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Until this point, Lydia had been more interested in her studies and reading poetry and romantic novels than worrying about politics and other grown-up matters, but the recent controversy over slavery, and now this question of war, made her take notice. Born into an affluent White family in the antebellum South where slavery was legal and Blacks were considered property with no rights or protections of citizenship, Lydia knew no other way of life, and, like her immigrant parents, she found no fault or problem with it. Unlike most slave owners, however, the Lazaruses treated their slaves humanely and well, almost as if they were members of the family. One reason for this unusual relationship was that on May 8,1846, at 7:00 o’clock in the morning two months after Miss Priss and Big Will were purchased, Lydia’s pregnant mother went into labor. Her father immediately sent Big Will for the doctor, but, by the time the two returned, the deed had already been done. With her father watching helplessly in amazement, Miss Priss had acted as midwife and, all by herself, had brought a healthy baby Lydia into the world. Then, just one week later, the tables turned. On May 16th at 2:30 in the afternoon, while on her hands and knees scrubbing the Lazarus’ kitchen floor, Miss Priss went into labor. This time, neither Big Will nor Bartholomew was at home. Reversing roles and acting as midwife for her slave, Lydia’s mother delivered a screaming, healthy baby Savannah into the world. These two momentous occasions formed a special bond between not only Lydia’s mother and Miss Priss, but an inseparable friendship between Lydia and Savannah, almost from birth. While Savannah was assigned chores around the house from the time she was seven years old, and it was her role to tend Lydia as a servant, Lydia and she spent most of their free time playing card games, embroidering, talking, laughing, and reading Lydia’s books (Lydia took great joy in sharing not only novels, but much of what she learned in school with Savannah, who swallowed whole whatever she was taught). Taking their relationship entirely for granted, Lydia believed there was genuine “sisterly” affection on both sides of their mistress/slave relationship, and that nothing could part them. Not even Abraham Lincoln himself.
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Lydia’s Story is dedicated to the memory of my dear friend Rosa Fernandez. A devoted “reader” of the novel as I was writing it, whose love and encouragement inspired me to keep going, she unexpectedly passed away before I finished. My heart breaks at not being able to share this with you, dear Rosa, but, I know you’re looking down and smiling.

The last time she stood at this door she was bubbling over with gaiety and excitement, only to have the ground ripped out from under her feet. Now, standing in that same spot, she was beset by a cacophony of emotions and sensations–hurt, anger, sadness, longing, all of which were jostling to get the better of her.

It all began two days ago, when...
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There was nothing amiss. It was a time of carefree innocence, romantic imaginings and every wish fulfilled in Lydia’s much-loved world and, as she sat sipping a cool, refreshing glass of sweet lemonade, there was not the slightest hint things might ever change.

When Savannah, her dearest friend, sat down beside her, Lydia motioned toward the beet-red, leather-bound book lying nestled in her lap; she ran her fingers over the gold lettering on its cover and said, “Vannie, of all the novels I have ever read, this is my most favorite and I cannot wait another second to share it with you.”

Placing her empty glass on the small rattan table next to her, she said, “The story tells of two sisters who are of opposite dispositions, and how they learn from each other about life and love. We are not sisters, of course, but we are as intimate, and I thought how agreeable it would be to read the book aloud together.” Her cream-white complexion aglow with anticipation, Lydia lifted her treasured copy of Jane Austen’s Sense & Sensibility and displayed it to her friend, who backed slightly away, as if the harmless object could hurt her.

Too absorbed in her own excitement to notice Savannah’s subtle retreat, Lydia opened the book, explained the story takes place in “far off England” and, starting at chapter one, she began: “‘The family of Dashwood had long been settled in Sussex. Their estate was large, and their residence was at Norland Park in the center of their property, where for many generations they had lived in so respectable a manner as to engage the general good opinion of their surrounding acquaintance.’” Lydia stopped reading.

“I just love the way Miss Austen writes,” she gushed. “Her language is so genteel and refined; do you not agree, Vannie?” Hearing no reply, but paying it no mind, Lydia passed the book to her friend, and said, “Here, Vannie, it is your turn.”

It was a beautiful afternoon. The sun shone brilliantly in a cloudless, sapphire-blue sky; the crisp, lemony scent of magnolia blossoms floated on a warm, gentle breeze; all schoolwork and chores had been done, and the two near-fifteen-year olds were swaying to and fro on Lydia’s front porch swing enjoying the lovely spring day.

Savannah respectfully refused the book. Fingers busily fussing with the folds of her skirt and eyes cast warily downward, she said timidly, “I do not wish to dampen your spirits, Lyddy, but I do not think it a good idea.”

This was not at all the expected response. Her back stiffened and with eyebrows arched in befuddlement, Lydia replied, “Well, dear Vannie, you have not dampened my spirits quite yet, but whatever do you mean?”

Savannah’s eyes were still focused on the folds of her skirt. “You know the law about reading, Lyddy,” she said. “Slaves are forbidden.” Then, meeting Lydia eye to eye, she added, “Why, I have heard of Darkies being beaten within an inch of their lives, even for reading the Bible!”

Finding herself in the unfamiliar position of having to convince Savannah to do her bidding, but in no doubt of her own powers of persuasion, Lydia replied, “Glory be, Vannie, is that all? Of course, I know of the reading prohibition law, but that has never stopped us before. Heavens, we read together all the time. My family has never paid attention to that silly rule, and I see no reason for us to begin now.” And, with that, she attempted, once again, to hand Savannah the book.

Again, the book was refused.

“But Lyddy,” said Savannah with eyes saucer-wide and frightened, “we are outdoors–someone who does not think that rule silly is certain to notice. I hate to think what the consequences could be.” At the moment, the street appeared empty of pedestrians and carriage riders, but Savannah was speaking very softly, lest an unseen pair of eyes and ears be lurking undetected.

Not only had Savannah never before refused Lydia a single request, but she had always been eager to read, rendering Lydia unprepared for this rebuff. At a loss for an answer, she said nothing and returned the book to her lap. Suddenly, and seemingly without provocation, her thoughts wandered to stories her mother and father had told of their lives as Jews living in Russia under the brutal reign of Tsar Nicholas 1st. Often reminding his children how fortunate they were to live in the “land of freedom and opportunity,” her father would describe a country in which Jews were forced to live separate from others in a portion of the Russian Empire known as “The Pale of Settlement,” where they were condemned to lives of hardship and poverty, and where Jewish boys as young as 12 were often abducted and forced into military service, most lost to their families forever.

Worst of the stories were the ones her mother would tell of the unpredictable and violent police actions known as “pogroms,” that would burn entire villages to the ground, taking hundreds of Jewish lives, from helpless infants and children to the aged and infirm. When they finished telling these stories, her father would lean back in his chair and say, “The tsar made it clear he wanted to destroy the Jewish way of life in his empire, including, if he could, the Jews themselves.” He would go on to say the only good thing that happened to him while living in The Pale was the shidduch, the arranged marriage to Lydia’s mother. A long-established tradition among Jews of the time, neither of their identities had been known to the other until the moment they said, “I do.” Her father, who was the town tailor back in the “old country,” would joke about standing under the chuppah in his new, specially-made wedding suit with sweaty palms and wobbly knees agonizing over what he would say and what he would do if he could not bear the sight of her.

“But I need not have worried,” he would say, “because the instant my soft-spoken, beautiful new wife lifted her veil, I believed myself to be the luckiest man in the village.” Then, folding his hands and resting them victoriously on his chest, he would say, “Try as he might, the tsar could not destroy that!”

They were wed in 1841 and it was from letters sent back by those who had travelled abroad that Lydia’s parents had discovered America. Telling of streets paved with gold and the unimaginable freedom to worship without fear, these enviable tales of prosperity and religious tolerance in a magical land on the other side of the globe were on all Jewish lips. Poor and kept off balance by Nicholas’ viciously anti-Semitic regime, few were willing or able to make the arduous and complicated journey; however, after one year of marriage and fearing for the future of their yet-to-be-born children, 20-year old Lila and 23-year old Bartholomew Lazarus decided to sell nearly all their possessions and, in April of 1842, left family, friends, and all familiar things behind, to start life anew in America.

A light tap on her hand and Savannah asking what was wrong brought Lydia back to the here and now. A bit confused as to why her thoughts had drifted to her parents’ stories of long ago, Lydia heard herself say, “I have reconsidered, Vannie. It is not necessary to read the novel now. We shall read it later in the privacy of my bed chamber.” Having had an unexplainable change of heart, Lydia smiled again. This time, her best friend smiled back.

~ * ~
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LATER THAT AFTERNOON while in her room dressing for dinner, Lydia heard cries of Extra Crescent! and Picayune Extra! followed by the slamming of front doors and people yelling, “I want one!” and “Save one for me!” coming from outside. This sudden noisy clamor having intruded upon an otherwise quiet afternoon, and since “extra” newspapers were published only in case of extraordinary events, Lydia ran to a window to see what the hullabaloo was all about. From her vantage point on the second floor, she could see a cluster of horse-drawn carriages gathering on the cobblestone road, and people from all over the neighborhood running toward the newsboys in search of a paper. Clothed only in a thin cotton petticoat and unprepared to venture outside, Lydia hollered downstairs to her brother Joshua, who was two and a half years her senior, to collect a newspaper before they were all gone. Instead of her brother’s voice, she heard her father, who’d just arrived home after work, holler back, “That will not be necessary, Lyddy. I already have one, and I want everyone to join me in the parlor right now.”

~ * ~
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THE LAST TIME A NEWSPAPER had caused such a kerfuffle was a little more than a month ago, on March 4th, 1861, when Abraham Lincoln delivered his first inaugural address from the White House. When he arrived home after work that evening, Lydia’s father charged into the house waving a Daily Crescent newspaper and shouting, “Here is what everyone has been waiting for, Mister Lincoln’s inaugural address!” This announcement brought the whole family into the living room to join him, including Savannah and her mother, whom everyone called Miss Priss, and her father, who was known to all as Big Will.

“I have seen it, Pa,” said Joshua. “A friend at school had the paper, and I read it this afternoon. It does not look good for the Confederacy, does it?” he said, not really asking a question.

“I am afraid not,” answered her father, while warming his hands at the living room fireplace and situating himself in an armchair at its side.

From her spot on a cushioned window seat and not yet having heard anything about the address, Lydia asked that her father read it aloud in its entirety.

“It is quite long, Lyddy, so I will just read the important parts,” said her father as he turned up the flame on the oil lamp next to him and affixed his glasses. Unfolding the newspaper and snapping it straight, he began, “Mister Lincoln starts by saying he knows Southerners are worried that his administration will endanger our way of life where slavery is concerned, and he promises not to interfere where it already exists. He also says the Union...”

Joshua interrupted his father. “The Union means all the states, Lyddy, north and south, east and west,” he teased.

An excellent student who harbored dreams of becoming a writer in the mold of Jane Austen, but who planned someday to be a teacher, Lydia sat straight up, threw her shoulders back and announced haughtily, “I know what the Union is, smarty pants!”

“Enough, children!” scolded her father. “This is serious business we are talking about here. Are you going to let me finish?”

“Yes, Pa,” Lydia and her brother answered in unison.

“All right.” Her father continued. “Lincoln says ‘the union of the states is perpetual’...” His command of the English language quite good but sometimes in need of a little help, her father interrupted himself to ask his son the meaning of perpetual. “What does the future lawyer think it means?” he asked, grinning proudly at his son.

A freshman at the University of Louisiana and also an excellent student, seventeen-and-a-half-year-old Joshua explained, “In this case, it means ‘eternal’ or ‘ongoing,’ Pa. From what I read, Lincoln believes the Constitution binds all states together to form one indestructible Union which cannot ever be divided, and, therefore, secession, or the act of breaking away, is illegal.”

“That is how I surmised it,” said her father, nodding. “Anyway,” he went on, “here, he directs his remarks to us in the South, and I quote exactly: ‘The government will not assail you. You can have no conflict without being yourselves the aggressors. You have no oath registered in heaven to destroy the government, while I shall have the most solemn one to preserve, protect, and defend it.’ In other words, if coerced, he will use force to hold the Union together, correct, Josh?”

“That is correct, Pa.”

“Lincoln repeats what he already said about not interfering where it exists, but he will not allow the expansion of slavery into new states or territories.” Not expressing any opinion whatever about President Lincoln’s remarks, Lydia’s father folded the newspaper neatly in half and, careful not to disturb the oil lamp or brass and jewel-framed family daguerreotype which he deemed the most precious item in the house, placed it on the table next to him. “That is the general idea of it,” he said.

Joshua was the first to speak. “So, what do you think will happen, Pa, now that so many states have seceded from the Union?”

Taking a few moments to answer, Lydia’s father picked up the newspaper again. Turning to the editor’s opinion page, he said, “That is difficult for me to answer, Josh, but here is what the editorial in the paper says: ‘In spite of what Mister Lincoln tells us about secession being illegal, the U.S. Constitution guarantees states the irrevocable right to devise and enforce their own rules and laws, and he cannot prevent states from breaking away from the Union, if they are dissatisfied with the way they are treated by the federal government. It has been in existence for only two months, but the Confederate States of America already consists of South Carolina, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia and our beloved State of Louisiana, which, despite Mister Lincoln’s declaration that the ‘Union is perpetual,’ have boldly seceded and formed our own government, with a true Southerner, Jefferson Davis, not Abraham Lincoln, as our president; we have created our own official currency, our own laws which provide for and safeguard the institution of slavery, our own volunteer militia and the ‘Bonnie Blue,’ our own distinctive Confederate flag. To the chagrin of so-called President Lincoln, we are actually a separate country now, and all states that share our ideals are encouraged to unite with us.’” Peering over his glasses and refolding the paper, her father said confidently, “So, it would appear Mister Lincoln’s own Constitution says he cannot disband the Confederacy or disallow slavery.”

“Actually, Pa, I read the editorial earlier,” said Joshua, whose mood suddenly seemed to have soured. “I was not asking about the future of the Confederacy. What I was asking is do you think there could be war?”

“Oh,” said Lydia’s father, blinking at the sound of the word ‘war.’ “I do not know if Lincoln or President Davis will go that far. But if they do, it will be our duty, and an honor, to support the Confederate cause.

~ * ~
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WHILE MOST JEWS HAD come ashore and settled in more northern states, the ship on which Lydia’s parents crossed the Atlantic came ashore in South Carolina. For no reason other than it was known to be a large, thriving city with endless employment possibilities, the couple made their way to New Orleans, which, as it happened, was home to the largest Jewish population in the South at the time, and which they soon found to be hospitable to all immigrants, regardless of their religion or nationality. However, although Jews had assimilated comfortably into the social fabric of this flourishing, multi-cultural city, slavery of Blacks in this, and all Southern cities, was the law of the land. Thankful to be able to worship openly, and giving no thought to the rightness or wrongness of it, Lydia’s parents, and the Jews they would come to call their friends, accepted slavery and found no fault or problem with it–in fact, four years after arriving in New Orleans and expecting their second child, Bartholomew–having worked his way up to manager then acquiring the store in which he was employed–purchased 23-year-old William Brown and his pregnant 20-year-old wife Priscilla from the slave auction block at New Orleans’ Jackson Square.

~ * ~
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UNTIL THIS POINT, LYDIA had been more interested in her studies and reading poetry and romantic novels than worrying about politics and other grown-up matters, but the recent controversy over slavery, and now this question of war, made her take notice. Born into an affluent White family in the antebellum South where slavery was legal and Blacks were considered property with no rights or protections of citizenship, Lydia knew no other way of life, and, like her immigrant parents, she found no fault or problem with it. Unlike most slave owners, however, the Lazaruses treated their slaves humanely and well, almost as if they were members of the family. One reason for this unusual relationship was that on May 8,1846, at 7:00 o’clock in the morning two months after Miss Priss and Big Will were purchased, Lydia’s pregnant mother went into labor. Her father immediately sent Big Will for the doctor, but, by the time the two returned, the deed had already been done. With her father watching helplessly in amazement, Miss Priss had acted as midwife and, all by herself, had brought a healthy baby Lydia into the world. Then, just one week later, the tables turned. On May 16th at 2:30 in the afternoon, while on her hands and knees scrubbing the Lazarus’ kitchen floor, Miss Priss went into labor. This time, neither Big Will nor Bartholomew was at home. Reversing roles and acting as midwife for her slave, Lydia’s mother delivered a screaming, healthy baby Savannah into the world. These two momentous occasions formed a special bond between not only Lydia’s mother and Miss Priss, but an inseparable friendship between Lydia and Savannah, almost from birth. While Savannah was assigned chores around the house from the time?? she was seven years old, and it was her role to tend Lydia as a servant, Lydia and she spent most of their free time playing card games, embroidering, talking, laughing, and reading Lydia’s books (Lydia took great joy in sharing not only novels, but much of what she learned in school with Savannah, who swallowed whole whatever she was taught). Taking their relationship entirely for granted, Lydia believed there was genuine “sisterly” affection on both sides of their mistress/slave relationship, and that nothing could part them. Not even Abraham Lincoln himself.
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Two
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Wrapping herself in a modest dressing gown, Lydia rushed downstairs to the living room, where her mother, brother, Savannah and her parents had already assembled waiting for Lydia’s father to reveal the latest news. Alighting next to her brother on the maroon velvet sofa adjacent to her father’s armchair and now dormant fireplace, Lydia asked, “Is it good news or bad news, Pa?”

“It is both,” he said, and held up the Friday, April 12, 1861, Daily Crescent with the headline:

CONFEDERATE TROOPS ATTACK FORT SUMTER IN SOUTH CAROLINA!

Union troops taken by surprise

Everyone in the room sat in stunned silence, until Lydia’s father said, “It is certain Lincoln will send reinforcements to defend the fort, and Governor Moore has issued orders that all Louisiana’s volunteers be ready for active service at a moment’s notice.” Removing his glasses and sighing heavily, he added, “Let us pray it does not last long, but this answers your long-ago question, Josh. It does sound like war.”

Although the comment was directed at him, Joshua sank back into the sofa and said nothing. In contrast to her brother’s less than enthusiastic reaction to the remark, and with her eyes fixed squarely on Savannah’s, Lydia exclaimed, “Well, I am exceedingly pleased! President Lincoln has no right to interfere in our lives. We are very happy the way we are, and if we must fight to keep slavery, then we must fight!” In a somewhat unladylike pose for the time, Lydia raised a fisted right hand and punched at the air on the word “fight.” Expecting her to in some way show a sign of unity, Lydia was baffled when Savannah’s eyes averted from her gaze, and the young Black girl said not a word.

~ * ~
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DURING DINNER THAT evening, after an unusually subdued Savannah served the kosher meal Miss Priss had prepared, Lydia, her mother and father chatted about their devotion to the Confederacy and the institution of slavery, while Joshua remained uncharacteristically quiet. Even when the discussion turned to the possibility of his volunteering for the militia and how proud they would be to have him defend the South’s sacred traditions, Joshua continued to eat–disinterestedly—picking at his food was more like it—and say nothing. Assuming he was just a bit uneasy about the possibility of having to go to war, Lydia didn’t give his moodiness too much thought, until he said, “Pa, I have some studying to do,” and asked to be excused before dessert was served. This had to be taken seriously, because, you see, Joshua loved sweets.

“Well, Joshua, I cannot say we are not surprised at your giving up dessert, but certainly you may be excused,” answered Lydia’s father.

“Thank you, Pa,” said Joshua, and he bounded up the stairs two at a time to his room.

Lydia refrained from saying anything about it, but when she combined his moodiness with no dessert, it occurred to her that her brother could be more worried about going to war than she realized.

In all the excitement that evening, Lydia forgot her promise to Savannah to read more of Sense & Sensibility after dinner; however, as it was her long-standing and most cherished custom, she did not forget to write in her diary before retiring. Seated at her young lady’s oaken, half-moon shaped writing desk, she took up her quill pen, dipped it in the desk’s built-in inkwell, and wrote:




Friday, April 12, 1861

Dear Felicity,

This day brought with it an astounding occurrence! I have not mentioned it before, but ever since Abraham Lincoln (the scoundrel) was elected president, there has been tension over the status of slavery. Mister Lincoln wants to abolish it, but Pa says we Southerners depend upon it for survival (Pa is correct, of course. I cannot think what we would do without our Vannie, Miss Priss and Big Will. And they feel the same about us. I am certain of it.) Well, it has finally come to this–today, Southern troops, led by our brave General Pierre Beauregard, attacked Fort Sumter, a Union military post in South Carolina. I am so proud I could burst! Pa is of the opinion it will mean war between the North and South. I hope there is, because Mister Lincoln has no right to impose his disdain for slavery upon us, and we Southerners must stand up for what we believe. And you can be certain, dear Felicity, that if there is a war, we will teach those Yankee scalawags a lesson they will never forget.

I feel compelled to confide in you, though, that Joshua has been acting oddly since the announcement. He has been unusually distracted, and, most bizarre of all, he refused dessert tonight! He is probably just fretting about marching off to war. He will get over it. I am confident he will.

Oh, before I forget, Vannie, too, behaved in a most perplexing way this evening. When I declared we would be happy to fight to keep slavery, she did not join with me. Even worse was she would not even look at me when I said it! What could possibly be the cause of such indifference?

Well, that is a full accounting of this day’s excitement, so that is all for now, sweet Felicity. Until tomorrow, I bid thee a fond bonne soir.



Having formed each letter precisely (Now known as penmanship, at the time this skill was known as chirography and considered essential for well-bred young ladies) and satisfied with her entry, Lydia blotted the ink dry, closed the book and climbed into bed. While restlessly alternating between lying on her back staring at the ceiling and rolling from side to side unable to sleep, Lydia could not stop thinking about Savannah’s mystifying reaction to what she said about slavery. It was not like the girl to keep anything from her, and she decided she would come right out and ask what was on her best friend’s mind. Worn out from tossing and turning for what seemed hours, Lydia said aloud, “I shall not rest until I find out,” after which she immediately dropped off to sleep.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Three


[image: ]




The next day being Saturday, Savannah’s first chore after serving breakfast was to help Lydia dress for Sabbath services. Normally, when she helped Lydia dress, the girls joked and giggled a lot, but this morning was different. While Lydia sat before her full-length mirror and Savannah stood behind brushing her mistress’ curly, waist-length hair with long, skillful strokes, neither girl spoke. Still bothered by Savannah’s reaction to what she said about slavery the night before, Lydia tried to find a tactful way to broach the subject, but, as valiantly as she tried, and for reasons that eluded her, she could not. What she did instead was observe her slave’s image in the mirror, perhaps for the very first time. What Lydia saw was a slim young lady with skin the shade of a shiny new penny, glistening coal black hair twisted into two thick braids wound together at the top of her head, bright almond-shaped eyes the color of caramel candy, a small, slightly rounded nose, and full, naturally pinkish lips that looked as though they were about to kiss someone. My goodness, she thought, I have never noticed before, but Vannie is pretty. Not in the way a White girl is pretty, of course, but pretty in her own way. Aloud, she said, “Glory be, Vannie, you are exceedingly pretty! Do you know that?”

Continuing to brush Lydia’s hair and seemingly unaffected by the compliment, Savannah said, “My mama and papa say I am beautiful, but it is not really true.”

Perhaps “beautiful” was a bit extreme–she was Black, after all–but Lydia would not go so far as to disagree with the compliment. “Oh, but it is true,” she insisted. “Does not the looking glass tell you that?”

Savannah answered softly, “I wish it did, but it does not.” Then, diverting the spotlight from herself, Savannah lifted her eyes to Lydia’s reflection in the mirror and quickly added, “You really are beautiful,” in a manner not to be challenged.

Having grown accustomed to flattery, but always the polite Southern young lady, Lydia answered coyly, “Thank you, but not really,” not convincingly.

“Oh, but you are, Lyddy. Look at your complexion–it is almost as white and smooth as your mama’s china. And your hair–I have seen fresh-cut stalks of wheat exactly the color of your hair. Your eyes twinkle like the stars and they are the most beautiful combination of light blue and green I have ever seen. And you have a perfect figure, even without your corset.” Not giving Lydia a chance to respond, Savannah continued, “All the looking glass tells me is I am Black. It reminds me I am a slave.” Then, almost as though unaware she was still speaking, she said, “Everyone knows there is no beauty in that,” immediately after which she slapped a hand over her mouth as though she’d made a dreadful mistake and regretted it instantly. “Oh, Lyddy,” she exclaimed, “I am so sorry–I did not mean to say that!” Adding quickly, “I am fortunate to be your slave, really I am. Please forgive me!”

In all their lives, the word “slave” had never before been uttered between the two, and Savannah had given no sign she was anything other than happy with her circumstances. But there it was. Lydia had been loath to bring up the subject, but there it was, and it had come not from hers, but from Savannah’s mouth. Despite being taken off stride, but completely convinced of her slave’s love and loyalty, Lydia found her bearing and made light of it. Sweetly and from her heart, she said, “There is nothing to forgive, Vannie. I know you love me, and that is all that matters.”

But, despite dismissing it lightly, Lydia could not dismiss Savannah’s startling slip of the tongue and its conspicuous connection to her behavior the evening before. This will be more difficult than I imagined, she thought, but I simply must know why Vannie’s temperament has changed so. She’d nearly found the courage to ask when her mother appeared in her bedroom doorway. 

“Hurry and get dressed, Lyddy,” she said, “or we will be late for services,” and erased Lydia’s mind of the thought.

Without another word, Lydia’s dressing ritual began: First to be donned was a pair of cotton pantaloons followed by a full-length petticoat, known then as a “chemise.” Next, she pulled on a pair of knee-high stockings and slid her feet into pointy-toed, ankle-high boots with low curvy heels, after which Savannah laced her into her corset. The corset was followed by a camisole and hooped garment covered by three layers of ruffled crinolines that spread out for yards over the hoop. With all required underthings in place, Savannah stood on a chair and dropped Lydia’s dress–teal green linen with a neck-high white lace collar, round puffy sleeves that tightened elbow to wrist and a massively wide skirt–over her head and let it fall into place. Once buttoned in and the skirt arranged to its fullest splendor over the crinolines, Lydia applied a fingertip of peach-tinted rouge to her lips and cheeks, while Savannah pinned her hair at the nape of her neck, then twisted it into long corkscrew curls that cascaded gracefully down her back. All this accomplished, Savannah clasped a string of pearls placed to peek from under the white lace collar of the dress, behind her mistress’ neck. The final two pieces in Lydia’s ensemble were a bonnet of the same shade and fabric as the dress, and gloves (which, in this case, were fine white lace), which no proper lady was ever seen without. With a father who owned Bartholomew’s Fine Apparel & Accessories department store, for years one of the most exclusive men’s and ladies’ wear establishments in New Orleans, Lydia was always fashionably turned out. As she was giving herself a last-minute onceover in the full-length mirror, Savannah, wearing a clean but faded what-was-once-pumpkin-orange blouse with a plain navy-blue skirt which hung loosely to her feet, came up behind her. “Do you see?” she asked; then, “I told you—you are beautiful.”

Caught up in her own importance, not considering the stark contrast between her likeness in the mirror and that of her slave, Lydia thought only to say, “Thank you, Vannie. You are sweet to say so.” Then, she remembered something. “Glory be, Vannie,” she chirped, “your figure is identical to mine. Why, I give you all my old things and they fit you as perfectly as they fit me.” Deeming this a great compliment and feeling quite pleased with herself in every regard, Lydia air-kissed Savannah nowhere near her cheek, then picked up her skirt with both hands, spun around on her heels, and rushed hastily down the stairs. She never saw the sadness in Savannah’s caramel-candy eyes, and that question she wanted to ask was nowhere to be heard.
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On their way to services that day, all everyone was talking about was the attack on Fort Sumter and how their great General Beauregard had taken such a mighty stand against President Lincoln, and his interference in their lives. Sitting on the crowded omnibus that was taking her and her family to Gates of Mercy Synagogue at the corner of Elysian Fields and Pelopidas Streets, Lydia was so engrossed in conversation with fellow passengers she almost missed her stop and had to be dragged off the car by her brother.

Once seated in the chapel, it took a long while before the rabbi could speak over the clatter, but speak he did. “Good morning and shalom,” he began, “I am certain I have to tell no one about the extraordinary events of yesterday, and the attack on Fort Sumter by our courageous General Pierre T.G. Beauregard, who...” The rabbi was prevented from saying more, when the entire congregation began applauding and shouting, “Hooray for Beauregard! Hooray for Beauregard!”

Raising his hands to quell the eruption, the rabbi continued, “Yes, yes, I know. But I want to make it clear that we, as Jews, bear a special responsibility to this cause. As a people who have been ruthlessly persecuted over thousands of years, who, since Biblical times, have wandered the earth and not been allowed a place to call home, and we who, now, in this time and this place, have been granted the God-given right to live in peace and worship without fear, owe it to the people of the South to give our hearts and our hands to protect the Southern way of life.” His voice now the only sound in the room, the rabbi continued. “As a religious people, we cannot ignore the notion held by President Lincoln and abolitionists alike who denounce slavery as immoral. However, one must look only to the Ten Commandments, which state: ‘But the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall not do any work–you, your son or your daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, or the alien resident in your towns,’ and ‘You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or male or female slave, or ox, or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor,’ to see the practice of slavery is sanctioned by The Almighty.”

Seemingly to prepare himself for what he was about to say next, the rabbi took a breath so deep it caused his substantial shoulders to heave and fall back down. “There are certain to be dark days ahead,” he said. “Blood will be shed; lives will be lost, and we must be realistic about this. But we are smart, and we are strong, and we will help the Confederacy rise triumphant in this conflict.” Pausing here for a few emotion-filled seconds, the rabbi ended by saying, “As history and the Bible tell us, Jews have won wars before. And I am certain that, with God’s help, we will do it again.” Gathering his papers together, he said, “Amen, and good Shabbos,” and strode away from the pulpit.

Collectively spellbound by the rabbi’s impassioned, straightforward delivery, and having been awakened to the gravity of a real, no-holds-barred war in their own backyard, it took a few moments for his thunderstruck congregation to break the profound stillness that had fallen over the sanctuary; then, slowly, starting with one person, then another and another, applause escalated into a loud, affirmative ovation, with all worshippers on their feet applauding thunderously and shouting their loyalty to the South.

All, that is, but one.

While he stood with the rest, Lydia’s brother did not applaud or shout. Instead, he clasped his hands together in front of him and closed his eyes, as if to shut out the din. Her parents’ attention still fixed at the podium, they did not notice their son’s out-of-place body language, but Lydia did happen to glance her brother’s way. Taking stock of her revered older sibling, she saw a tall, broad-shouldered young man with skin bronzed by helping Big Will with wood chopping and other outdoor necessities when he wasn’t studying; she saw his wavy, chestnut brown hair and rugged, square jaw line, and visualized his large, cocoa-brown eyes temporarily concealed behind closed lids. Although since entering college, he annoyingly treated her as if she were still a little girl, Lydia held him in the highest regard and considered her brother quite a handsome specimen, indeed. But, as he remained closed-eyed and motionless amid his highly-energized fellow congregants, and combining this with his un-Joshua-like behavior the night before, the evidence was mounting that her normally outgoing, sometimes-smarty-pants brother was either changing in some strange way, or more fearful of facing combat than she had originally assumed. As stymied by his behavior as that of Savannah’s, Lydia added this puzzlement to her list of other oddities to investigate.
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Lateness of the hour had necessitated they ride to services that morning, but it being another lovely spring day, Lydia and her family chose to follow Sabbath tradition and walk the ten blocks home from temple. Strolling arm in arm, as was the habit of friends and family members in that day and age, Lydia and her brother followed a few paces behind their mother and father. Deciding it a good time to find out what was causing her brother’s strange behavior, in her most disarming tone, Lydia said, “Josh, you know I love you very much, do you not?”

“Of course I do, Lyddy. Why do you ask such a question?”

Trying to be as diplomatic as possible, Lydia replied, “Well, Joshua, it seems to me you are not quite yourself lately. You have not even teased me since yesterday, and you have been so quiet, not at all the way you normally behave.” Observing his profile as he faced forward, she awaited a response. None came. Becoming more concerned with each passing moment, Lydia asked straight out if there was something worrying him. “Whatever it is, you know I will understand,” she reassured him.

Continuing to face forward and making no eye contact, Joshua answered, “No, Lyddy, there is nothing worrying me.”

Unconvinced by his denial and refusing to give up without some sort of satisfaction, Lydia went directly to the point. Sympathetically, she asked, “Is it that you are fearful of going to war?” Her brother stopped walking instantly and, since they were still arm in arm, Lydia was jerked to an abrupt halt.

Joshua turned and looked his sister directly in the eye. “No, Lyddy,” he stated emphatically, “I am not afraid of going to war.”

“Well then, what is wrong?” Lydia pleaded to know.

Taking her arm and resuming their walk, Joshua relented–to some degree. With brotherly affection, he said, “All right, Lyddy, I concede. There is something...”

“See? I was certain of it!” the vindicated teen exclaimed.

Ruining her moment of glee, her brother added quickly, “But I cannot tell you what it is right now.” Stopping their walk again, he moistened his lips with his tongue as if to play for more time, gather his words. Finally, he said, “You and Ma and Pa will know what it is soon enough, Lyddy. I promise you that. But I need you to keep this to yourself until I am ready to tell them. And I need you to promise not to question me about it again. Can you do that?”

Relieved he wasn’t afraid to fight and certain his worries had nothing to do with school, the idea popped into Lydia’s head that her handsome, very-eligible brother might just be having girl trouble. Curious about a possible mystery woman, but pleased he had confided in her this much, Lydia easily acquiesced. “Yes, of course, Josh,” she answered honestly. “I promise not to tell, and promise not to ask you about it again.”

Reaching his arm around her waist, Joshua said, “Thank you, Lyddy,” adding offhandedly, “Oh, and by the by, little sister, I love you, too,” in the recently-absent but unmistakable Joshua style.

Grateful for a glimpse of her brother’s much-missed sense of humor, Lydia kissed him lightly on the cheek and replied, “Of course you do, silly,” and the two resumed their unhurried stroll, occasionally greeting friends and neighbors along the way.

~ * ~
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WHEN THE FAMILY ARRIVED home, they were greeted by the mouth-watering aroma of just-baked biscuits, and waiting on the dining room table was a large platter of cold sliced salmon, an array of cheeses, the tell-tale biscuits homemade by Miss Priss, and Big Will’s garden-grown blueberries topped with billowy cream hand-whipped by Savannah. Hot and hungry from the long walk home, Lydia called out, “Everything looks and smells delicious, Miss Priss. I cannot wait to eat, but I am going to change clothes first.” Then, as she ascended the mahogany-railed staircase to her room, she yelled toward the kitchen, “Vannie, please come unbutton me,” devoid of all memory of their earlier conversation.

Savannah reached Lydia’s room within minutes and immediately began to concentrate on her task. “Did you enjoy the service?” she asked politely.

Sliding out of her shoes, Lydia said, “It was quite exciting, really,” as if temple services were not usually exciting. “The rabbi talked about how Jewish people never had a home until they came here, and how we owe so much to the people of the South for taking us in. He said what Pa said about it being our duty to support the Confederate cause and, with God’s help, we would win this war and everyone actually stood up and cheered.” Then, still beaming from the day’s events, she added, “And I had a lovely heart-to-heart with Joshua on the walk home. He has been so consumed by his studies that we are hardly in each other’s society anymore. Do you remember when we were children and used to play ‘Hide and Seek’ and ‘Shuttle Cock’ and ‘Shadow Bluff’ and spend so many delightful hours with him?” Without waiting for an answer, she added, “I would never admit this to him, for he would deem me a child, but I miss those days exceedingly.”
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