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The Story Continues

YOU CAN READ MORE ABOUT the stories surrounding this novel. 

Forks in the Road (coming soon) tells the story of Jed Jackson and his orphaned brothers. 

Red Sky Over America, Ladies of Oberlin Book 1 tells the story of Lavena’s friend and college roommate, America Leighton. 

Soldier’s Heart (free as an eBook only on the Mt Zion Ridge Press website) is the story of Noah Andrews, a sergeant from the Ohio Seventh, after he returns home. It is also included in From the Lake to the River: Buckeye Christian Fiction Authors 2019 Anthology. 

The Aftermath, due to release in 2020, continues the story of Nate and Betsy Teagan and Cage and Lavena.

I hope you enjoy all of them.

Dedication and Acknowledgment

I dedicate this novel to my daughter, Veronica Harris, who loves the Lord with all her heart. Her career as a Christian mental health counselor is a calling from God, but her love for God and her love for her family are the most important things in her life. I am very proud of the woman she has become.

I would like to acknowledge the brave men of the Ohio Seventh Regiment during the US Civil War, also known as the Rooster Regiment. As I was researching this regiment, I was amazed at what I found. This regiment earned the title, “most heroic Union regiment of the Civil War.” I paid honor to some of the real men in this regiment by having them in my novel, including Colonel William Creighton, Lieutenant-Colonel Orin J. Crane, Major Dr. Jason Patella, Lieutenant John Regan, and some of the generals in Chattanooga at the time, including General Ulysses S. Grant. Colonel Creighton and Lieutenant-Colonel Crane died at the Battle of Ringgold Gap on November 27th, 1863.
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Chapter One
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September 18th, 1863, Cleveland, Ohio

Lavena Falcon, mouth drawn in a thin line, marched down Prospect Avenue with as much bluster as a Lake Erie squall. This time, she wouldn't back down.

She shielded her eyes from the bright sun and avoided plummeting into two women who chatted in front of the corner grocery. Yellow leaves crunched under her feet as she made a dash for the East Cleveland streetcar. She stepped up just before it rattled down the track.

The wooden benches were filled to capacity, so she grabbed hold of a strap hanging from the roof above them. An older chap with balding gray hair stood and offered his seat, but she shook her head, and the man sat back down. She wasn't about to take a seat from an elderly gentleman only because of her gender.

The car jerked, and Lavena strengthened her hold to keep from toppling. Her boss, Brian O'Brady, would have her resignation if he ever sent her to report on another Ladies Aide Society Meeting again. She sighed. Of course, she would never quit the only large newspaper that would hire a woman, but it was tempting.

She stepped off the streetcar and blew across Superior Avenue with a gust of yellow leaves falling from the green ash trees lining the street. Reaching the brick newspaper building where she worked, she pushed through the door.

The office bustled with activity. Because The Cleveland Leader had morning and evening penny editions, the newsroom never slept. Men with their sleeves rolled up sat at rows of desks writing out copy for typesetters and paid no attention to the roar of the steam-powered double cylinder rotary printing presses in the back. Suit jackets slung over their chairs, and cigar smoke circled their heads.

No matter how much she wanted to confront her boss the moment she returned, she had a story to write, and in the newspaper business, getting stories in on time were more important than any personal consideration. She'd never failed to do that yet, and she didn't intend to now.

The only thing more important to her than getting a story in on time was reporting the truth in a way that enriched society without destroying people needlessly. She’d always strived to accomplish both goals.

She removed her bonnet and let her dark brown braid fall over her shoulder then stepped over to the box stove in the corner of the room and started boiling a pot of water for bohea tea, a strong blend of black tea leaves.

Sitting at the desk nearest to the stove, she dipped her pen in a bottle of ink. She blew out a breath to calm her anger and wrote about the noble women who knitted socks and harvested fruit for soldiers far away from home and hearth. Their simple deed would help the Ohio Seventh Volunteer Regiment get through the cold winter.

She blotted the paper, marched to the office on the right, and knocked on the oak door. An indistinguishable grumble came from the other side which she took to mean she should enter. Pulling up her four-feet-eleven, ninety-pound frame, she squared her shoulders for battle and thrust through.

Brian O'Brady sat at a desk with papers stacked in uneven piles competing over which could get highest without falling. The stack on the far-right corner in front held the lead.

O'Brady, managing editor second only to Mr. Edwin Cowles himself, had reddish brown hair and whiskers as unkempt as his desk. Lavena suspected the cigar sticking out of his mouth was permanently attached.

He grunted. “Do you have the story?”

She handed him the paper and waited for him to read it.

O'Brady chomped on his cigar. “This will do fine. By tomorrow, every lady in Cleveland will be knitting socks for the troops.”

Lavena set her hands flat on the desk and glared into her editor's eyes. “It’s the last time.”

Mr. O'Brady met her glower. “Miss Falcon, you'll write whatever story I assign you or you'll be reporting on the next dog show at Public Square.”

She crossed her arms but didn't falter her gaze.

“I don't know what you're fussing about. You wanted to report on the war. This is a war story.”

“Knitting socks?” Lavena sputtered. “A war story?”

“They're knitting them for the soldiers.”

“I don't know how they have enough time to finish any. They're too busy trying to marry me off to their cousins, nephews, and sons too cowardly or sickly to enlist.”

O'Brady chortled.

Lavena hoped a blush wouldn't show through her olive complexion. “Are you laughing at me?”

“No... no, All those busy bodies at the Ladies Aide Society met their match in you, lass.”

She allowed a smile to cross her lips. Somehow, he had a way of getting past her defenses. “Any news yet?”

O'Brady took the cigar out of his mouth. A small piece of tobacco, reluctant to leave, clung to his lower lip. “What do you want from me? I told you we need a man for this job.”

She pointed her finger at his chest and shook it. “I deserve this assignment. I got you the interview with the men accused of the Oberlin Wellington slave rescue, didn't I?”

A few days after Lavena had graduated from Oberlin College, slave catchers from Kentucky apprehended a fugitive slave in Oberlin, Ohio and took him to nearby Wellington to catch the train to Maysville, Kentucky. Half the town followed them, and a group of men forcibly took the captive away from his abductors. Many were arrested under the Fugitive Slave Act in what became the national news story of 1858. Her reporting garnered support for the Oberlin Twenty and gained their eventual release.

“Your friends helped you there, lass.” The tobacco dropped off O'Brady's mouth and landed on her story. “You were lucky Teagan and Woods were the husbands of your college roommates at Oberlin, or you never would have been able to get those exclusive interviews. Besides, Woods was never charged.”

She groaned. “Only because he and his wife left for China to become missionaries before the warrants were issued. That article was great reporting, and you know it. It influenced half the city of Cleveland to support the Oberlin Twenty's cause and rally against the Fugitive Slave Law.”

“I know. You landed this job because of it, but you’re still a woman.” O'Brady flicked the stray piece of tobacco off the paper onto the floor.

Laying her hands flat on the desk, she leaned in. “What about the story on Copeland and the other men who tied in with John Brown?”

John Brown, an abolitionist from Ohio, raided Harper's Ferry, Virginia in 1859 to start an uprising among slaves. His raid failed, and he was captured and hung.

“Another fine piece of work, I grant you, but the only reason you got an interview with Copeland before he hung was because he attended college with you too.” O'Brady flashed her a grin. “Part of your value is your associations with rebel rousers such as yourself.”

The wind escaping her lungs, Lavena slumped into the spindle-back wooden chair. “What do I have to do to get the war correspondent job?”

“Nothing. I'm not going to send a lady in harm's way with a regiment of soldiers. It wouldn't be decent.”

“There are other women in the camp.” She hated this. She had come in her demanding the job, and now she sounded like a scolded child.

He grunted. “Wash women and nurses, not ladies.” Grabbing the arms of her chair, he delivered a sober expression. “You're the best reporter I have and the only female reporter in the history of The Leader. If you were a man, you'd have my job by now. Why is reporting on the war so important to you?”

Lavena let out a gusty sigh. “These men aren't just battling for the Union to stay together, they're fighting for freedom from the tyranny of slavery—even if President Lincoln won't admit it. Once coloreds are given their freedom and seen as equals, men will see the good judgement in granting voting rights to women. These are causes I've strived for all my life. If I weren't a lady, I'd enlist. Let me at least document their story.”

“Oh lass, what can I say?” He went to his desk chair and slunk into it. “I know your passion for the cause, but you'll never be a man, and that's what's needed for the correspondent position. The man we choose will be announced next week at the press meeting.”

Lavena's eyes burned. She blinked, stood, and walked to the door as gracefully as she could muster. “I need to get back to work.”

*****
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RAPIDAN RIVER, VIRGINIA

Captain Macajah “Cage” Jones' heart pounded in beat with the drums as Union soldiers herded two prisoners across the saturated field to stand in front of wooden coffins. They staggered as their feet made sucking noises in the mud.

The lads were young, maybe eighteen, but Cage doubted it. One boy, a towhead, didn't even have peach fuzz on his face. They were thin, one tall, the other short. They had families, maybe a mother whose heart would break when she heard of their fate. Even sadder if they’d joined up young because they were orphans with nobody to grieve their loss.

Cage’s thoughts flickered to Lieutenant Nathaniel Teagan, and a shiver went through him. If Union soldiers captured Nate, this might be his fate.

The drums halted.

General Slocum, perched on his gray horse, read the order of execution. His stoic expression implied the command could have been about anything from supplies arriving to an unexpected mail call. He handed the order to the sergeant-at-arms without a glance toward the prisoners. With a smack to his stallion's rump, he galloped off the field away from this unpleasant business.

The guards tied blindfolds over the deserters' eyes and directed them to sit on their caskets. One corporal, a thin man with a bushy mustache, squeezed the youngest boy's shoulder and whispered in his ear. The boy tilted his chin and squared his shoulders.

The corporal nodded to the guards, and they took their places in a V-shape to the right and left of the condemned.

The sound of the sergeant-at-arms' baritone voice rose over the prattle of raindrops.

“Ready...”

The execution squad loaded their muskets.

Cage fixed his eyes on the dogwood trees lining the swelling river and the moisture dripping from them, anything to divert his attention from the twisted mouths of the boys waiting to die. Two raindrops hit the ground and echoed as loud as the drums had been. Or was it the beat of his heart keeping time with them?

“Aim...”

The men leveled the muskets toward the prisoners and pulled back the hammers.

The leaves on one of the trees had died and turned red.

Two more drops thumped. Cage clenched his jaw and blinked twice.

“Fire.”

Gunshots exploded with flashes and clouds of smoke.

The taller boy's body spun, twitched, and plunged to the ground.

The younger one pulled off his blindfold, revealing the fear in his eyes, and causing his blond hair to stick up in odd places.

The first-row firing squad had missed him, perhaps on purpose. If Cage had been part of the squad, he would have aimed for the older boy.

“Second squad.”

The men moved aside, and the second row loaded and aimed their weapons.

A whimper escaped the boy's lips. He climbed over his coffin and ran toward the dogwood trees.

“Fire.”

The gunshots blasted.

A wail pierced Cage's ears. The boy's body lurched, and his legs buckled under him. Blood gushed from his arm.

“Reload.”

Both squads reloaded and marched toward the boy.

“Fire at will.”

The boy's blue eyes widened as he staggered to his feet. His voice rasped. “Please no please no please no please.” He ran a few steps into a pile of wet leaves then quivered against the dead dogwood.

Executioners closed in, pulled back their hammers, and pointed rifles in the boy's face and chest.

Cage forced his eyes to stay fixed on the scene no matter how hard his stomach threatened to empty its contents. His men had to watch, so he would too.

Guns boomed, and the boy's blood mixed with crimson leaves and brown mud. Drums hammered. Executioners marched off the field in beat with the dirge.

Cage strode to his tent without a word while guards tossed the bodies into coffins and nailed them shut. The injustice of it choked him.

Two scared boys dead in a Virginia field. He'd done worse, and they gave him a medal.
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Chapter Two
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The door opened briskly.

Betsy Teagan, Lavena's roommate, stood motionless in the doorway with her sky-blue, satin, hoop dress covered in sludge and her fashionable ivory lace boots with two-inch heels caked in mud and dried leaves. Her blond curls matted around her face, and her feathered plume set askew on the side of her head.

Lavena sprang from her chair. “What happened to you?”

Betsy tried to wipe the mud off her skirt but only managed to spread it. “I landed in a puddle in the middle of Public Square.” She swiped a curl from her face leaving a smear of dirt on her cheek. “I didn't look where I was going and tripped over a tree root.”

Lavena tried to hold back a chuckle, but it insisted on being released.

“Please, don't tease. This is important.” Betsy pulled a handkerchief out of her pocket and wiped off the mud and a stray tear running down her cheek before planting herself in a straight-back chair propped against the wall.

Lavena poured a cup of tea. As tempted as she was to use this opportunity to show Betsy how cumbersome her fine attire was, the look on her roommate's face showed this had to be about more than falling in the mud.

Kneeling by the chair, she placed Betsy's hand in hers. “What's wrong?”

“I received a letter from Nate's commanding officer.” She gazed at the mud on her dress and tried to straighten out her skirt. When she spoke again, it was barely a whisper. “Nate's been missing for over a month.”

“Oh, Bets.” Lavena swallowed the ache in the back of her throat. “I'm sorry.”

“You don't understand.” Betsy's hands trembled. “They say he deserted.”

Lavena stood as a chill traveled up her spine. Nate, a coward? She wanted to say something to comfort her friend but couldn't think of a word to utter. She would have never thought it of him. She let out a sigh. Hadn't she learned long ago men can't be trusted?

“I don't believe it.” Betsy's chin quivered. “He risked his life and our marriage too many times to forsake the cause now.”

Lavena handed her the tea. “Why would they say he'd deserted if it wasn't true? It's like I've tol...” She stopped short. Even though she'd warned Betsy many times not to depend on any man with her future, not even someone as seemingly honorable as Nate, this wasn't the time to remind her of that.

“I don't know why they think he would do something like that. My husband bleeds blue, and a letter from his captain isn't going to convince me otherwise.” Betsy gazed at the nectar swirling in her cup. “I need to find out what happened.”

“How can you do that? It's not like you can travel there alone during wartime. Besides, what if he's...” Lavena drew her hand to her mouth.

The teacup rattled. “He's not dead. If he were, I'd feel it.” Betsy set the tea down spilling a little on the desk and tried to wipe the droplets with her soiled, embroidered handkerchief. All she managed to do was wipe mud on the desk. “I need your help.”

Lavena took out her own plain white handkerchief and wiped up the mess then handed it to Betsy. “What can I do?”

Betsy wiped her face and blew her nose. “I tried to book passage on a train to Chattanooga. His family's plantation is close to there, but nobody will sell me a ticket.”

“I'm not surprised. The trains are being used to move troops.” Lavena said. “Besides, it's too dangerous for you to travel alone in the middle of a war, let alone to a city under siege by Confederate troops.”

“You could get a train ticket.” Betsy's blue eyes lit up for the first time since she walked into the newsroom. “If you get that job, you could find out what happened.”

“The assignment's going to another reporter.” Lavena swallowed some tea to keep from showing the heaviness of disappointment sweeping over her. “Even if I could change my boss’s mind, I'd be with the Ohio Seventh, and last I heard, they're in Virginia, not Tennessee.”

“Maybe you could talk to Nate's commanding officer and some of his fellow soldiers, see what they know. Please, Lavena, you're my only hope.”

“Let me see the letter.”

Betsy handed it to her.

Lavena read it until her gaze landed on a familiar name. “You didn't tell me Nate's commanding officer was Captain Macajah Jones.”

“So.”

“The Cage Jones? The hero of Cedar Mountain?” If the reports could be believed, Captain Jones was too good to be true. She'd do whatever she had to for a chance to interview him.

Betsy raised her eyebrow. “What are you planning?”

“Wait here.” Lavena pushed the door open and stormed into Brian O'Brady's office.

O'Brady glanced up and groaned. “Lass, you're going to be the death of me yet. What's so urgent you couldn't knock?”

She crossed her arms and gazed at him a moment until she was sure she had his full attention. “If you choose me, I'll get you the story of a lifetime.”

“The story of a lifetime? Seems I've heard promises like that before.” Her boss ran his hand through his reddish hair. “All right. What's this story of a lifetime only you can get?”

“Do you remember meeting my friend, Mrs. Teagan?”

“Yes, of course. She's staying with you until her husband returns from the war. What does she have to do with this?”

“She received a letter from her husband's commanding officer. Seems Lieutenant Teagan has deserted. She doesn't believe it and wants me to travel there to find out what really happened.”

“This newspaper is committed to reporting about the brave men who are fighting for the honor of their country, not some coward who—”

“That's not the story.” Lavena allowed the corners of her mouth to turn up. “The officer who wrote the letter is Captain Macajah Jones from the Ohio Seventh Volunteer Infantry Regiment.”

O'Brady's cigar dropped out of his mouth.

Lavena chuckled. “My associations, as you call them, have come through again. I guarantee you an interview and a story you'll never match with another reporter. And while I'm there, I'll report on the progress of the Ohio Seventh.”

“Anyone I send could give me updates.” O'Brady scrambled to retrieve his cigar. “If you can get an interview Captain Jones, I might even get the boss to allow me to send a lady into war.”

“I'll get the story. Before I'm done, he'll tell me everything.” She'd find out if the man was really a hero.

“Think what you're saying, lass. The captain has never granted an interview to anyone. The last reporter who tried got a punch in the mouth and was kicked out of camp. What makes you think he won't do the same with you?”

“As you said, I am a lady.”

“That you are, lass. That you are.” O'Brady relit his cigar. “I know I'll live to regret this, but I'll talk to Mr. Cowles. I can't give you the job without his approval.”

“Is he in his office?”

O'Brady raised an eyebrow as the hint of a grin reached his eyes. “Mighty quick to feed me to the lions, aren't you, lass?”

Lavena couldn't hide the smirk spreading across her face.

“All right. I'll ask him now.” O'Brady marched to his office door and opened it. “In the meantime, get back to work. You have two stories assigned to you that still need written. If you think you're going to leave me in the lurch while you go gallivanting off to war, you'd better think again.”

Lavena kissed his cheek. “Thank you.”

O'Brady turned red. “Nice as that was, Cowles might not say yes. You're still a woman.”

“He won't miss a chance for this interview to be published in his paper, even if I am the wrong gender.”

O'Brady took off in the direction of the publisher's office as she made her way back to the newsroom.

She spotted Betsy sipping tea at her desk and let out a groan. She would follow the truth wherever it led even if it would devastate her friend. Nate had risked his life more than once rescuing slaves before the war, but men wore honor like women wore hats, easily put on or removed as the situation warranted. Apparently, he was no different.

She sat beside Betsy. “Mr. O'Brady is talking to the editor now.”

“Promise me...” Betsy's voice cracked. “Promise you'll do your best to find Nate.”

“There's no guarantee Mr. Cowles will even agree to this.”

Betsy wiped a tear from the corner of her eye.

“I'll do my best.” Lavena touched her arm wanting to soften the blow of what she was going to say. “If Nate is guilty and I find him, he'll most likely face the firing squad. Maybe we should let this be.”

Betsy blinked. “You'll see. This is all some kind of a misunderstanding.” She rose from her chair and set the teacup on Lavena's desk. “I'm a mess.” She blinked back the tears. “I must go home to bathe and change.”

Lavena escorted her to the door. “I'll be there as soon as I can.”

The door clanged shut behind Betsy. Lavena tried to concentrate on a story she was writing, but she couldn’t help catching an occasional glance toward Mr. Cowles’ door. Five minutes passed, and she hadn’t written a word. She dipped her pen in ink, set it on the page, and sighed. She wasn’t going to get any work done until she heard their decision.

O'Brady came out of Mr. Cowles' office and motioned for Lavena to follow him. He closed the door behind her and slunk into his chair, his furrowed brow and bulging Adam’s apple telling her everything she needed to know.

She pressed her lips together, determined not to display her disappointment. “So, he said no then.”

He gouged at the back of his neck. “He said yes. Congratulations, Miss Falcon. If you want the spot, you're our new war correspondent.”

Her stomach fluttered, and she resisted the urge to cheer. “Thank you. I'll do a good job for you.”

“Hold up now, lass. You can refuse the position.”

She slipped into her seat. “Why would I want to do that?”

He leaned back in his chair causing it to squeak. “There are conditions.”

“What conditions?”

“First condition.” He held up his pointer finger and locked eyes with her. “You'll be under the protection of the Ohio Seventh Regiment and Colonel Creighton. Give me your word you'll follow his directives for your protection and the safety of his men.”

“You know I'm not good at following orders.”

“I know better than anyone, but I'm still waiting for your promise.”

Lavena tapped her fingers on the arms of her chair. “Fine, you have my word.” Why didn't O'Brady just come out with it? She’d never known him to be so evasive. “What else?”

“This is a temporary post. You'll leave the beginning of October and only have one month to prove yourself.”

“One month?” Her mouth gaped open.

O'Brady chomped hard on his cigar and held up a second finger. “Not only do you need to send me weekly stories by mail or telegraph whenever you have the chance,” he set the cigar on the edge of a highest pile of papers and allowed the ashes to flick onto the floor, “you have to get that interview. We need to hear the story of heroism and honor from the captain himself, something that will cause our lady readers to swoon and the men to enlist, or something just as sensational in his own words.”

“Of course.” A nudging doubt caused her stomach to tighten. "That's why he's dispatching me there, but why would Mr. Cowles bother with the expense of sending me for only one month?”

He stood. “Because if you don't get the interview by November first, Mr. Cowles says there are plenty of men reporters who can take your place.”

She expected as much. “So, if I don't get the story, you'll cart me back here on the next train.” Being a woman, she had to get twice the results of any reporter on the paper. “I understand. If I fail, I'll be reporting on ladies' social events for the foreseeable future. At least it's a chance.”

“No.” O'Brady walked around the desk knocking the butt of his cigar on the floor along with some of the papers. He ignored them. “If you get us an interview with Captain Macajah Jones, this post becomes permanent. If you don't, you won't have to worry about writing any stories for this newspaper ever again. You cotton my meaning, lass?”

Her face flushed. “Are you saying if I don't get this story, I'm sacked?”

O'Brady cleared his throat.

“That's not fair. I've done a good job here. Why would he discharge me?”

“It's politics.” O'Brady chewed off the end of another cigar and lit it. “This paper has always stood for equality of women and Negros, but Cowles believes a moderate approach is the best way to change things. The way you're spouting off in your news copy makes his advertisers nervous. This is an easy way to get rid of the problem.”

Her ribcage felt like it had been gripped by one of those confounded corsets she refused to wear. “I can't believe it.” She stood. “Knowing this is the only newspaper in Northeast Ohio that dares to hire a woman, he plans to give me an impossible task so he can boot me out the door?”

“I'm afraid so.” He stood, picked up the scattered papers on the floor, and piled them on the corner of the desk. His hand rested on one pile. “You don't have to do it.” He turned toward her. “Refuse his offer, and you can keep your job. I'll make sure you get the best assignments here in Cleveland. By the time I'm done, Mr. Cowles won't dare let you go.”

It was a tempting offer. Lavena took pride in doing her part to influence her community through her stories. As much as she wanted this assignment, it wasn’t worth losing her career and the chance to make a real difference.

She set a hand on the corner of O'Brady's desk to steady herself. “How long do I have to decide?”

“We make an announcement in one week. I'll need to know by then.”

Lavena had graduated at the top of her class at Oberlin College, but that didn't matter. If she was dismissed, the only job she would be able to get as a woman with a degree was as a schoolmarm or governess, and she doubted anyone would hire her. Her radical views would keep most parents from allowing her to teach their children.

Nor would she resort to becoming a telegraph operator. Two skills she’d learned to prepare for a career in journalism were shorthand and Morse code, but the idea of sitting at a table tapping out messages for other people all day made her a bit ill. Not that they’d hire a woman anyway.

Maybe it was foolish to push the boundaries further than she already had. “I'll let you know by then.”
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Chapter Three
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Lavena stood outside her apartment on the second floor above Superior Textile and Tailor, a company that made wool uniforms for soldiers. It had been a long day, and she wanted nothing more than to eat the dinner Betsy would have waiting for her and sink into her warm bed.

She wasn't ready for a conversation about why she wasn't taking the job she'd dreamed of for so long. Letting out a sigh, she opened the door and slipped through.

Betsy had cleaned up and changed into a blue, satin, hoop dress with pink roses embroidered into it and was concentrating on a pot cooking over the potbelly stove in the corner of the room. She didn't look up.

Lavena sank into a rocker by the window and leaned back her head. The banging of the looms and roaring of the sewing machines emerged through the floor competing with her thunderous thoughts. As much as she had wanted this assignment, her stomach knotted like a seaman's rope.

If she took this post, her career as a reporter would hinge on getting an interview with Captain Macajah Jones. Mr. O'Brady had made that clear. No other reporter had been able to pry more than two words out of the captain. The knots tightened. To make matters worse, she would only have one month to accomplish it.

No story, no job.

She'd gone over it a thousand times. This might be the chance of a lifetime, but she couldn't accept. If she agreed to it and failed, how would she support herself?

Nobody would hire her as a teacher after some of the articles she'd written on women's equality. She hated the idea of scratching out a living as a wash woman or a maid, but she wasn't about to crawl back to New York for her maiden aunt to support her. Marrying some man who didn’t have the gumption to enlist and fight for his country so she could be provided for was out of the question. She'd starve first.

She’d heard of some women pretending to be men and enlisting, but she would never do such a thing. She couldn’t abide lying.

That left the nursing corp, but she became nauseous at the site of blood. Besides, nursing wasn’t considered a reputable profession, and she might never be able to report the news again if she did.

Maybe that was reason enough not to go to the battlefield. Journalism was more than a way to make a living. It was a calling from God every bit as strong as her best friend America Woods’ call to the mission field.

She missed America at times like these. She could use her friend’s insight about now. Two days after William and America’s wedding, the couple left on a train bound for New York. From there, they boarded a ship bound for China. Last she’d heard, they’d opened an orphanage and a church in Ningpo.

Lavena willed her breathing to slow to a steady rhythm. She wanted to be a part of the Ohio Seventh and write this story more than she'd ever wanted anything. She'd read of the heroism of Captain Macajah Jones. Hearing his saga gave her hope there were heroes in this world, men she could trust.

Hadn't Mr. O'Brady and Father Finney, president of Oberlin College proved there were decent men in the world? What about those fighting honorably on battlefields all over the country? Not every man was like her father.

She let out a sigh. Nate's desertion had brought back all the pain, the betrayal. She'd do anything to spare her friend the torment she'd gone through.

“Supper's on,” Betsy said.

Lavena grabbed plates from the cupboard across from the stove, set the small wooden table in the middle of the room, and shook away her romantic notions of honor. Captain Jones would be no different than the others. He was probably avoiding reporters for a nefarious reason.

If he wasn't the man everyone thought him to be, she'd find out. She'd expose him as the hypocrite he was.

Another reason not to take this assignment.

It was an unusually warm day for late September, and they'd left the small window on the back wall open. The aroma of fresh bread traveled from the bakery across the street. Betsy dished out stew, cut some bread they'd bought there the day before, and sat at the table across from Lavena.

They blessed the meal, and Lavena brought a spoon full of stew to her lips.

“So, what happened?” Betsy asked. “What did Mr. O'Brady say? Did you get the job? Where are you headed? We need to sew you a new dress for the trip.”

Lavena set her spoon down without eating anything. “I didn’t exactly get the assignment.”

“I'm so sorry. I know how much you were hoping for this.”

“I didn't not get it either.”

Betsy tilted her head. “Only you could get the job and not get it at the same time.”

Lavena snorted. “I am remarkable.” As they ate, she told Betsy what happened.

“One month. That certainly doesn't give you much time. When do you leave?”

“Give me a chance to have my tea first.” Lavena poured water into the copper kettle and set it on the box stove to boil. Reaching for two teacups and saucers with yellow daffodils painted on them, she set them on the sideboard by the table.

Different tins sat on the shelf about waist high in the large wooden cupboard. Lavena chose the green tea, a soothing blend from Twinings of London, and spooned the leaves into the pot.

Most of her leaves came from a tea room on Superior Avenue close to the newspaper office. Twinings was her favorite brand, but she was running low. Because of the war shortages, she had to settle for local blends.

She loved her tea as much as Betsy loved fine clothes. Sipping good tea was almost a prayer where God held her in his arms and promised everything would be all right. Only this time, a cup of tea wouldn’t fix anything.

Like her, most Oberlin College graduates didn't use sugar, salt, coffee, or tobacco believing these products to be unhealthy and therefore ungodly. Some didn't even drink tea, but Lavena believed that was taking the austere lifestyle too far since she was sure tea was the nectar God created.

When the kettle sputtered, she poured hot water into the teapot and turned over the three-minute hourglass on the counter to time the steeping. When the sand ran through, she poured it through a strainer into the cups and sat on the bench across from Betsy.

She wrapped her hands around the cup. “I'm not accepting the job.”

Betsy lifted a single eyebrow and glared at Lavena as if she'd suddenly grown another head. “You've talked about this every day for the last three months. Of course, you're accepting the job.”

“Haven't you heard a word I've said?” Lavena flustered. “If I do this, I'll be discharged from the newspaper. How will we live without income?”

Betsy poured some tea in her saucer to cool. “You'll find a way to get that interview. Even if you don't, we have Nate's army income.”

Now it was Lavena's turn to raise an eyebrow. “Do you really think they're going to continue to pay him when he's deserted?”

Betsy's mouth formed a perfect o. “I hadn't thought of that.” She took a sip of tea. “Something will turn up. After all, we are accomplished women. There aren't many female college graduates.”

“As long as I don't take this assignment, we don't have to worry about it. I'll still have my job at the newspaper, and Mr. O'Brady has promised me better stories. No more Cleveland Ladies Society meetings or dog shows if I stay.”

“I suppose there's nothing you can do about Nate then.” Betsy stood and looked out the open window.

Lavena took a sip of tea, relieved Betsy was being sensible about this. “I wish I could help, but it's impossible.”

“I’ll volunteer to become a nurse for the Union Army in Tennessee. There was an advertisement in the newspaper looking for applicants. Since I worked for a doctor when I was at Oberlin College, I’m sure they will accept me.”

“Betsy, you can't.” Lavena stood. “Being a nurse in wartime is different than working for a small-town doctor. You don't know what it's like out there.”

“Doesn't matter. My mind is made up.” Betsy dabbed her eyes with her handkerchief.

Lavena let out a snort. “And how do you plan to get there? It’s a long way to walk.”

“I’m sure they’ll provide transportation to Chattanooga. If they don't, I’ll buy a rig and drive down there on my own.”

Lavena's mouth gaped open. “You're going to drive a horse and buggy clear to Tennessee in the middle of a war? Have you lost your senses?”

Betsy shrugged. “I have to do something.”

“You need to face facts.” Lavena placed a hand on Betsy's shoulder. She hated to be so direct, but in this case, it was a kindness. “You can't do anything to save your husband now.”

Betsy's eyes narrowed, but she spoke in a calm manner that shook Lavena more than if she'd yelled or sobbed. “I don't care what Captain Jones, or the US Army, or you say. Nate didn't desert, and he didn't betray his country. He would have died first. If you won't help me, I'll do what I have to do to prove it.”

Lavena let out a sigh. “Why are you so sure?”

“I know my husband.” Betsy pressed her lips together. “His causes were always more important to him than I was. He never really wanted to settle down. I honestly don’t know why he married me. He was too busy fighting for a better nation without me instead of starting a family with me.”

“Nate adored you, but he wanted a land where freedom and opportunity are available to all men regardless of their color.” Lavena poured some tea in her saucer to cool. She didn’t want to admit it, but there was a ring of truth in what Betsy said. It didn't make sense for him to desert.

Betsy sipped her tea. “Did you know he almost got entangled with John Brown and the Harper Ferry Raid?”

Lavena gasped. She did hear rumors Nate was involved somehow, but she never believed them. “What happened?”

“Mr. Brown contacted him when he was in jail for the Oberlin Wellington rescue, but Nate didn't go through with it. I thought he changed his mind because of me, but I had nothing to do with it. A month later, he took off to Tennessee to rescue slaves. When he finally did come back, he promised he would stay put.”

“You could have gone with him.”

“I wanted to. I begged him to let me come along, but he wouldn't hear of it. He said I was too delicate for a dangerous mission like this.” Betsy lifted her pinkie as she took a sip of tea. “I'm stronger than he thinks I am.”

“Then you should have carried on with your life instead of waiting for him. You could have gone to medical school and become a doctor.”

Betsy's shoulders heaved.

Lavena saw she was upsetting her friend and tried to soften her tone. “I know you were angry, but I thought you'd resolved things. When he enlisted, you went to the train station to see him off.”

“That's not why I was there. I told him, if he left me, not to bother coming home.” A sob came from Betsy's lips. “You know Nate. He said this had nothing to do with his love for me, and I succumbed to his charms—again. After the train pulled out and his allure wore off, I decided to show him I meant what I said.”

Lavena set her cup down. “What did you do?”

“He wrote letters, but I ignored them.” Betsy picked up her teacup to take a sip but pulled it back before it reached her lips. “A few months ago, I wrote to him and told him if I received any more letters, I'd burn them.”

“Oh Bets.”

Her teacup rattled. “When I received the post saying he deserted, I knew it wasn't true. If he had any doubts about what he was doing, he wouldn't have risked his marriage.”

Lavena stood and looked out the window trying to think of a way to help. Smoke billowed from the restaurant chimney like Indian smoke signals but didn't provide any answers. “Maybe your husband isn't the man you thought he was. After hearing about his desertion, I wonder if he really did rescue slaves in Tennessee. Maybe he reunited with his family and was too ashamed to admit he'd changed his mind.”

“No! He wouldn’t.” Betsy set her cup on the table. “His father disowned him, and he hated him for it. If he did desert, it had nothing to do with that. It's because of what I wrote.” Her eyes watered, and she dabbed them with her pink handkerchief. “It's all my fault. Oh, Lavena, if they catch him... What am I going to do?”

“If he took the cowardly way out, that's because of his own shortcomings, not yours.”

Betsy blew her nose and stared at her hands. Then she gazed at Lavena, the resolve evident in her eyes. “Looks like he's not the only one. You were set on becoming a war correspondent, and you're shrinking back because you might lose your precious job.”

“That's not fair. It's not the same thing at all.”

“I don't know.” Betsy gave a half-grin, “It sounds like Nate's not the only one taking the cowardly way out. I guess those grand words about being a part of it all were just words.”

Lavena's cheeks burned. “Fiddlesticks.” She'd never thought of herself as a coward. The awareness of it made her nauseous.

“All my life, people have treated me like a delicate flower as if I can’t do anything on my own. That’s why I went to Oberlin College, to prove I had the fortitude to do something important, but you and Nate treat me the same way. Just because I wear fine clothes and want to be a wife and a mother doesn’t mean I can’t rise to the occasion. You may be too afraid to go down there and find out what's going on, but I'm not.”

Was it possible she’d misjudged Betsy? Her confidence in her husband made her stronger than Lavena ever thought she could be. Betsy, like Lavena, knew what it was like to have her heart crushed by a man, but she still had the courage to trust him.

Lavena pressed her lips together. She’d never backed down from a challenge before. She needed to get this story from Captain Jones and to find out what happened to Nate no matter what the cost. Hopefully what she found wouldn’t crush her friend. “I'm taking the job.”
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Chapter Four
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September 30

Lavena stepped into the hallway outside her apartment. Mr. O'Brady had tried to convince her to change her mind, telling her, she didn't have to prove anything to him, but she needed to do this, not only to succeed at her career and advance equality for women, but to find out the truth for Betsy.

He'd finally given his blessing and announced the assignment in the newsroom. The anger and frustration of the men who were being considered for the assignment choked the air out of the room, but after a few tense moments, they’d congratulated her.

Mr. O’Brady spent the rest of the day giving her instructions and warning her once again she only had until the beginning of November to get that interview, as if she needed reminded. The Ohio Seventh had been ordered to join Grant's troops in Chattanooga. She would catch up with their train in Columbus on October first. She would obey all orders given to her by Union officers, and she wouldn’t get in the way during any skirmishes.

He had ended the lecture with a warning she would answer to him if she got herself wounded or killed. She thought about asking how she would answer to him if she were killed, but she’d held her tongue.

When Betsy had found out where Lavena was headed, she’d been thrilled. Lavena would end up only a few miles from the Teagan Plantation where Nate's family lived. Betsy was sure it was an answer to prayer. Lavena wished she could agree.

Wearing a pink hoop-skirt dress and a wide-brimmed hat with matching pink ribbons, Betsy waited for her by the stairwell holding an embroidered pink-flowered handkerchief in one hand and some letters in the other.

Lavena clutched her carpetbag, feeling more nervous than she had the first day she attended Oberlin College. She normally considered herself a confident woman, but this venture made her knees weaken.

What if she found out Nate had deserted? Betsy would be devastated. Lavena had to admit she would be just as distraught if she didn't get the interview with Captain Jones. Her journalism career was too important to her to throw away on a fool’s errand.

Mr. O'Brady had told her the Seventh regiment would provide a tent and food rations but not much else, so she'd packed a couple of camp dresses, a blanket, and the supplies she needed.

She also brought the blue and green flowered Turkish bloomer outfit she’d made in college. It included bloomer trousers gathered at the ankles with a ruffle for modesty and a day dress covering it to the knees. It was practical, and she believed one day, women all over the country would be wearing trousers.

Lavena had packed away her bloomers when she became a reporter. People tended to be uncomfortable when she wore them, and she needed them to relax when she interviewed them. On the battlefield, she was sure she could make use of them again.

She’d also packed three containers of her favorite tea leaves, a tin cup, a small cookpot, and a small copper teapot. She may have been going to war, but she wouldn't go without her tea. It could be the only comfort she had.

“This is it.” She turned around so Betsy could inspect her.

Even if she was traveling to the battle lines in time of war and should wear her usual austere clothing, train travel was exciting and called for something more festive. She wore her Sunday best for the journey, a dark green wool day dress with moderately spacious sleeves, a jeweled neckline with white piping, and a skirt whose width wasn't too cumbersome. Her brown wool tweed coat completed the look and would provide the warmth she needed as winter months approached.

She even wore her hair in a bun wrapped in a snood instead of braiding it like she normally did. She was pleased with the way it turned out. Ladylike, but practical.

“I don't know.” Betsy tapped a knuckle against her mouth. “You look lovely, but I still think you should wear my blue velvet frock.”

“If I wore dresses as full as yours, the enemy wouldn't have a chance. All I'd have to do is prance around in the field, and your skirts would plow down more Johnny Rebs than a hundred cannons.”

Betsy's eyes watered.

A lump formed in Lavena's throat. When would she ever learn to hold her tongue? “Besides, I'm too small to wear your dresses, and we didn’t have time to take it in for me.”

Betsy nodded and dabbed her eyes. “Before you go, I have two letters for you.”

“Two?” Lavena's Aunt Martha wrote her weekly. A heaviness gripped her chest. She could only think of one other person who would write. She wasn't ready to read any letters from him.

Betsy handed her an envelope. “This one's for you.”

Lavena read her aunt’s return address in the corner and let out a sigh of relief.

“The other is for Nate.” Betsy gave her the letter. It was folded and had his name written on the outside of the paper. “I don’t mind if you read it, but if you find him, give it to him. Let him know I love him. I'll always love him.”

“I'll find out what I can, but I doubt I'll be delivering any letters.”

“His family’s plantation is near Chattanooga. You might find him there.”

“It's unlikely unless he plans to join the enemy.”

Betsy handed her another folded paper. “I've written directions to the Teagan Plantation.”

Lavena gaped at her. “You expect me to go traipsing through enemy territory to find a deserter on Confederate land?”

Betsy shrugged. “You're a newspaper reporter. I thought you'd follow a story no matter where it leads.”

“You expect too much. Besides, if I find him, it could mean his apprehension and execution.”

Betsy waved her hand. “You won't turn him in. Just give him the letter. Then write me, and I'll join him.”

“What?” Lavena could hardly believe what she was hearing. “You’ll join him on his father’s Confederate plantation? That’s treason. Are you crazy?”

“He’s my husband. I’ll do what I have to, but you'll see. This is all a misunderstanding.”

“I might not even find him there.”

“In the meantime, I’ll apply to join a nursing corp for Tennessee. They’ll find me some transportation there.”

This misguided loyalty her friend felt toward her husband would crush her. Lavena let out a sigh. She knew what it was like to have her heart crushed by dishonorable men.

*****
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CAPTAIN CAGE LISTENED to the chugging to the train's wheels barreling through the wooded hillsides of West Virginia. His leg cramped, and since he didn't have room to stretch it out sitting wedged among forty of his men, he stood and leaned against the wall.

His stomach rumbled. They'd stopped to eat dinner, but even the smell of food threatened to make him sick.

Even here, carnage followed the men of the Ohio Seventh Regiment. As they trundled into Grafton, a sergeant known as Santa jumped off the train and slipped before it had rolled to a stop.

They left the man behind to have his leg amputated.

Colonel William Creighton, his young commanding officer, stepped through the crowded car as Cage and his soldiers, stood, saluted, and squeezed to the sides to make room for him.

The colonel stopped in front of Captain Cage, stood at attention, and returned the salute. “At ease. Step outside with me for a moment, Captain.”

Cage relaxed his shoulders and followed the colonel onto the platform between his car and the officer’s car. The platform rattled under his feet, and he kept a hand gripped on the railing.

He hadn't been sleeping well, never did on a train. Hopefully the colonel would require a duty that would cause him to collapse into exhaustion and dreamless sleep – one where he didn't hear the screams.

“At the last stop, we received a telegram.” Creighton wiped the back of his neck with his hand. “This order comes from General Archibald Reese himself, Captain. I expect you to obey it.”

Cage tensed. “I'll do anything required of me, Sir. You know that.”

“A man named Falcon is boarding the train tomorrow.” The colonel glared at Cage. “I'm assigning him to your company. You'll give him every courtesy.”

Cage tugged on his right ear, the one with the scar that trekked across his right cheek to his chin. The scar itched at times. It itched now.

Creighton's green eyes remained fixed. “Mr. Falcon knows Lieutenant Teagan's wife and is interested in finding out more about the desertion.”

“I’m still concerned about your plan, Sir. Too many things could go wrong.”

“You've already made your reservations known,” Colonel Creighton said. “I expect you to be
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