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​

To my extraordinary grandmother, the Reverend Ada Caston Slaton Bonds—Trailblazer, preacher, warrior for justice.

The first woman ordained in the Cumberland Presbyterian Church, she stood boldly in pulpits where no woman had stood, spoke the truth in halls where her voice was once unwelcome, and lit the path for generations to come.

In a time when society silenced women, she preached. In a world ruled by men, she led. Her faith was her fire and her courage—unshakable.

She was not just the Mother of All Presbyteries— she was the heartbeat of a movement, the whisper of change in a thunderous world, and the reason I believe a single voice can transform history.

This book is for her.

And for every woman still rising.
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Preface - I Am Woman by Helen Reddy
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Helen Reddy wrote “I Am Woman” when she couldn't find that last track for her first record album, I Don't Know How to Love Him. She looked for tunes reflecting a confident self-image she felt she gained from participating in the women's liberation movement.

Helen included the song in the 1971 album but didn’t like how this version sounded. Neither did her producer (he thought she sounded "too masculine.") The recording studio put it on the album anyway. A movie producer, Mike Frankovich, liked it and wanted to use it in his "feminist comedy" Stand Up and Be Counted. 

Helen Reddy agreed on two conditions: That she would re-record I Am Woman and that he would contribute $1000 to Women's Centers in Chicago, New York, and Los Angeles.

To correspond with the movie's release, the song was issued as a single in 1972, slowly rising to #1 in the country. Reddy later titled her second album, I Am Woman, and included this new single version as one of the tracks.
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Introduction - Women’s Civil Rights Movement
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In 1860, society trapped women in their homes, assigning them a never-ending cycle of domestic chores and duties. Patriarchal expectations narrowly defined their roles as housewives, demanding obedience, silence, and self-sacrifice. Society expected a woman to bear as many children as her body could endure—sometimes twelve or even fifteen—without rest, question, or complaint. She was to nourish them, clothe them, and teach them humility. Above all else, she was to submit to her husband’s every whim, be it a command, a desire, or a punishment.

This was the world handed down from generation to generation—a rigid structure meant to keep women bound in quiet servitude. From girlhood, society groomed them for a singular destiny: marriage. If they received any education, it was limited to the basics—reading, writing, needlework, and household management. Educators reserved Latin, science, and philosophy for men. In many households, fathers and husbands even considered books dangerous in a woman’s hands. A curious mind was unbecoming; a sharp tongue a sin.

Their days blurred into a routine: dawns spent in the kitchen stoking fires, middays bent over laundry basins or mending seams, and evenings listening to the tired footsteps of their husbands returning from work—footsteps that signaled duty more than affection. Their bodies were not their own; they were vessels for childbirth, caretakers for the ill, and hosts to bruises, both visible and hidden. They whispered their thoughts, desires, and ambitions only to themselves in the dark—if they dared at all. A woman’s legal identity ceased to exist the moment she married. Under the doctrine of coverture, her husband became her legal guardian. She could not own property, sign contracts, vote, or speak in court on her own behalf. Her wages, if she earned any, belonged to her husband. If he decided, he could take her children from her without explanation. Custom and law alike enforced her silence. 

Yet even within this oppressive system, sparks of defiance flared. Some women began to question the chains that bound them. They saw injustice in their daughters' eyes and could no longer remain voiceless. Their courage grew in parlors, parliamentary halls, sewing circles, and schoolrooms. The whisper of equality, ignited by the Seneca Falls Convention in 1848 and carried forward by voices like Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, had begun to ripple across the nation. Those ripples would one day swell into a tide.

But for the ordinary woman—the farmer’s wife in the Shenandoah Valley, the mill girl in Lowell, the seamstress in Savannah—that tide had not yet reached her doorstep. She still faced ridicule if she dared to speak in public, condemnation if she refused a suitor, and ruin if she defied her husband. Society had little patience for an outspoken woman. They labeled her a harpy, a harlot, or worse—a spinster.

This world shaped the lives of the women you are about to meet in I Am Woman – I Am Invincible. It is the direct continuation of their story—first begun in I Am Woman – Hear Me Roar, where four brave young women, forever known as the Four Musketeers, stepped into the light of their destinies. Through heartbreak and sacrifice, through battlefield and bedside, they discovered strength they never knew they possessed. They faced war, prejudice, and personal betrayal—and they endured.

Now, as the dust of cannon fire begins to settle and the ink of the Emancipation Proclamation dries on the pages of American history, a new battle emerges: the one for self-determination.

What does being a woman in a country freshly torn apart and awkwardly reassembling itself mean? The war may have ended, but the old expectations remain intact. Many men return home, not grateful but resentful of the roles women assumed in their absence. Some women, now seasoned in leadership and labor, refuse to return quietly to their parlors. They have tasted autonomy, and they will not forget its flavor.

In this novel, the question becomes not only can women survive within the confines society has built—but will they continue to tolerate them?

We journey with these women through Reconstruction, through death and rebirth, through love both lost and found. You will meet new heroines—teachers who dare to educate former slaves, journalists who risk arrest for publishing opinions, and widows who fight for land and livelihood in a world not built for them. You will see how every step forward comes with a price—and how many choose to pay it.

Their stories are not gentle. They are blood-stained, tear-washed, and fire-forged. But they are real. And they are necessary.

These are women who no longer ask for permission to speak. They demand to be heard. They write in journals by candlelight, not for themselves alone but for future generations. They organize rallies, defy unjust laws, and even break with their families to pursue freedom. They fall in love—sometimes with men, sometimes with ideals—and are not ashamed of either.

This is a novel born from the intersection of history and imagination, where fact supports fiction, and fiction illuminates fact. Though history books may not record all its characters, they breathe with the same spirit as those who once walked in petticoats and protested—women whose names we now honor.

So, turn the page. Enter the world not just of corsets and carriages but of courage and conviction. Witness the rise of women who are no longer content to whisper I am woman—but who stand tall and declare, with unwavering resolve:

“I am invincible.”

“Women are already born so far ahead ability-wise. The day men can give birth, that’s when we can start talking about equal rights!” -—Chuck Palahniuk
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Chapter ONE - A Story Retold
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Russell Keiner sat alone in the front parlor with his sister, Debbie. The fireplace was their tiny sun for the evening, casting long shadows over the rug. The flames curled and swayed, crackling as they burned the dry wood. He told his story of the voyage and the Dethardt’s final days shipwrecked on the rocks for hours. His story continued with his preservation and residence on the uninhabited island of their rescue by Captain Frederick Houston and his return to home sweet home.

Debbie spoke no word and listened to Russell’s story with breathless interest. When he finished, she thanked God for his return, including Dianne Jenkins, her best friend, to his home and friends.

Following his story, it was Debbie’s turn. She gave him the history of everything that occurred while he was away from home since the first day he sailed away on the Dethardt over two and a half years earlier.

Debbie told her of the day the Southern Senators withdrew from the United States of America. She told Russell about the awful day when enemy forces bombed Fort Sumter and destroyed the proud flag—the glorious red, white, and blue—that had never been humbled before. Deborah continued her storytelling to Russell on how the new President, Abraham Lincoln, called for seventy-five thousand men, and three hundred thousand showed up ready to fight for the Union. She didn’t fail to explain how many men across the pond in Ireland banded together and sailed to the States to offer their services against the Confederacy.

Debbie became fatigued by her lengthy story and tried not to leave anything out. She paused to gather her strength before broaching the subject. Russell waited to hear... the one where his father lost his life fighting for the Star-spangled Banner until he fell dead in the field at the Battle of Bull Run. Each time she paused to collect her thoughts, she found herself amid tears she couldn’t hold back.

*****
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“BROTHER, OUR FATHER died where he fell, before his men, in front of the enemy. A fellow soldier marked his grave, where his honored remains await the return of peace in our nation so they can be removed and brought home.”

“I’m sorry, my dear sister, but Father’s remains will not have to wait until there is a return to peace to come home. We shall bring them home immediately!” Russell exclaimed.

Debbie reached over and pulled their father’s last will and testament out of the nightstand. “In here, our father left all of his property to us. We are to divide it equally and share it alike.” 

“Then, Debbie, our father, didn’t believe me to be dead?”

“None of us did, Russell. We received two letters from you. When Dad died, we were looking for another letter from you when you reached the mission. It never came, however.”

“I’m glad you never thought me to be dead. At least our father suffered no anxiety because of me. But, no matter, go on, dear sister.”

“After southern forces killed our father at Bull Run, they dealt us defeat after defeat, bringing shame and sorrow to us all. Blow upon blow had its way with my heart. All I did every day was cry over the death of our dear father. That’s when, one day, the newspapers reported that the Dethardt had vanished at sea. A merchant's vessel picked up the missionary party, and there was a story from one of the ministers on board who told of the lives lost, and your name was among them.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry you were put through so much sorrow, Deb.”

“I laid down to die. I didn’t wish to live any longer. I suppose because I was still young, I kept on living and enduring the suffering. Right in the middle of it all, I traveled to New York after someone summoned me to our uncle’s deathbed.”

“Yes, that I heard while searching for news of our father.”

“I went there right away and stayed with him until his passing. Oh, Russell, the scene of that good man’s peaceful departure went far to heal my grief. He didn’t talk much, but when he did, it was to hold my head up high. He said many others suffered like me and shouldn’t sit down in selfish sorrow. He informed me to get up and help those whose sorrows were just as great as mine, dear brother.”

“Our uncle was right, Debbie.”

“I did as he told me. I left his bedside after he passed and went to many hospitals and helped with the wounded soldiers. I went to the widows and orphans of those men who fell in the terrible war.  Oh, so many mourning mothers. My God, Russell, there is nothing more heartbreaking than to look into the eyes of the mother who lost her son in battle.

I knelt by his bed before he closed his eyes for the last time and promised him I would do as he wished. It wasn’t for a week before I found out he left me all his wealth. I have religiously done as he asked and followed his dying instructions. I can honestly tell you that I have found comfort for myself by comforting others.”

Debbie paused, and Russell followed her in deep thought for a few minutes. He looked earnestly at his baby sister and said, “In everything you’ve told me, not once have you mentioned Colonel Richard Jackson. Where is the man? What is he doing now? Heck, Deb, why aren’t you and he married?”

At first, Debbie became rigid and grew very pale. She slowly answered Russell, “’Where is he?’ In South Carolina. ‘Why are we not married?’  I’ll tell you why, brother! He’s a traitor. I could never marry an awful man like him. Please, brother, never mention his name to me again. He bragged that he took our flag down at Fort Sumter—our flag, which no one had ever humbled before!” Debbie’s eyes flashed as she spoke. Anger boiled deep in her system, as hot as lava.

“I’m so, so sorry, Deb. Blow upon blow has fallen on your heart. You’ve also suffered during my absence for the last three years. Probably more so than myself,” he said tenderly, trying to soothe her.

Debbie laid her head on Russell’s shoulder and wept. She then lifted her head and wiped the tears from her eyes with the sleeve of her blouse. The saddened young woman smiled and said, “Oh, dear brother, I have been comforted. I found so much comfort in helping others. But, even more so when a messenger brought me yesterday's news of our victory at the Battle of Vicksburg. I knew then the tide of this terrible war was finally turning. Then, on the same day, I received word of your return... your return from the grave, my dear brother. I rejoice! So much good news in one day was almost overwhelming.”

“I sent the messenger to you to break the news cautiously,” said Russell. “I suppose he didn’t do it quite cautious enough.”

“Oh, my goodness, there was no way to break such news cautiously. No sooner did he mention your name than I knew you were saved. It was a shock of pure joy!”

“Debbie, you look very pale and have lost so much weight. You don’t appear to be able to bear a shock of any sort,” said the young minister.

“Oh, brother, I’m so happy, although I cry on your shoulder. Please don’t let my crying worry you. Women sob the most when they are happy. We smile the most when we are most miserable.”

“I don’t understand, my dear. Smile when you are the most miserable. Where did you learn that?” Russell questioned gravely.

“In the hospitals during the war. I have seen so many mothers by the bedside of their dying son and smiling to keep his spirits up so long as he clung to life.”

“I had no idea, Debbie. You must have worked hard the entire time I’ve gone overseas.”

“Yes, many long and sad years of helping give hope to mothers who laid their heads on the bedsides of their dying children.”

“I’m so proud of you, Sis. You have been an angel to many dying soldiers who are looking down on you today and still saying thank you.”

“Thank you, Russ. Now, tell me all about Dianne. You took good care of her on the uninhabited island. She saved your life in the sea battle. Your story of how she stood by your side brought happy tears to my eyes. Now, tell me. You are engaged, and I hope to marry soon, right? Oh, I would gladly give the house to her as your wife. It would be her right.”

Russell didn’t answer in words. He sluggishly shook his head back and forth, tightened his lips, and frowned.

“Come now, brother, what does such an unhappy face tell me?”

“There’s no possibility of marriage between Dianne and myself,” he replied.

“Russell James!”

“I’m sure you know better than myself what Dianne’s sentiments on the subject of marriage are... the position of a woman once she marries. No matter how much has happened between her and me, none of it caused a change in how she feels about marriage.”

“I’m so sorry, Russell. I really wish there was something...  anything that I could do.”

“Since Dianne will not be my wife, no other woman shall.”

“What a shame. But, if she will not be your wife, she shall be our sister. She can come here, live with us, and share our good fortunes.”

“I’m afraid Dianne won’t do that, Sis. She’s very proud and dependent, even with people who love and honor her the most.”

“Then—” Debbie’s words were cut short. “Oh, Russell, it is said that—.”

“What? What?” asked Russell, watching his sister grow pale once more as her words stopped.

“Oh, Brother, it is so horrible to think of.”

“For God’s sake, Deb, what is it? Talk to me.”

“The house is where there are Confederate conspirators who plan... oh, my God,” her voice descended to a whisper. Then, it suddenly and abruptly came to a stop.

“Come, Deb, talk to me. Find your courage. Tell me what you’re trying to say.”

“Oh, no! It’s too terrible. I can’t speak of it. Please spare me, Brother.”

“What house are you talking about?”

“The one you took me to before you left overseas. The one in Spirit Elms, where Dianne’s grand-aunt lives.”

“You are telling me it is a den of conspirators who are planning what?” persisted Russell with his question.

“The authorities have gone to the place, and it is rumored they found the dried remains of an old lady and two servants.”

“As you have said, the entire story is probably just a rumor. It’s not worth our attention on the matter.”

“You don’t understand, Russell. Dianne! She can’t go there. Even if her aunt is still alive, what would become of her? What can we do to help her?”

“Come now, Deb. You know better than I how strong-minded Dianne is. We can do many things in this world, but we can’t do anything with such a strong will. We must leave her to God Almighty. So, have you lived here alone?” asked Russell comfortingly.

“Actually, no, I haven’t. I should have mentioned it before, but there were many other things to catch up on. Bonzo Hager, a refugee from Virginia, is with me. You met her when I graduated from Hampton. Her father is fighting for General Grant at Vicksburg against General Robert E. Lee. There was a telegram that arrived yesterday saying that he was wounded, but not seriously, and is coming home in a few days to heal.”

“Then, they are on the right side?” Russell quickly asked.

“Oh, very much so, brother. However, they suffered greatly because of their loyalty to the Union. They had their home and all their belongings burned down around their heads by the Rebels. They barely escaped with their lives by the luck of an old servant who helped them escape at the last minute. They’ve lived with me ever since and call my home their home.”

“You’re so kind, Sis. Let the home of our dear, brave father be the home to all those the war made homeless and seek out its four walls. But where is Bonzo now? I would be glad to see her again.”

“When she received the telegram yesterday, she packed a few things in a bag, rushed to the railway station, and departed to bring her father home. I was going with her, but the news you were still alive reached me, and I remained anxiously awaiting your arrival. She told me to send you lots of love and was happy to see you were still alive. She left on the four o’clock train.” Time passed for a few more hours while the two chatted.

At noon, there came a knock at the door.

“Oh, I do hope that’s my best friend. Did Dianne say she would come early?” asked Debbie.

“She only said she would come this morning sometime. She didn’t say what time,” replied Russell, standing up to go and open the parlor door.

Russell prepared to warmly welcome the woman he still loved, but Debbie flew across the room and threw herself, crying for joy, onto Dianne’s shoulder, cutting him short.  

“Oh, my goodness, how pale you are, my dear friend. You have suffered much since I saw you last,” Dianne said tenderly, caressing her best friend.

“Oh, my God, Dianne, you have no idea! There has been so much that has happened since we last talked.  It’s all over now that I see you and my dear brother safe. All is well now, very well, since the war has turned in our favor. The Rebels are running home before our triumphant Army,” she answered, smiling widely through her tears.

“Do you know what the townspeople are saying right now, Debbie?” asked Miss Jenkins, brightly glancing back her smile.

“No, what?”

“Haven’t you been out this morning?” inquired Dianne, turning back toward the young minister.

“No, why?”

“Nor received any visitors?”

“No visitors have come except for you, Dianne.”

“Then let me be the first to let you know that the Union has captured the city of Vicksburg on the Mississippi.”

“Vicksburg captured!” echoed Dianne’s two friends simultaneously in a breath.

“Yes. Everyone is talking about it. Grant won a great battle, and now the Stars and Stripes are hanging in all the windows in the city businesses.

“Oh, goodness gracious. Russell, you must hurry and go out and find the particulars of the battle. Please don’t stay long. I can’t bear you being out of my sight for long,” urged Debbie.

Russell grabbed both his gloves and hat and departed the home.

Dianne and Debbie were left together to talk and catch up on so much time that had passed. Both went over their incredible survival on the island and the sea battle she was in.  Dianne was patient and detailed Debbie’s questions about everything that happened in their almost three long years from home.

*****
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THERE WAS THE SOUND of feet scampering down the hallway following the slamming of the front door. The doorway of the parlor flung open. There was the sudden appearance of Bonzo Hager. She wasted no time and rushed across the room, threw her arms around Dianne, and hugged and kissed her!

“Dianne! Oh, God, what a surprise.” Bonzo said with a rush of words.

“I heard you went to get your father. How did you return so quickly?” Dianne continued.

“My dad is fine. He wore a sling on his arm and a wrap on his right leg, but a bullet had only grazed him. Still, the injury left him unfit for duty.” she added while throwing herself into a nearby chair.

“But you could not have returned to Lynchburg in only a day?” Debbie asked.

When I got to the first railway station, I looked out the window, and my father was in all his glory. He was with many of his other soldier friends. I had enough time to jump off the railway car and meet him there. The locomotive pulled out of the station at just about that time.”

“Bonzo, how could you jump off the train. Was it going fast? You could have been killed!”

“Nonsense. I’ve seen much more dangerous things than jumping off a slow-moving train departing from a depot.”

“Oh, how wonderful it must have been being the daughter of a hero!” exclaimed Debbie.

“It was quite a scene. I spun him around in front of his fellow soldiers and checked to see if he was hurt anywhere else. I inspected him well and said, ‘Father, I don’t believe you came from Lynchburg or any other battlefield. Why are you so dirty?’”

“What did he say?”

“He laughed and told me where he had been was dusty and dry. Cannonballs and rifle shells were being fired at him in every direction. It caused him to crawl much of the time. But enough of that. He’s fine. He will be here tomorrow. He stayed the night, and I caught the next train back. I gave him a change of clothes. He would have a long hot bath and catch the ten o’clock train back here to Washington City.”

“Well, my good friends, here we are again, the three musketeers, all seated together like we were back in college. But where is our fourth? Where’s our little Frances Meyer?”

“You mean Frances Rizzo. She changed from a well-respected planter’s daughter into a Rebel bride,” Debbie replied.

Bonzo continued, “She escaped from a convent and ran away with Franco, who married her the same night,” Bonzo added. “It seems now that Frances has become one of the most determined female Rebels ever.  She has quite a bit of influence over her lovesick husband. Now they fight for the South and ravage with sword and fire the shores of the Potomac River,” continued Miss Hager.

“I find this very troublesome to believe. It is unbelievable almost to come back and find my country in such despair. This change may have come gradually on you two friends, but it hit me straight in the face like a lightning bolt. I left this country in total peace with one another. I return to find it consumed by the horrors of a civil war.”

“Come, Dianne! You have always been our leader... our mentor. Don’t go soft on us now,” said Bonzo. “Now is not a time to think. It’s a time to act,” she sharply added.

“You’re right, Bonzo. I was deeply lost in thought. I shall act!” exclaimed the beautiful leader of the four musketeers. 

“Dianne, there’s another piece of forbearance for which I wish to thank you,” said Bonzo while trying to change the subject.

“What’s that?”

“Some three years ago, when we were graduating from Hampton, you warned Debbie and me if we had anything to do with a man, we would inevitably come to sorrow. You can see now that since we disregarded your warning, we still have come to grief. Go ahead. Say I told you so!”

“Come now, that’s not true, Bonzo. I call it treason that tore those lovers on both of your sides. I mourn over their sins... but I don’t mourn over your escape,” said the woman who despised men so strongly.

Bonzo raised her eyebrows, “It hurt some at the time. I must admit that to no other than you, Dianne. It hurt so badly,” she paused and looked at Debbie, “didn’t it?”

Debbie covered her face with the palms of her hands and wept softly.

“Yep, it hurts still, you see,” whispered Bonzo. “I hope to Hell the next cannonball that flies into battle will cut that fellow in half! As for my traitor, I hope a bullet will cheat his steps to the gallows,” she added while quickly trying to dash away the tears that began to form in her eyes.

The conversation stopped when both grieving women stopped crying. Debbie looked at Dianne, “Will you take me to the hospital. I’m very weak and can hardly walk. I should have gone hours ago.” She rose and dried the tears from her eyes with the sleeve of her dress.

“Do you go every day, Deb?”

“Yes. There are so many wounded men in the hospitals overcrowded that I can only visit each patient once or twice a week. I wish I could duplicate myself and be in more hospitals simultaneously. Oh, it would be wonderful if you could join me and help. There’s so much to do. So many need our help!”

“I hope all women are helping during this terrible war, Debbie.”

“Some are. However, most are married, live the life of a wife and mother, and have little time to assist the soldiers. Heaven and my inheritance have blessed me with the means and ample free time to devote to the wounded soldiers.”

“Oh, I’m so proud of you, Debbie. What you’re doing is an angel’s mission given by God. You’ve proven yourself worthy of that trust. You’ve been tested and remained faithful. The Lord has called you to a far higher destiny than the one you would’ve had as Colonel Richard Jackson’s wife—.”

“Stop. Don’t go there, please, Dianne!” exclaimed Debbie, backing off from the light touch upon her unhealed wound. “How light seems my own grief and troubles when I look upon the soldiers and their mutilated and agonizing bodies in the hospitals.”

Dianne stared at her friend, amazed at the fortitude and strength to pay such caring attention to men needing her smile.

“If you were to go with me as I visit these soldiers struggling to stay alive... our true heroes, you would think differently of men, Dianne, I promise you. Oh, my dear father was sixty years old when he fell on the battlefield. Patriotism draws no line on age. I was in the hospital and found a grandfather, a father, two sons, and four grandchildren, all with some piece of their bodies blown off by a cannonball exploding. What brave men!”

“Oh, so glorious their service!” Dianne exclaimed with enthusiasm.

“In the hospital outside Washington City in Georgetown, I found a young boy not much older than twelve or thirteen who was brought in from the same battle my father lost his life in. When I said something of my astonishment, I was told there were boys of that age all along the front lines who were soldiers. I know it’s true from my many visits to the hospitals.”

“Oh, Debbie, what a race of heroes the women of our country have brought forth!” Dianne exclaimed with all the enthusiasm of her soul shining in her gray eyes.

“And to stand here thinking you would grow into a woman who respects a man, Dianne,” said Debbie with a smile. “Come, dear friend, let us be off to the hospital.”

Then, a knock on the door was heard. Shortly after that, down the hall, two men walked up to the door at the parlor. Russell entered, followed by his friend, Captain Frederick Houston.

Bonzo jumped out of her chair to greet her old acquaintance, but she sat back down after seeing the stranger.

Frederick bowed politely as Russell made his introduction.

“I’m glad to see you, sir. Thank you very earnestly for your kindness to my brother and Dianne and for helping save their lives,” said Debbie.

The young Captain bowed lowly before the beautiful and pale girl. “It will now be a much greater pleasure to me than ever to know that I was able to be of some small service to your friends, Miss Keiner.”

“I trust you will let us show you some kindness, Captain, to show our gratitude. My brother says your duties will detain you in Washington City for several weeks.  I hope you let us make our home yours during your stay.”

“A thousand thanks, Miss Keiner, but—.”

Russell interrupted the Captain, “Frederick shall stay where he is, Debbie. I have already ordered his assistant to pack and bring his bags to the house. I knew it would be useless in trying to convince him to stay, so I just ordered his belongings brought here.” He paused and looked over at Debbie. “So, to answer your question, Deb, if you have a room made up for the Captain, I am sure it would be appreciated.”

“Oh, Preacher,” began the young officer.

“Nope. Hold your tongue, Cappy. You are no longer on the deck of your ship. I’m commander of the ship here, and I mean to be obeyed!” exclaimed Keiner with a broad smile and a gentle laugh.

“But if you will allow me to say one thing.”

“Nope. Not a word!”

“Well, I won’t. I was only about to say that I used to hear Molly threatening her husband to make him do as he pleased! You’re only making me do as I would like to do,” said the young Captain while gently bowing in Debbie’s direction, coupled with a gentle smile towards Bonzo, who was blushing.

​

––––––––
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Chapter TWO - Rev. Russell Keiner Enlists with the Union


[image: ]




The young Captain remained the honored guest of the parsonage. He was relieved of command of the Peterhoff and was promoted to Admiral and awaited his orders.

Dianne remained steadfast in not accepting hospitality and staying in the large home of Debbie and Russell. She took board with a private family who lived near the Potomac River and often visited her friends for weeks. She also attended the hospitals daily with Debbie to help put a smile on a few wounded soldiers’ faces.

Russell wasted no time. Within weeks after his return home, he became interested in enlisting as a private in the Army.

While Debbie worked daily helping the many wounded soldiers, she remained saddened by her brother’s soon departure to the Union's ranks. She has never not idolized her brother. She couldn’t endure any thought of the hardships and humiliations he would suffer as a soldier in the ranks.

“Russell, dear brother, talk with Captain Houston. He is bound to be able to get a captain’s commission in one of the newly formed regiments. You know... Frederick has the influence to secure one for you... you know it, Russ,” she urged.

“Come now, Debbie. I’ve no education in military tactics,” laughed the young minister.

“That’s not true. Doctors, lawyers, barbers, and men from all walks of life have joined the war, none of whom know war tactics and have been turned into commissioned officers. Surely your fighting alongside Captain Houston on the Peterhoff will give you the promotion you dearly deserve,” Debbie impatiently demanded.

“Oh, Sis, military tactics can not be learned from books read in the corner of a library somewhere. Where they might be to the advantage of learning about the military and the battles, nothing beats the ground on the battlefield.... Nothing at all.”

“But Russell, you have such a scholarly intellect and have learned much at the University. You should not be going into the service for the Union as a common soldier, Brother! I can’t bear the thought of it.” Debbie replied while tears glistened in her eyes.

“I’m not sure I understand something, Debbie. You and Dianne go to the hospitals daily to help the many wounded soldiers who have fought bravely for the North. They are common soldiers. The children of these soldiers will look back on this time with more than simply pride than ever did the sons of kings upon their ancestry.”

“I realize that, Russell.”

“Then you should also realize that the rank and file of the army is made up of all sorts of men,” said Russell gravely.

“I’m sorry,” Debbie paused to wipe away her tears. “Please forgive me. You’re right,” she added while her hazel eyes filled with tears as the remembrance of many soldiers who died in her arms and whose death beds she had smoothed.

“Are you still opposed to my plan, dear sister?” Russell asked while caressing Debbie gently.

“No, Brother. No longer will I oppose your wishes,” she murmured in reply.

*****
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RUSSELL DEPARTED AND enlisted in the Army. His enlistment was with a newly formed regiment to immediately go into active service.

Two weeks passed. Russell returned to the parsonage. His blonde hair was cut short, and he wore a blue jacket and private uniform trousers.

Three of the four musketeers were in the parlor when he was ushered into the room.

While half crying and half laughing, Debbie sprung out of her chair and rushed over to welcome him.

With visible emotion, Dianne offered him her hand.

Bonzo said, “Wow, your close-fitting uniform certainly does show off a hunk of a man as nothing else you could wear ever would,” she gently laughed. “You look like a gladiator ready to take the field,” she said while scoping out his well-built form as a man, mostly how he filled his tight-fitting pants.

“Miss Hager... I’m your slave and your knight. If permitted in the Army, I would attach your glove to my jacket and wear it proudly in the battle to victory,” said Russell while laughing and bowing in Bonzo’s direction.

“No, don’t say that, Russell. Dianne would put a fly in my soup!”

“Bonzo!” furiously exclaimed Dianne. 

“Come, now, Dianne. You know you would befriend me faster than a wink of an eye if I were... how do I say this? Be a friend of Russell’s! But you know I’m just fooling around with you, Dianne!” laughed the young woman.

“Okay, so you are favored to jest roughly as you do, I suppose,” said Dianne coldly. “After all, you are one of my best friends, are you not?”

“Yes,” admitted Bonzo, favored to do everything but flirt with the minister.” She paused, looked at Debbie, and continued, “You know how Dianne disgusts men until some unlucky woman comes along and gives Russell an eye. Oops, mercy me, I’ve gone and done that!” exclaimed Bonzo while shrinking back from her dear friend’s eyes, “I think I’d better change the subject.”

Russell, embarrassed by the conversation being held between Dianne and Bonzo, bid farewell as he was due back at camp before noon. He arose and took an affectionate leave of them and departed.

*****
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WHEN DEBBIE WISHED to see her brother, she needed to get a pass from the lieutenant’s assistant, cross the river, and visit him in his camp, which had formed a defense of the southern borders of Washington City.

While this happened, Major Terrence Hager spent his time on the front porch of the parsonage reading and smoking while recruiting his strength.

The newly appointed Admiral Frederick Houston went to the Navy Department daily, and his office required his utmost attention.

Dianne and Debbie traveled daily to the hospitals to visit and help the many wounded soldiers with kind words and small gifts.

And let’s not forget about Bonzo. She stole the heart of Admiral Houston, who had been fascinated with her delicate charms from the first moment. She didn’t encourage her young admirer... far from it, she was cold-shouldering him in the most sneering manner possible. She ignored his offered attention entirely.

She grew moody and became unsociable with her friends and others. Each morning, she would take her father’s rifle and practice exercises... “Shoulder Arms! Present Arms! Shoulder Arms!”

Dianne interrupted her one morning and echoed her words... ‘Shollllldddder Erms, Preeeeeeesent Erms, Shollllddder Erms, ’ the Irish drill instructor said with a long accent.

“Thank you, Dianne. I want to be exactly right as to how he does it,” Bonzo explained to her friend, who watched her performance in amazement.

“I’m not sure, Bonzo, why you do this every morning,” Dianne inquired.

“I’m sorry, but I won’t tell you. I have my reasons,” Bonzo mocked while panting for her next breath. “Dang, this rifle is heavy!” She set the rifle up in the porch's corner and sat in a chair next to Dianne to recover her breath. “God, I don’t know why the government has to make such a heavy rifle. They should make them so that a boy of fourteen or fifteen—.”

Dianne interrupted her words, “Or a girl of twenty-one,” she said while looking at her friend wistfully.

No wonder the poor boys drop down, exhausted from marching with those heavy guns.” She looked at Dianne and continued, “What do you want to say? Why are you just sitting there whispering to yourself?” Bonzo irritably questioned her dear friend.

“From what I’ve been watching for days, you’re considering enlisting in the Army. I assure you I would not be one to discourage you from wanting to do just that, just as long as you have your father’s blessing,” Dianne added earnestly.

“No, Dianne, my father would never give me his blessing. He would get mad at mentioning such a thing and tell me not to say anything more about it. I’m not dreaming of enlisting.”

“Then what is it you’re dreaming of?”

“Ahhh, and wouldn’t you like to know?”

“Indeed, Bonzo. You are my best friend. Do not hide this desire from me. What is it?”

“I’m sorry, Dianne, but I can’t. Give me a week, and you shall know... just a week.”

“What do you mean?”

That was all. No reply came from Bonzo... not another word of explanation could Dianne pry from Bonzo’s lips.

*****
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THE NEXT MORNING, RUSSELL dropped by the parsonage. While visiting, he informed Debbie that he was promoted to the rank of corporal and laughingly pointed to the small stripes on the sleeves of his jacket.

Major Hager was almost entirely recuperated and congratulated Corporal Keiner. “Your promotion is the second step on the ladder of promotions, my young man. You’re on your way up the ranks. I enlisted as a private, and now I’m a major.”

Debbie interjected, “Mister Hager, that was two years ago. If my brother takes two years to rise in the ranks, the war will be over before he becomes a drill sergeant.”

“There is a big difference, Debbie. I am an old man. Russell here is a young man. He can run faster than us... old men.”

“Oh, I’ve seen young men who are smart as Russell climb the ranks very quickly. They are regiments to fill, you know. New companies are forming all the time.  I guarantee you that before the regiment marches, Russell will receive his Captain’s commission.”

“Whoa, both of you. I didn’t enter the Army for my own self-advancement. I entered it to fight and do my duty to my country. That’s all.”

“Advancement will present itself to you whether you look for it or not,” said Major Hager.

The time for further conversation was up. Russell was needed back in camp by the late evening roll all. He took his leave and departed.

When the paper arrived, Debbie was the first to grab it each morning. She would let her coffee grow cold while reading the section and a list of men drafted by the government at her breakfast table.

Bonzo was right behind her in reading the listing of the new recruits. She was never calm and most anxious. After reading, she would ramble all over the estate most restlessly. She would find time each morning to drill with her rifle. Each day passed with her urgent attention to stopping whatever she was doing and reading the paper with the listing of new recruits.

Then, two days later, Bonzo was nearly beside herself. She couldn’t remain calm for one moment. She walked all over the estate most restlessly.

The next day, in the morning, Bonzo was the first to look for the morning paper down the stairs.  The new list was complete for the previous three days of the government’s draft.  Although insane with anxiety on the last day,  she appeared to be happy as could be.  She laughed at everything throughout the day and stayed close to her friends. A big smile remained on most of her face all day.

Finally, Debbie couldn’t help but notice that Bonzo was not her usual anxious self walking back and forth across the estate. Her behavior completely changed.

Dianne arrived at the home before she and Debbie left for hospital duties. They sat for a moment in the parlor... Debbie, Bonzo, Dianne, and Admiral Houston were all present. 

Ring. Ring. Ring.

The front doorbell sounded off. In a short while, the house servant, Sambo, brought a large and formidable-looking letter in his hand.

Everyone looked at each other, perplexed about whom the old man would deliver it.

Bonzo wasted no time and jumped up and darted across everyone, seizing the letter Sambo held in his hand, “It’s for me,” she said.

“For you, Bonzo. That letter is addressed to you?” said Debbie in a rush of words of incredulous surprise.

“Yes, Deb, it’s for me. Look!” She turned the letter around and showed the front addressed superscription. It was addressed to Frances  Hager. The words, From the Office of Provost Marshal, were in the return address.

Dianne quickly added, “The letter can’t be for you, my dear. It is from the Provost Marshall’s office. That correspondence is one of official business.”

“Ahhh, but you are wrong, Dianne,” mocked Bonzo.

“But the letter is addressed to Frances Hager. There’s a mistake... Frances  Hager?” Dianne continued.

“Of course, you have never known, Dianne. Debbie knows. Bonzo is only my nickname. My birth name is Frances Jane Hager.”

Debbie was quick to ask, “But, the letter looks official. It looks like a summons. What is the meaning of this?” inquired Debbie in growing amazement, which was fully shared by Admiral Houston.

Dianne remained quiet. It didn’t take her long to realize what was happening or guess the letter's meaning.

Bonzo began to tear the envelope open. All eyes were on her as she slid her finger under the table and tore away the seal. She pulled the letter out and read it. Half of the letters were in typestyle, and the other half were in ink manuscripts.

Everyone continued to observe impatiently.

Finally, Debbie said, “What is it?”

“I am drafted!” The young musketeer exclaimed in all of her breath.

“Good God, Bonzo! You’re crazy! What is the meaning of this? I don’t understand.” Debbie continued.

Frederick’s eyes widened in amazement at what he just heard. “That can’t be. Are you saying you were drafted, Bonzo? We don’t draft women. Women have enlisted and served, but never have I heard of our country drafting a woman. Besides, those who did serve cut their hair and disguised themselves as men. What you are saying is impossible.”

“Impossible, Frederick,” Bonzo echoed. “What is this? Here’s the proof in black and white, my dear man.”

“It may be a letter of official summons from our government, but I am sure it was never intended for you, Bonzo,” urged the young officer.

“For whom then... Admiral Houston?” mockingly inquired Bonzo.

Dianne finally got into the matter. “Please, Bonzo, it’s obvious our young gentleman doesn’t believe a word you say, nor does he believe that summons was intended for you. Why not explain to him how it came about?” she smiled after supporting Bonzo's efforts.

“It all started almost three years ago. You were at the hospitals, Debbie, and my father was on the battlefield. I was keeping the house when a ring came at the door. Old Sambo, as usual, went to the door to see who it was. He returned, and I could tell he was terrified. He told me two men were at the door asking for the head of the family.”

“So you lied and said you were the head of the family. Is that what you’re saying?” Debbie asked.

“Actually, no. Since my father was on the battlefield, I felt like I was the family head since he was away. I went to the door and knew right away who they were. I invited them in to sit down. One said, “How many adult males are there belonging to this residence?” One of the men asked.

“I told them three or four. One of them asked me for the name of the first. I told him the Reverend Russell Keiner. He started to write his name in his book when I stopped him. He said he had sailed for a mission two years ago and feared being lost at sea.

The man writing lifted his pen from the paper and appeared annoyed. He told me to go on and asked if there was anyone else. Then I told him Terrence Hager, my father. After the man started writing, I said he was on the battlefield. Again, he raised his hand and was becoming impatient with me. He told me he didn’t care to know his name.

Then, I told him the old man, Sambo Garner. Again, he started writing. Again, I continued by saying he was a Black gentleman over seventy.

After raising his pen, he asked if anyone else was in the house. That is when I used my middle name. I don’t know why. And I said yes and told him, Frances Hager. He didn’t start writing. He shook his head back and forth and said, ‘Before I write his name down in my book, I must be sure that he is not lost at sea, not on the battlefield, and not a black gentleman over seventy years of age!’

I told him that Frances Hager lived at home, was white, twenty years of age, and of sound body and mind.

After I did, he asked if any other male adult was in the house. I told him there were no more.”

“I am absolutely amazed, Bonzo. I never heard such a tale in all of my life!” exclaimed Debbie while Frederick Houston looked grave, and, of course, Dianne sat in her nearby chair, quite amused with what transpired.

Debbie added gravely, “But Bonzo, you were playing a practical joke, were you not? You can’t carry this any further. You must have your father take it to the Provost Marshal’s office and fix this mistake.”

“Nope. There’s no mistake. I will obey the summons by walking to the draft office and presenting myself for service.

“You can’t do that, Bonzo. Your father will never allow it!” exclaimed Debbie.

“I’m not going to say a thing to him. I will obey the orders I received from our government and report for duty. I have been drafted and will legally report for duty.”

“Oh, my dear Bonzo, please... don’t do this. It’s shocking!”

Again, Dianne supported her friend’s decision to fight for her country. She and Debbie gave their duty to the hospitals and the many wounded shoulders. She wanted to carry a rifle and do her duty the way she knew best. “Come, Debbie, is what Bonzo is doing any more shocking than our spending many hours each day at the hospital?”

“Thank you, Dianne. Let me conclude this argument by saying I was born in this country. I am twenty years old with a sound body and mind. I have no one I’m responsible for except my country, which depends on me for support!”

Bonzo had enough. She jumped up and started singing, “Rally around the red, white, and blue, boys! I’ma-comin'! I’m a-comin’!” and hurried upstairs to pack.

Dianne started laughing. Debbie bit down on her knuckles while her face turned pale. After a few minutes of discussing the entire situation, Bonzo was nowhere to be found, so they finally went to look for their friend. She was gone.

Dianne and Debbie waited long enough and left home to make their rounds of the hospitals. It was late in the afternoon, and they returned home for supper. Bonzo never appeared. Neither did her father. Just as the sun set, Terrence Hager returned home and sat on the porch to rest his aching legs.

He greeted the young ladies. “Sorry, everyone. I apologize for my unexpected absence from the supper table this evening. I met a friend in the city who was injured in the same battle. We dined at a local restaurant and stayed and talked forever,” he said, pausing and looking around. “Where’s my baby girl? Why isn’t she here hanging out with you two?”

“She’s in her room, I suppose,” replied Debbie, hoping earnestly that Bonzo might have come home and not noticed. “I will run and check.”

Deb hurried into the house and up the stairwell. When she reached Bonzo’s room, she found her with her shaw thrown on the floor and sitting on the sofa crying.
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