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For Amos and Elizabeth Sanders, the absence of their precious son, Andrew, brings sorrow and pain. Yet a twist of fate gives them something far greater. A short story.
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Author’s Note:

This is the first fiction I formally published. Released in 2011, it has been edited twice since then. When I decided to release it as a single this year, I was tempted to edit it a third time but have decided to leave it as is. 

It seems fitting to re-release it in time for Memorial Day 2021, a decade later. My heart behind its words is stronger now than ever. God bless the soldier, who gives of his all for a nation’s cause. You are honored here.
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I dedicate this book to all those killed in wars, those who remain missing, and those who somehow survived it.

It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which they who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced. It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us—that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion—that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain ...

Abraham Lincoln

November 19, 1863

In great deeds something abides. On great fields something stays. Forms change and pass; bodies disappear; but spirits linger to consecrate ground for the vision-place of souls ... This is the great reward of service. To live, far out and on, in the life of others ... to live life’s best for such high sake that it shall be found again unto life eternal. 

Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain

October 3, 1889

But, oh Sarah! If the dead can come back to this earth and flit unseen around those they loved, I shall always be near you; in the gladdest days and in the darkest nights ... always, always. And if there be a soft breeze upon your cheek, it shall be my breath, and as the cool air fans your throbbing temple, it shall be my spirit passing by. Sarah, do not mourn me dead; think I am gone and wait for me, for we shall meet again. 

Sullivan Ballou

July 14, 1861, One week before his death
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CHAPTER 1
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May 1864

“How’s he lookin’?” the Old Man queried, and he spat on the filthy ground. If he could smell it any longer, the stench of the place might knock him flat. But he’d been locked up too long, here at the Florence Stockade and in Andersonville Prison before that.

“Not well,” said the skinny fellow nearby.

Skinny? Well, they were all that. Prison in the South was hell on earth. Starvation was an unpleasant fact, and so was sickness and disease, and that was what now claimed the young boy.

The Boy moaned in his delirium, “Ma ...”

“Yeah boy,” the Old Man reached over and patted his arm. “We all want our mother.”

Old Man couldn’t remember his. She’d run off when he was four, and he’d been raised by his father. He missed having a mother, though. Some things a child needed, only his mother could give.

“I’d like a steak!” came a voice. 

He turned his head. That was the kid who called himself Hungry. He was always doing this.

“Don’t start that again!” the Old Man said crossly and whacked him upside the head.

“I’m just sayin’!” Hungry grumbled, rubbing his sore head.

“Doesn’t do us any good talkin’ that way!” said Skinny. “We’ll all die here! Boy gets the easy way out.”

Silence descended. This was the truth. There wasn’t any easy way out. Either sickness or time would get them. Good men here, bad men too, for that matter, died every day.

What a shame someone so young had to suffer. Only 16 and his life all but snuffed out. He was fond of the Boy. He’d shown up in the Union ranks one day, nervous as a cat. His uniform two sizes too big, his gun as tall as he was, he’d stood there shaking and trembling. So, Old Man had taken him in.

How sad, his death. The Boy had fought in only one battle before they’d been captured.

In the wrong place at the wrong time, Old Man mused.

Patriotism and belief in the Union cause had made him sign up. Look where that had gotten him!

He’d been a strong one, the Boy, at least with his mind. Wow, could he talk! They’d sat around many a campfire, listening as he spouted out facts the likes of which no one had heard before.

Full of book learnin’, that one.

Old Man shook his head. Not all the books in the world, or shiny buttons on uniforms, not flags or drumbeats, help you in battle when the smoke and the trees obscure your view and the noise shatters your hearing. They won’t make you a soldier.

No, courage comes when you stare the enemy down. Johnny Reb comes at you screamin’ that awful yell, you gotta remain calm in spite of it. 

Old Man sank in his thoughts.

He should know. A long-time soldier, he’d served in the Mexican War, then retired to his home. With the conflict in the South, he’d re-enlisted. 

“That war won’t last,” some had said. “One battle and we’re done.”

Old Man had said differently. He’d served with some of the men they fought against. Men with determination and skill.

Tough ol’ birds, those Southerners. Three years later, the war ongoing, and he was proven right. Too bad, it hadn’t stopped sooner though. Too bad for the Boy.

Old Man took turns with the others at the Boy’s side that night. At least, He and Skinny did. Hungry slept too hard. Time crawled by. Around them, the sounds of the camp, crying, coughing, and groaning, replaced the hum of crickets and the calls of nighthawks. 

What a miserable place. Andersonville had been far worse. He couldn’t believe he wasn’t dead from that already. Most of his regiment never made it out. Scurvy claimed some – their teeth fell out and their bones became brittle until they couldn’t walk any more. Others, like the Boy, came down with dysentery or malaria. Once the sickness had you, you were dead. One fellow soldier, in desperation, had crossed the dead-line and been shot. You didn’t cross the dead-line without that happening.

They thought they’d destroy us. But he’d stayed alive, and he’d kept these friends of his alive, just to spite them.

Sometime right before dawn, as the faintest of faint light glowed in the sky, the end came. The Boy was gone. Old Man sighed. It never got easier lookin’ death in the face. You never get used to it. You never got used to the loneliness or the longing for home either.

Old Man wanted to be home with his wife. He missed her smile and her jolly laugh. He wanted to see his son, a lad a little younger than the Boy. He’d like to go fishing. 

His mind drifted far away into a daydream. Daydreams passed the time and dulled the heartache. Out on the banks of the creek, young Tad’s hand in his, he stood with a pole in his grip. The sky shone above them a brilliant blue, and the soft green of spring leaves whispered in the breeze. 

Tad looked up and smiled. “Daddy, we gonna catch fish today?”

“Yeah son, we’re gonna catch fish.”

“Fish?” Hungry’s voice interrupted his thoughts. “Now who’s doin’ it!”

Whack! Old Man smacked him again.
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JUNE 1865

Old Man stared at the ceiling, unable to believe he was alive. The prison at Florence had released him and a crowd of others. Just like that, he was free.
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