Maggie pulled on her skirt. Viv stood up sharply, sweeping her daughter away from the mangle.


“Maggie, I told you to stay away from that thing!”


Maggie’s fat lower lip began to tremble.


Viv dropped the trousers back into the tub and stooped to scoop Maggie up. Popping her daughter on her hip, she smoothed a hand over the little girl’s soft hair. “Don’t cry, Little Bear.”


“You yelled, Mummy,” Maggie sobbed into her shoulder, dampening the one part of Viv that wasn’t already wet from the laundry.


“I’m sorry, but you can’t play around the mangle.”


Maggie shoved her little face more firmly into the crook of Viv’s neck, and the strings to Viv’s heart, which Maggie held so firmly in her fist, yanked.


“You don’t want to end up with flat fingers, do you?” Viv asked.


Maggie sniffled and turned her face a little. “Bears don’t have flat fingers.”


“No, they don’t.” She took Maggie’s hand and popped her thumb into her mouth as though to nibble on it. That earned her a squeal of delight.


“Why don’t you go sing Tig a song? I think he’d like that, wouldn’t he?” asked Viv with a nod to the stuffed toy tiger.


“Tig! Tig! We’re going to sing a song!” Maggie cried out, and went to scoop the toy up into a spin.


Viv smiled, watching her daughter start to sing “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star” while making Tig dance along with her.


When Viv turned around, she found her mother watching with a frown of disapproval.


“You spoil her,” Mum announced.


How, she didn’t know. Viv didn’t regret telling Joshua that she didn’t want anything to do with him or his money if he went back on his promise to stay by her side in Liverpool. However, years later, that snap decision made on her ill-fated wedding day had left her with no income at all except for the small allowance her parents provided to buy things like fabric for clothes and the one ruinously expensive pair of shoes a year each she could afford for Maggie and herself. Kate helped keep Maggie in hand-me-downs from her daughter, Cora, but even that bit of help didn’t mean they were living like royalty.


“She’s happy and healthy, Mum,” she said, stooping again to wrestle with her father’s trousers.


Her mother cleared her throat and said, “I saw Father Monaghan yesterday.”


“For Wednesday mass, I know,” Viv said, keeping her eyes on the mangle. She’d gone to midweek services in school because it had been required, but she hadn’t been since she left, even though she knew her mother wanted her to. It was the one little act of rebellion she could afford because her father never went either.


“I went back in the afternoon,” said Mum. “I wanted to talk to him about Maggie.”


Viv’s hand stilled on the mangle’s handle. “Why?”


“You need to take Father Monaghan’s offer and prepare to send Maggie away when the time comes,” said Mum.


“If the time comes,” she said.


“It will, Vivian. Mark my words. You didn’t live through the last war. I did.” Her mother crossed the yard to her. “Just think how good it will be for Maggie if Father Monaghan can find her a home with a respectable Catholic family.”


“If it’s such a good idea, why isn’t Kate having these same conversations with Father Monaghan?” Viv asked.


“Colin, William, and Cora all have schools that will see them placed. Maggie doesn’t,” said Mum. “You never know who she might end up with if you don’t take Father Monaghan’s offer. They could be Protestant.”


“Or Jewish,” she said archly.


Her mother shot her a look of warning.


“Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I don’t want to send Maggie away,” Viv said.


“This is about choosing Maggie’s welfare over what you want, Vivian. That is what it is to be a mother.”


Since when had Mum had any interest in Maggie’s welfare? And where had Mum’s sacrifice been when Viv had been in distress? Where was the forgiveness that was at the heart of so many of Father Monaghan’s sermons? Neither of the Byrnes had been willing to forgive that their youngest daughter had been drawn into a moment of temptation.


Viv would never forget the day she told her parents she was pregnant. Her mother had called her a whore and a sinner. Viv had quickly reassured them that the child’s father would marry her, and she saw relief pass over Mum’s face. Then came the inevitable question of his name. The moment Viv said he was a Levinson, Mum got up, went to the kitchen, and closed the door. Dad had simply stared into space.


In the end there was nothing to be done. Her parents might hate that Joshua was Jewish, but they all knew that Viv needed to be married if she was going to have a child, because the alternative was too grim to contemplate.


“Mum, all I do is think about Maggie’s welfare. I won’t have you saying any different,” Viv said carefully.


With a sniff, Mum turned back to the washing line to start pegging clothes up as the late-morning sun stretched over the backyard and the fresh washing.


Her mother might have backed down, but Viv was old enough to know that this battle was far from over, and the thought of it made her queasy. Mum wielded two powerful weapons: her coldness and her silence. If it was only Viv who suffered, that might have been one thing. However, Mum would ignore Maggie too, a child who had done nothing wrong and didn’t understand why she was being punished.


Viv was down to the last few sheets in her wooden tub when there was a clash of a door hitting a wall and shouting in the house.


“What is Kate doing here?” Viv asked, knowing the clatter of her niece and nephews well.


“Why aren’t the children in school?” Mum asked.


Their eyes met, and in a flash Viv was pulling at her apron strings and hurrying after her mother through the house.


They met Kate in the entryway, Cora hanging off Kate’s left hand while she tried to separate the boys, who seemed in the middle of a scrap.


“Cora!” cried Maggie with delight.


“Colin and William, stop hitting each other!” Kate’s voice boomed, and the boys immediately separated, despite scowls. Kate let out a breath. “Cora, go play with your cousin.”


As soon as the kids were gone, Kate spun around. “I came as soon as I could.”


“What’s happened?” asked Viv.


“Has something happened with Sam?” asked Mum, real anguish etched on her face over the thought that something might have happened to her beloved son-in-law.


Kate stared at the two of them. “You mean you don’t know?”


“Know what?” Viv asked.


Kate thrust a folded copy of the Liverpool Echo at her. “The evacuation. It’s starting.”


Across the top of page ten read a headline:




CHILDREN ARE TO BE EVACUATED AS A PRECAUTION—OFFICIAL


Government’s Decision to Operate Provisional Plan


3,000,000 People Affected





Viv’s hands shook as she skimmed the first paragraph. When she caught the word schoolchildren, she couldn’t help her sigh of relief. Maggie wouldn’t need to be evacuated.


All the selfish happiness evaporated when she saw the devastation on her sister’s face. Colin, William, and Cora were all in school. They would be sent away.


She handed the paper over to her mother and gathered Kate up in her arms. “I’m so sorry.”


Kate began to sob. “What am I going to do? Sam went to work because we can’t afford him losing the shifts, but I couldn’t send the children to school. Not when this is happening.”


“Of course, dearest,” cooed Mum. “You did the right thing. Vivian, put the kettle on for your sister.”


Viv bit her lip, wondering if Mum would ever order Kate to do the same for Viv if the circumstances were different. Still, she followed her mother and sister into the kitchen and set about making tea. Outside the window above the sink she could see the children running in and out of the laundry hanging in the yard.


“They’re to be sent with their schools, but that might mean the boys and Cora will be split up, and Cora’s so young,” Kate told their mother.


“They’ll all be fine. They’re good, sensible children,” said Mum.


“Sam has been talking about joining up. I don’t know what I’ll do if he’s gone and so are the children,” said Kate, desperation plain in her voice. “Maybe they won’t be sent too far. Maybe I can visit them.”


Colin, Kate’s eldest, popped his head into the room as though to ask for something but then stopped himself when he saw his mother.


“Don’t cry, Mummy,” he said.


“I’m not, pet,” said Kate, giving a great sniff that prompted Viv to hand Kate a handkerchief from her pocket. “I’m not. Now be a good boy and make sure none of the littles fall over running around like that. You don’t want anyone with scraped knees, do you?”


Colin leaped up, whatever he’d come inside for forgotten, and raced back out again.


As soon as the cousins resumed playing, Viv said, “All of this might calm down. The government is still speaking to Hitler. All of this worry might be over nothing.”


“Oh, Vivie, stop it!” Kate cried out, her hands straining against the handkerchief she clutched. “They’re evacuating the cities. Of course we’re going to war!”


“They didn’t bomb Liverpool in the Great War,” Viv argued.


“Girls,” their mother bit out.


Kate took a breath. “Sam says that airplanes can fly so much farther now. He thinks we’re in every bit of danger the government says we are because of the docks and all the shipping that goes out of Liverpool.”


“But—”


“Vivie, I know you don’t like hearing this, but you need to,” said Kate, her look so pitying that Viv turned to the whistling kettle to compose herself.


They couldn’t be going to war.


Sam and all the men she knew couldn’t be on the brink of being called up and sent away to fight. Everyone in the neighborhood knew someone who’d lost a brother or a son last time Britain went to war against Germany. Everyone knew a man who’d come back less.


And what about Maggie? She was due to start school next year. Would the war be over by then? What would happen if the government shut down schools?


By the time Viv put milk in the tea and placed the mugs in front of her sister and mother, her breath was shallow. It should not have surprised her then that this was the moment Mum chose to say, “You should take Father Monaghan’s offer, Vivian.”


“No,” said Viv, her voice flat as she took the seat next to Kate.


“Maggie would be cared for by good people—”


“No,” Viv repeated, her voice raised.


“What is this all about?” asked Kate, looking between the two of them.


Viv crossed her arms. “Mum and Dad want me to evacuate Maggie, but she’s too young. She should be with me.”


“You should be reasonable for once in your life and do the right thing,” said Mum.


“And you should stop sticking your oar in about something you know nothing about,” Viv shot back.


Kate looked shocked, and Mum grew silent and still.


“Mum, I’m sorry,” Viv started.


“I am only trying to help my ungrateful daughter,” said Mum with a sniff.


Viv stared at the chipped wood of the dining table, feeling two inches tall.


“We can’t fight. Not right now when there are so many more important things to think about.” Kate turned to Viv and said gently, “Vivie, I think you need to consider that maybe what you want isn’t the best thing for your daughter. Tell me about Father Monaghan’s offer.”


Viv shook her head. It felt as though the room were closing in on her and she couldn’t find an escape.


“Father Monaghan will make arrangements for Maggie to evacuate to the countryside to a respectable Catholic family. One who wants her,” said Mum, folding her hands across her stomach.


“No,” Viv said again, but this time it came out a whisper.


Kate took Viv’s hand. “If we’re lucky, it won’t be for very long.”


“How can you even think about…?”


Kate dropped Viv’s hand. “How can I think about sending my children away? Is that what you want to know?”


The hard edge to Kate’s voice shocked Viv. The pair of them had always gotten along. Mum had made it clear that Kate was her favorite, even before Viv’s spectacular fall from grace, but Viv had always felt Kate was on her side, her one ally in a house she never really fit into.


“I’m going to do what’s best for my children, Vivie, even if I hate it. I need to make sure they’re safe,” said Kate.


Viv dropped her head to her hands. She didn’t want to believe it. They were safe up here in the north, so far away from London. How could Germany touch them here?


“You’ve taken such good care of Maggie for four years, but you must see that keeping her with you isn’t what is best for her right now,” said Kate, her tone softening again.


“I’m best for her. I’m her mother,” Viv murmured.


“If we go to war, even you won’t be able to keep the Germans at bay,” said Kate.


Viv’s head was spinning. It was all happening too fast. She couldn’t think. She just needed a moment.


“Listen to your sister,” said Mum.


“Mum,” Kate warned before giving Viv’s arm a squeeze. “Just ask yourself, Vivie, will you ever be able to forgive yourself if something happens to Maggie because you didn’t want to send her away?”


It was the argument that Father Monaghan had used on her, but something about hearing it from Kate broke her open. She couldn’t imagine her daughter living with strangers, but neither could she knowingly keep her in harm’s way.


This was impossible. A puzzle that had no good solution.


“I… I…”


“What if your stubbornness costs Maggie her life?” Kate asked. “After all that you two have been through, could you really take that risk?”


“Kate…”


“I hate it too, but it’s worth it to make sure the children are safe. You know what you have to do,” said her sister.


Kate was right, and Viv knew it deep in her soul, but she couldn’t force herself to say the words.


“I can’t,” she whispered.


“You can, and you will, so long as you live under this roof,” said Mum.


“Mum—” Kate started.


“You may send Maggie away and stay here, or you may pack your things.”


“That’s not fair,” said Kate.


“No, Katherine. It’s time that she learns there are consequences to her actions,” said Mum.


A sour sickness spread through Viv’s stomach as she realized that the decision to send Maggie away had never been hers to make. She lived at the pleasure of her parents. She relied on them for a bed and food and money. Everything. If they turned her out of Ripon Street, then where would she be?


She’d hoped, after Maggie had been born, that she might escape. She’d written to Joshua’s family to tell them they had a granddaughter because she’d never forgotten Mr. Levinson’s kindness on her wedding day. She’d spent her entire pregnancy dreaming that the Levinsons would welcome her and their first grandchild into their home with open arms. However, Joshua’s family had never answered her letter.


She didn’t blame them—she was the reason their son left Liverpool—but when she realized they weren’t going to write, it felt as though her last lifeline had been cut.


“You could stay with me,” said Kate, but Viv heard the hesitancy in her sister’s words. If Kate helped her, it would be asking Kate to choose between her and their parents. Viv couldn’t do that to her sister. Not after everything Kate had done for her during her pregnancy. Not when Kate had held her hand through thirty-six hours of labor and even agreed to post her letter to the Levinsons without criticizing her. Viv had had years of coping with Mum and Dad’s coldness, but Kate hadn’t. She wouldn’t force her sister to push away their parents right when Kate was about to lose her children and her husband.


“I want to know more about this couple Father Monaghan wants to send Maggie to,” Viv croaked out.


Mum’s features settled into a satisfied smile.


“And I want to be able to visit her,” she added, her fingers bunched up in the fabric of her laundry-day dress.


“Very well. I’ll see to it that your father gives you train fare to visit,” said Mum. “Once.”


“I know it’s hard, Vivie, but it’s for the best,” said Kate. “You’ll see.”


Viv gave her sister the smallest of nods, and then she put her head down on the cool wood of her mother’s kitchen table and began to cry.
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