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  CHAPTER ONE




   




  Hooker had lost faith in Hooker. If there had ever been a general of an army that had been beaten, cuffed, and humiliated in the history of armed conflict more than General ‘Fightn’ Joe’ Hooker, it would have to be an extreme rarity. His confidence in his own ability to lead an army had unraveled during the recent battle of Chancellorsville. His reputation was shattered as badly as the Army of the Potomac that he had so proudly led into the thick woods of Virginia. The Army of the Potomac had once again become the commissary arm of the Army of Northern Virginia fulfilling the ancient military maxim, “To the victor belongs the spoils.”




  Blankets, rifles, shoes, haversacks filled with spare clothing and coffee, and ammunition pouches lay scattered in mute testimony to the speed in which the northern boys had sacredly resolved to save themselves from annihilation. The Union could always be saved later.




  Private Thomas Sawyer shifted unsteadily on his feet. Sweat tended to obscure his vision causing him to squint. This morning’s ersatz coffee had left a bitter taste in his mouth and had given him a terrible bout of heartburn. The morning mist fought a losing battle with the creeping rays of the sun that filtered through the treetops and showered below on the uneasy lines of men clad in butternut brown and gray.




  They were drawn up to witness the execution of a soldier from their division. The condemned man had been convicted of desertion under fire, attempted murder, and robbery. During the fighting at Chancellorsville, the man’s regiment had been positioned near an old unfinished railroad cut in the woods. Federal forces had outflanked his regiment and had cut it to pieces. Many soldiers had run to escape certain death or capture. The unfortunate soldier had had the bad luck of being recognized by a group of staff officers who had disciplined him in the past for striking an officer and saw in his headlong flight from battle a perfect opportunity to make an example of him.




  It didn't matter to these staff officers that his decision to run had been tactically correct. It didn't matter that many from his own company had run as well or that many in the regiment had been captured or killed. What mattered was that he had shamefully run from the enemy early in the fight and had been seen by nearly everyone. And of course, to make matters worse, he had been captured by Provost Guards, men specifically ordered to catch stragglers and deserters and had grievously wounded one and had escaped. He had then robbed a medical supply wagon at gunpoint and had proceeded to get gloriously drunk on the medicinal whiskey. This was his undoing. He was apprehended, tried in a court-martial and sentenced to die by firing squad.




  The assembled soldiers were disgruntled and hungry this morning. Although most of the pickings on the battlefield had been gone over days earlier, most of them would have much preferred to be wandering around looking for things that may have been overlooked from burial parties or ordinance men. A gathering like this only meant that others, particularly rear echelon mule drivers and maggots would have the last chance for the thin pickings that may be left.




  The gathered host was, therefore, in a foul mood. Everyone gathered in the clearing to witness the execution hoped the condemned man wouldn't botch it by carrying on and delaying the inevitable. In the same clearing, called Hazel Grove by the local people, the Federal Army had attempted to stave off the murderous attention being paid to it by Thomas ‘Stonewall’ Jackson. The Federal forces had assembled a battery of field artillery here when the Union center collapsed and the left flank of their army had rolled up like a scroll. They had tried to center the line and had failed. However, the artillery had bought the time needed for the entire Union Army to escape total destruction, but at a terrible cost in Northern lives.




  Scattered around the clearing were shattered artillery caissons, broken wheels, ruptured cannons and dead horses and equipment of every imaginable sort. Most of anything of use had already been picked over by ordinance and quartermaster personnel. Under a few inches of dry loose baked red Virginia soil lay youngsters from Massachusetts, Connecticut, Ohio, New Jersey, and New York. In a few spots near the edges of the grove where the wounded had been brought to die beneath the shade of the trees, a fist poked up out of a too shallow grave. Dark brown spots on the green grass still attracted flies. A breeze swept the tops of the trees bringing with it the mixed smell of dogwood trees and putrefaction.




  “I wished that they would get this over with,” Tom said as he wiped the sweat from his brow with his sleeve. The soldier standing in ranks next to Tom burped loudly. Private Huck Finn swayed from the recoil of his violent belch.




  “Excuse the pig, the hog is a’ gruntin’,” Huck said.




  “This whole sha-bang isn’t right. Making us stand in rank and wait practically all morning like this here to see a man put down like a damned sick old dog,” Tom replied, ignoring his friends attempt at levity.




  “What do you think they should do with him?” Huck asked. “Do you think they should give him a ten feet head start and tell him to cut back an’ forth right quick?” Huck stared straight ahead trying to avoid being spotted talking in ranks. He spoke out of the corner of his mouth.




  “Let me tell you, Tom. It don’t matter if they string a rope around his neck and swing him from a sour apple tree or if they sit him down a cracker box and send him to the Almighty full of lead shot. It don’t matter. They already done made up their minds. It’s all a done deed. The waitin’ part is for our benefit. All this here is supposed to bother you, to make you think hard about runnin’ durin’ a fight. That’s why it don’t matter an’ that’s why they make us wait out here like this.”




  Sergeant Rawlings quickly walked down the line of men and stood in front of the pair. He glared angrily at them.




  “I should have knowed it was you two jackasses jabberin’ away. Keep your traps shut an’ your eyes to the front or so help me when this is done with I will make you eat your own livers.” He stared at Huck almost eyeball to eyeball with him before he turned and strode angrily away from him.




  “I sure as hell would like to know how he manages to pop up like that all the time. It ain’t natural. It’s as if he’s some kinda’ spook or haint. He comes at you right out of thin air, I swear,” Huck muttered under his breadth.




  The idea of eating anything, especially liver, made Huck’s stomach churn. He fought back desperately against a gag reflex that was hitting him in waves. His belly was awash in bile, the result of his having eaten too many green ears of corn the previous night. He started to say something but instead tried to cover his mouth to hold back the vomit he felt welling up in his throat. He jackknifed forward and his rifle dropped from his grasp and hit the ground. He quickly stooped over to retrieve it and vomited all over his feet. Whistles, laughter and catcalls began immediately from those nearest him witnessing his plight. Rawlings once again stomped down the line of men towards Tom and Huck.




  “Order in the ranks,” he shouted. “You are at attention and not on a church social. No talkin’ or stirrin’ in the ranks. The next man that I hear laugh will wisht’ he was never born. It had better be quiet damned quick so that I can hear a mouse fart in the woods if I so desire.”




  All was quiet again. Everyone stared blankly ahead as the sergeant walked over to Huck and whispered something in his ear. Rawlings smiled and walked back to his place at the end of the line of soldiers. He glanced at Huck with a smug look and then spotted Captain Cobb who was beginning to display interest and irritation at this most recent breach of military protocol and good taste.




  Captain Theodocius Cobb was one of Virginia’s proud aristocracies, a member of the Tidewater planter’s class who could trace his ancestry to a particular manor house outside of London. His grandfather had been a close friend of George Washington. He came from wealth and privilege and held in low regard anyone not from his social strata. He had learned that Tom and Huck hailed from Missouri and he viewed them both as backwoods savages. He was not at all surprised that it was they who were acting badly in formation. He looked in annoyance at the pair and then at Sergeant Rawlings.




  The sergeant puffed out his chest like a peacock in an attempt to appear taller when he noticed the captain’s attention was focused on him. He stood ramrod straight in an effort to impress his superior officer. After his little private chat with Huck, Rawlings had looked like he was experiencing beatific visions. The sergeant felt himself clever and all powerful and glowed happily as he thought of a fitting punishment for Huck. He felt himself to be indispensable in the running of company C, a man destined for great achievements and everlasting fame. In his innermost being he felt that Cobb respected and trusted him. He imagined after the war that the good Captain would perhaps reward all the years of service with him with an important job on one of the captain’s vast plantations. Captain Cobb studied Rawlings for a brief moment reflecting on how big an ass the man truly was.




  Tom whispered carefully to his friend when he knew that the sergeant’s attention was elsewhere.




  “What did that pain in the ass have to say?” he asked.




  “He said that he hopes I like my liver with onions.”




  Tom’s eyes widened in surprise.




  “That ain’t good,” he said.




  From the rear of the assembled men, drums started crashing a loud roll. As the dead-man’s march started, everyone’s attention was riveted at the appearance and movement of the firing squad. They marched smartly to their assigned positions a few yards from where the coffin and pre-dug grave were. They stood at attention waiting for their next cue. Starting from the rear of the regiment and walking slowly towards the firing squad came the regimental chaplain and the condemned man. Lieutenant Custiss and Colonel Edmonds followed a few steps behind them.




  The condemned man, Private Archibald Conboy, was a pathetic looking figure. His hands and legs were shackled and he hopped forward in little steps. The chaplain, taking into consideration his abnormal gait, was forced in turn to take the same rabbit like hops. Chaplain Janes was exhausted. He had stayed up all night listening patiently to the complaints, protests, and fears of the condemned man. Archibald had vehemently raged into the night. Archibald had insisted that it was all a case of mistaken identity. When this had failed to create the intended results, Archibald then had claimed that a mini-ball had creased his skull rendering him temporarily crazy and bereft of a memory. His eyes were wild looking. It was apparent to Chaplain Janes that Archibald was going to make a spectacle of himself. It was the chaplain’s job to see that he did not.




  Gripping the prisoner’s arm tightly, Chaplain Janes could feel the man’s panic rising like a fever. Archie walked towards the grave spasmodically.




  “Archibald,” Chaplain Janes said soothingly, “don’t look at them. Look at me. Remember what we spoke of this morning. You are forgiven by the Most High. You are a new man in the eyes of the Lord. You are as innocent to him as a new born baby. You do not need the approval of man when you are in the approval of the Almighty.”




  “I wisht’ I was a little old baby right now, parson. They don’t shoot little baby boys by firing squad,” Archie whimpered. The Chaplain swallowed nervously.




  “A little courage now is all it will take,” the Chaplain whispered. Archie continued hopping towards the grave.




  “The Good Lord has placed you in his loving hands this day and will not cause you to suffer the pains of eternal damnation or the pains of man. You must believe this, my son.”




  Archibald’s head was swiveling around like an owl as he searched the formations of men for a familiar face. He desperately looked for someone from home as he shuffled towards the waiting coffin. However, all of his company and friends were positioned on the far left of the grave and he could not make any of them out. His panic rose by the second as he neared the coffin where he was to be seated. Chaplain Janes began to read from his opened Bible.




  “Parson Janes, You got to make them understand,” Archie pleaded. He grabbed the Chaplains arm with his manacled hands.




  “This here is all a mistake. Yassuh, it is true that I quit the fight and yassuh, it is true I shot that damned Provo fella an’ robbed him, but I didn’t kill him. It was self defense. Why hell, Parson, them fellas were set to kick my head round. I was drunk on top of it all. I shot him is all. The fella should know that it comes with the job. You got to tell someone that I was fixin’ on comin’ back after the heat died down. That’s the truth. I swear. I jest’ needed a few days to clear my head an’ I would have come right back, yes siree-Bob. Tell someone important like an’ let’s make by-gones be by-gones.”




  Chaplain Janes looked into Archie’s frantic fear filled orbs and saw that he had failed as a chaplain. Archie was going to ruin everything. Instead of a sense of peace and resignation in Archie’s eyes, there stood defiantly a spark of hope blended in with quite a bit of pure terror. Chaplain Janes knew that this was a dangerous combination in a condemned prisoner and tried desperately to control his own rising fear.




  “Iff’n they was, lets say, to give me another chance, why I will safely say nothin’ of the likes will nary happen again, on my soul,” Archie smiled. “I knows that you are good with words. Alls you gotta’ do is say somethin’ smart like to the Colonel here an’ everything will get fixed. All this God awful whoop jamboree ain’t necessary at’all. Please parson, tell the Colonel somethin’ smart like as to how I was fixin’ on comin’ on back. I swear on my good mother’s soul, may she rest in peace, that he has my word that this will never happen agin’. I was always a good soldier. Ask anybody, for heavens sake.”




  Archie’s eyes darted to the coffin and then to the horrible yawning pit. Chaplain Janes was lost for words and instead continued to read from his Bible.




  Archie remained confident that the parson would save him. Lieutenant Custiss and Colonel Edmonds joined them. Lieutenant Custiss offered him a blindfold.




  “Now lets all holt’ on a minute, Lootenant. I don’ t believe I’ll be needn’ no blindfold, sir. Let’s not rush things here. The parsons was jest’ goin’ to have a few words with the General, so you can put that danged thing away. We won't be need'n any of this so might I suggest to y’all to dismiss the whole gathrin’. Right, parson?”




  Two men grabbed Archie by his elbows and led him to the coffin.




  “Let’s us all holt’ on a danged minute, boys,” he protested.




  He stared dumbly at the chaplain. Somewhere in his mind, a voice screamed for him to run but he knew there was to be no escape. The Lieutenant then forced Archie to sit on the coffin as the chaplain continued to pray over him. Archie could see the firing squad that was at his front and was distracted from studying their faces when Colonel Edmonds appeared holding a large paper in his hands. Things were happening quickly, much too fast for the likes of the condemned man and he felt his life slipping away from him. He began to finally realize that the end was fast approaching. The trial, the court-martial and the last few hours sped through his mind in a blur.




  “May God have mercy on your soul. May the Lord take you to His bosom this day and may you rest in perpetual light with Him and all the souls of the departed, Amen,” the chaplain wearily intoned with as much care and concern that he was able.




  “Parson?” Archie said weakly.




  Chaplain Janes stepped to the side as Colonel Edmonds began to read from the large sheet of paper that he held in his hands. Archie's eyes were as big as saucers and his mouth hung open.




  “Private Archibald. P. Conboy, the court has found you guilty of desertion under fire, robbery and the attempted murder of a Provost Guard. The penalty of death to be carried out this day, the offenses being capital crimes and the penalty to be death by firing squad in the proscribed manner of military justice. Would you have anything to say before the sentence is carried out?”




  Colonel Edmond’s eyes pleaded for Archie to remain quiet, but Archie felt that he must somehow make them all see reason. When he glanced over and saw the distraught face of Chaplain Janes all of his energy flowed out of his body. That look said it all. Edmonds sternly looked at Archie as their eyes met.




  “Yes, I kinda figger I do. You'all know what kinda’ spot we was in that day. The Yankees seemed to pop out the danged ground, there was so many of them. They kept on comin’. We fit’ them hard, but it wasn't no good. I ran, but so did the whole damned company for that matter, those that was breathin’ and still able. You’all know this. I want everybody to know that I ain’t no dang cowart’. I only done what any normal person with common good sense would have done. I know what this here is all about and it ain’t got to do with runnin’. It's because I slapped that prissy captain in the mouth and he deserved it.”




  Archie seemed placid now, more than Chaplain Janes had ever seen him be.




  “I ain't never had a bit of luck, no how. The way I figger’, better it be here and now than later. That's all I gotta’ say. Good luck to all of yer’ an no hard feelins’,” Archie said loudly. He sat back down on the coffin.




  Colonel Edmonds sighed with relief. He stiffly turned away and marched to the left of the coffin. The sun made little splotches of light dance on the brown wood of the coffin. Archie Conboy squinted in the direction of the firing squad. Birds sang cheerily in the trees.




  “Ready...,” the Lieutenant shouted.




  “Aim.”




  The firing squad lifted their rifles to their shoulders. All in a matter of seconds, the Lieutenant lifted his sword skyward as thirteen men looked down their gun-sights at Archibald Conboy.




  Suddenly, as if inspired with a revelation, Archie stood up to his full height and with his manacled hands stretched as wide as he was able yelled for all the world to hear. It was a plaintiff yell of wild defiance.




  “I was a fixin' on a comin' back!”




  “Fire.”




  The Lieutenant’s sword flashed downward in a lightning arc as the rifles all discharged together. The shots hit Archie like an invisible fist and he somersaulted over the coffin, his feet whipping over his head as gravity deposited him in the pre-dug grave. A vapor like trail of dust curled out of the earth.




  Everyone stood in silent awe over what they had witnessed. No one had ever seen anyone act in the manner that Archie had and they were stunned. Then, in ragged unison, a cheer started and ran the length of the ranks. Hats were thrown into the air as men from Archie's Division started a rebel yell that could be heard for miles. Cheer after cheer sounded from their throats like a claxon call as men began to chant his name. Colonel Edmonds looked at Chaplain Janes and offered him his hand.




  “Good job, Chaplain, good job indeed, well done. I must say, however, unless his name is Lazarus instead of Conboy, I daresay that he will not be coming back any time too soon.”




  “Amen to that, Colonel,” the chaplain said with weariness and wonder in his voice. Lieutenant Custiss returned his sword to its sheath and in a loud voice yelled to a sergeant to dismiss all present company of the firing party. Other officers in the ranks started to restore order. Sergeants roared in turn to their companies as commands were passed up and down the formation of soldiers. They all came to attention and waited to be dismissed. When it was Tom and Huck's turn to be dismissed, they turned and started back to their bivouac area.




  “You gotta hand it to Archie. He died game,” Huck said.




  Tom looked at Huck with surprise.




  “You mean he died like game. Shot down like a scared rabbit,” he said with disgust.




  The walk back to their bivouac area was a long one and they started trudging back. Huck remained silent, sensing the anger in his friend. The man had died well, he thought. At least he hadn’t been sniveling and carrying on or crying for his dear mother like some he had witnessed. Finally, the silence grew too much for him.




  “You think he died like a scairt’ rabbit?” Huck asked, watching Tom's face carefully for any telltale signs of anger. Tom betrayed little emotion as he adjusted the weight of his rifle to his right shoulder.




  “Of course he did,” Tom said calmly. “Let me ask you a question now. Do you think he was fixin’ to come back after his unofficial furlough?”




  “I don't rightly know. What do they call it when a man is dyin’ and he confesses to a crime? Ain't that called a deathbed confession and ain’t they lawful? Ain't that jest what he did? If that’s the case then, maybe he was fixin’ to come back.”




  “Archie punched Captain Cobb in the mouth. They were looking for a reason to settle his hash. If he was smart, he should have kept on runnin’ and not got caught the way he did. I don’t believe he was plannin’ on ever comin’ back. He was just plain scared. He would have said anything if he thought it would get him off at this point. He would have claimed to be Jefferson Davis if he thought it would save him. Look, I ain’t sayin’ what he did was wrong. I'm sayin’ they shouldn’t shoot a man when his nerves give way. From what I understand, he was justified in getting out of that damned ditch he was in. That regiment was in a bind. They were outflanked. Only makes sense in what he did. Archie wasn't the only one to run that day. Like he said, the whole company ran. They made an example out of him, for punchin’ the daylights out of Captain Cobb.”




  Huck knew what Tom was saying was true. He scratched at his crotch as he walked along. The body lice moved in accordance with a will of their own. Scratching just moved the concentrations about and temporarily eased the itching.




  “He died scairt’ but I ain't findin’ no fault in him, mind you,” Tom said thoughtfully “When the bullets start flyin’, I get so scared that I feel like running too. I am not criticizing him on running. His downfall was getting drunk. If he had been a little smarter, he might have had a chance on getting away.”




  Huck carefully weighed what Tom was saying.




  “Shootin’ a fella doesn’t do any of us any good. There are plenty of fellas that head for home everyday and spectacles like we were just forced to witness surely don’t stop them. The whole damned thing this morning was sick.” Tom stopped in mid stride and looked skyward.




  “The revolution just goes on eating its own children,” he said dramatically. Huck abruptly stopped.




  “Who's eatin’ what?”




  “Never mind. It ain't important anymore,” Tom said, wishing to change the subject of their conversation. Huck was totally confused by what Tom had said. This was an occurrence that happened regularly. Huck blamed this on Tom’s having read too many books when he was younger. Pap had told him years ago that reading tended to drive a man crazy in time. He was accustomed to the way Tom’s thought process worked but was often mystified by how he phrased things. He did not proceed with it any further. He did question how Tom could even think of eating. He must have a cast iron stomach, he thought.




  They had shared a feast of green corn the other night. Huck's stomach was in open rebellion now as it gurgled and rolled. Bile once again began to erupt in his throat as the sudden image of Rawling’s making him eat his own liver smothered in onions became vivid in his mind. It was just another thing he had to worry about as the residue of fried dough in bacon grease and undigested green corn welled up in his throat.




  “I’m gonna be sick again,” Huck said, running to the side of the road. He dropped on all fours and started heaving up. Tom turned away and stared into the thick woods that bordered the road.




  “I hate to tell ya’ I told ya’ so, but I told you so. The way you went at them green ears last night, it ain’t no surprise to me. I tried to warn you but your eyes was bigger than your stomach,” Tom said.




  Huck tried to stand but instead he doubled up again and fell to his knees with his hands outstretched in front of him.




  “Maybe you'll feel better once it’s all out of ya’. Eatin’ as many green ears of corn as you did last night is one sure fired way of killing yourself damnably quick.” Tom distractedly thought about how thick the woods were as Huck continued retching and moaning. Huck finally righted himself and blew a stream of something horrible out of his nose. He wiped a dirty hand over an even filthier face then reached for his canteen.




  “You know, I was jest ponderin’ how truly odd things are with everything in the long perspective,” Tom said quietly. Huck poured water on his face and then attempted a few gulps of tepid water. He half listened to Tom between shivers.




  “Remember, what you said this morning about all of that was for our benefit. How shootin’ Archie was a lesson meant for us to learn by? I was jest thinkin’ about our own Corp Commander. I should say, our own late Corp commander…Thomas ‘Stonewall’ Jackson. Old ‘Bluelight’ had a passel of people shot for runnin’. He shot a lot of homesick fellas’, the way I figure it.”




  Huck's eyes rolled in his head. He slowly stood up. He nearly emptied the contents of his canteen on his upturned face.




  “Do go on, if you would, Mr. Sawyer…don’t mind me. I’m all ears. Green ones at that,” he croaked weakly. His throat burned and he was sweating profusely. Tom ignored this last comment and strove towards the point that he was trying to make.




  “It’s powerful ironic that General Jackson was shot by his own people. Old Blue Light would have a man shot for runnin’ at the drop of a hat and he'd usually be the one a droppin’ it,” Tom said convincingly, as if he had just read it out of a newspaper. Huck wiped his face with the back of his sleeve.




  “You got somethin’ there, Tom. He was the shootingest general we ever had, God rest him. He played hell with the Yankees and with us. I bin’ a meanin’ to ask you this but kept on fergettin’. Why did they call General Jackson Old Bluelight. I mean I can understand why they called him Stonewall. There stands Jackson like a stonewall. Rally around him, boys. This I can understand. On the other hand, some folks claim that General Bee was sayin’ that Jackson wasn’t doin’ nothin’ but hangin’ back and was as useful in the fight as an old stone wall. But why Blue Light?”




  “They say when he was riled his eyes would glow blue like. Ain’t that the damnedest thing?”




  Tom shifted his rifle and started to plod forward. He still stared off into the woods, admiring the beautiful early morning.




  “Mighty strange how he passed on. Truly full of irony and poetic justice. Shot down and killed by the men of his own army. Many a man he had shot from his own army for runnin’ away in a battle, and his own army sends him to his final reward and the Almighty. Powerful ironic. A regular wonderment,” Tom said.




  Huck took a few tentative steps forward to keep up with Tom. His head still spun and briefly he felt himself almost spinning into the ground. The road soon took his feet and he preceded, none the worse, as his head started to clear. He imagined his head to be filled with cobwebs and as time continued the cobwebs thinned with each step.




  “I heard that it was South Carolina boys that sent him to glory. It seems like our late Corp commander was trying to figure out a way to get behind the Yankees when they all broke and ran. He was searching out a road in the dark, and that's when the Carolina boys let loose at him and his party. They thought it was Yankee cavalry coming down the road but it wasn’t. It was old 'Bluelight’ himself. He was killed in a case of mistaken identity.” Tom stopped to let Huck catch up with him.




  “It doesn’t get more ironic than that. They say that if he hadn't been killed like that, that he would have found a way to get behind the Federal retreat and end the war just like that. There would have been no more Army of the Potomac,” Tom said enthusiastically.




  “What's this ironic you bin’ sayin’. What is it?” Huck asked.




  Tom looked at Huck and pointed to the side of his own face.




  “Wipe over here. You’re still wearing some of last nights repartee on your face,” Tom said. Huck complied, wiping at his face with his sleeve.




  “Irony, my friend, is what authors use a lot in their writings.




  “Arthur who?” Huck asked.




  “Not Arthur,” Tom said, Authors. That's what they call a book writer. Perdition's sake, a book wouldn't be a proper book if it didn't have a fair dose of irony in it. They all use it,” Tom said knowingly. Huck noticed the look that had started to creep across Tom's face. He knew that look only too well. It was the look that crossed his features when he was about to lecture about something that he liked to talk about. Huck had seen that look countless times before.




  “That still ain't tellin' me what it is,” Huck said carefully.




  “You know what fate is, don't yer?” Tom asked.




  “I reckon I do,” Huck replied.




  “Fate and irony go hand in hand. Irony is a twist on fate. Sort of like somethin' unexpected like in a persons life, outside what a body would expect in a normal given situation,” Tom stated. Tom searched the immediate vicinity for a stump to sit on. Having found one, he sat down and placed his rifle against a tree. He shifted his worn slouch hat on his head as Huck sat down next to him. Huck balanced his rifle in his lap.




  “I remember hearin' the Parson Janes talkin' about fate one time,” Huck said. “Artillery was landin' all around us that day. Some fellas' was jumpin' from one spot to t'other. That's when the Parson Janes said that one spot was as good as another. He said to stay put. That jumpin' around was jest temptin' fate. He said that if it was your time, nothin' you kin' do can keep you from gettin' all mashed to a pulp. He said to trust in God and put your fate in him.”




  “Faith and fate is two different things,” Tom grinned, “Your mixing up the two. He said to put your trust in God. That's faith. Fate is a different animal entirely.”




  “You say that's it's a twist...somethin' unexpected like?” Huck asked. He was testing new waters and simply plowed ahead.




  “Yes,” Tom nodded, not sure where Huck was leading with this new bit of information.




  “Remember there was that time we was fightin' on the peninsular?” Huck asked.




  “Yes. At Yorktown,” Tom answered. Huck rested his arms across his rifle.




  “That's the place, Yorktown. Remember how the Yankee sharpshooter was usin' us for target practice. There was that fella...remember, he had fair hair, what was his name?”




  “You don't mean Whiggins?” Tom asked.




  “Whiggins. That's the one. I forgot his name. That's the one. That fair-haired boy was pilin' rocks and branches up in front of his position, making breast-works. Goin' at it like a mad beaver. He's pilin' rocks and branches faster than anybody and the mini-balls is whistlin' in the air and sich. He's all finished quicker than anybody and he drops behind them, all safe like. He puts his head against a log and a mini-ball comes rippin' right through the cracks and blows his melon to tatters. That was the damnedest thing. Is that somethin' like your fate you're speakin' of?” Huck asked. “Do I have the right mule now?”




  “Yes, you got the gist of it, but it's a little more complicated than that,” Tom said. “It's like this here. Suppose there's this fella,” Tom continued, “and he's been getting powerful bad dreams about drowning in a river.”




  “That's irony. I thought it was more complicated than that,” Huck quickly interjected.




  “It is. There's a lot more to the story than that. Hush up a might and listen. So he figures it must be some kinda' message or some kind of sign from on high, like angels n' sich was warning him of danger comin, see?”




  “Some folks would think he was a bit tetched under his headstall, maybe even hexed by devils and imps if he went a spoutin' that story around like that to the wrong people,” Huck said tentatively.




  “You know, I guess you know just about everything. A body can't teach you nothin'. All right, if you want to stay ignorant for the rest of your born days, it's just Jim-Dandy with me,” Tom said angrily. Huck started laughing which angered Tom even more. Sensing the weariness in Tom, Huck said quickly,




  “Simmer down. No need to blow your stack. Look, All I was sayin' if somebody was actin' up like that n' all, some folks would think he was peculiar.” Huck grinned at Tom. “Go on now. I'm a listenin' an won't say nary a word more either.”




  Tom was not easily placated with Huck's promise.




  “What I'm tellin' you about irony here is the way every schoolboy in the country learned it. It is a story that's textbook proper and has been taught in all the schools everywhere, word for word for a hundred years. It's the way I learned it.” Tom said.




  “I never heard it,” Huck said stubbornly.




  “You never went to school much, that's why you never heard it before. Sweet baby Jasper, you can probably count on your two hands and only have to pull off a shoe to count the number of days you ever spent in a schoolhouse.”




  “Pap wasn't much for me book-learning. He claimed book-learning would drive a man crazy in time.”




  “And you believed that?” Tom asked incredulously.




  “Why, sure I did. Remember Lawyer Smith? He was the smartest man in town...smart as a whip. He could read n' writ' better than anybody in the whole town. He could quote all them famous writers from olden days and famous speeches without a scrap of paper in his hands. He went and fooled around with the wrong married woman, the buffalo hunter's woman. The buffalo hunter, why he came home one night an' found Lawyer Smith in bed with his wife. He blew Lawyer Smith all to hell with that big scattergun of his. I reckon he did not like the idea of being Coo-Cood.”




  “You mean cuckold. A cuckoo is a kind of bird,” Tom said.




  “You don't say? Anyway, at the time, it seemed to prove what Pap was sayin' and I believed it then. Now...I guess book-learnin' is harmless.”




  Tom shook his head and laughed.




  “You're getting enlightened in your old age,” he said. “There's hope for you yet.” Tom pulled out a corncob pipe that was still half filled with tobacco. He struck a match on the tree he was leaning against and puffed a few times. He picked a twig off the ground and stirred the ashes in his battered pipe before puffing away again. He looked into the woods.




  “These woods are thick. Ed tells me they stripped these woods and used them to smelt iron ore. That old furnace up the road has been here, he says, nigh onto a hundred years or so. They called it Catherine's Furnace, he says. They stripped the forest of all the old timber and this secondary growth sprouted. Notice how all the trees ain't all that old. It's wrapped in cat-briars and vines. You can't see more than twenty feet. No wonder they call this part of Virginia, the Wilderness. It would be a hell of a place to fight in.”




  “Yes, indeedy. It would be bushwhacking on a grand scale,” Huck said lazily.




  “Where was I?” Tom asked.




  “You wuz' sayin' how that fella wuz' havin' dreams about drownden' dead in a river an' how he thought it wuz' a warnin' from on high or some sich' thing,” Huck said.




  “Right...so by and by, one night after waking up from one of those bad dreams he was having, he sits up in bed a spell and he hears rain coming down to beat all. He gets up and cracks the door and sees it's a real gully washer,” Tom said.




  “A real turd floater," Huck added for emphasis.




  “Actual an' factual,” Tom replied. “He can't ever remember see'n rain come down like this here before in his whole life.” Tom slowly drew on his pipe. By now, Huck was hanging on to every word. The only thing that would have broken the spell he was in at this moment would have been a federal assault on their lines. Tom sensed he had his friend hooked. He let the suspense build for a little while by slowly exhaling a ring of smoke.




  “Well, that ain't all of it, is it? Cause Ifn it is, that's the dumbest story I ever heard in all my days a' livin',” Huck exclaimed impatiently.




  “Then, suppose he looks out and spots the river startin' to rise by the minute,” Tom said carefully. Huck thought it was a question and answered quickly,




  “Then he'd be a damned fool iff'n he didn't light up on out of there."




  Tom ignored him and continued,




  “So, he figures it would be a sight better if he was in the attic where the river could never get a hold of him. Up into the attic he clambers with a bedroll and candles.”




  “In case his nerves get bad, he kin smoke a pipe. Always takes the edge off me,” Huck said.




  “Yes...or maybe to read, I don't know,” Tom said, momentarily confused by Huck's interruption.




  “Wasn't you payin' attention in school when they got to that part? After all, it's your story. It's startin' to sound made up a bit iff'n you don't know.” Huck said disappointedly.




  “It's not important why he brought the candles for,” Tom said defensively, “whether it was to read a pipe or smoke a pipe or put them on a birthday cake. It's irrelevant to the story. He just did, all right, damn it, but he's up there...you follow me?”




  “Don't get riled up in lather,” Huck said. “I ain't funnin' with you. I am jest' curious is all. How am I supposed to learn iff'n I don't ask questions? You got to admit yourself that you're smarter than me. Hell, your book smarter than most of us, and you use big words like there ain't no tomorrow. Like that word you jest' used. You said that it was elephant to the story. I know an elephant is big, so the way I figgers', you're tellin' me that part was big to the story.”




  Tom stood up and shouldered his rifle. He knocked the ashes out of his pipe against the tree and angrily stomped out the embers.




  “I ain't got the time or the patience for this bullshit,” Tom said. Huck jumped up.




  “You got to finish the story. I'll be hanged if I would do that to you. Start a story and not finish it,” Huck shouted. “That's not fair a' tall."




  Tom turned towards Huck and raised a warning finger.




  “I will finish the story on one condition. You got to promise that you will listen and not interrupt me again. We got a deal?” Tom asked. Tom watched as Huck's brow knotted into furrows on his forehead. Huck nodded vigorously. Tom leaned his rifle against the tree and sat down. He watched Huck to determine if he was sincere or if he was seriously confused following the plot of his story.




  “All right then. So he's up there in the attic. He's got the candles all lit and he's feeling safe. He knows that if the river was to rise, it would not be able to drown him in the attic. Are you with me?” Tom asked.




  Huck nodded his head in the affirmative.




  “Now what do you think happens?” Tom waved his hand in the air to silence what may have been coming in the form of a response from Huck.




  “I'll tell you what happens,” he said triumphantly. “During the night, the wind blows one of those candles over and in a jump-flash minute sets the whole place a-fire and he burns to death, right then and there. That is the schoolbook example of irony, told to you proper. What do you think of that?”




  Huck squinted and his jaws clenched together.




  “That's irony?” Huck asked with some consternation.




  “Absolutely,” Tom said. “Do you get it?”




  “Why sure I do. Kind of what you're sayin' is that the moral of the story is iff'n you plan on burnin' candles in an attic, don't go fallen' asleep with 'em burnin', or you might not never get up again. Not even if you wuz' to kick the window open, jump out the house and not get the flames put out on you by all the rain that wuz' a comin' down in the world. Onliest thing I can't figger out...wuz' the river that wuz risin' like hell, wuz it the Mississippi?”




  Tom sighed deeply. He stood up and walked away without saying a word. Huck stood up and trotted after him. He purposely let several minutes pass and then with a flourish said,




  “That damn irony is somethin' else, ain't it. I can see clearly how 'Old Bluelights' sudden departure from this vale of tears wuz' chock full of that irony. Yes sir, Chock full of it.”




  Tom ignored him completely, staring at his feet instead.




  “If I do say so, there's some of that irony with us bein' in all of this flap-doodle don't you think?” Huck asked innocently. His comment caught Tom's attention. He glanced briefly at Huck as Huck continued shuffling down the road to their encampment.




  “You ain't forgetting the trouble we had in Kansas or Henry Fowler, are you?” Tom asked.




  “Never, not fer a minute,” Huck said in all seriousness. “But I bin thinkin.”




  “And?”




  “Well...bear with me now. See if this ain't some of your irony. Here we are, in a war. We are shootin' at Yankees and getting shot at by Yankees. Them fellas is all for Lincoln. Lincoln is an abolitionist. It weren't that too long ago that you and me helped a fugitive nigger escape from slavery makin' abolitionists, of a sort, out of both of us.”




  Tom stopped dead in his tracks. He looked at Huck with a horrified expression. Huck grinned broadly.




  “They know we are from Missoura. Most of the officers, especially Cobb, think that people from our neck of the woods are half-wits and numbskulls. You go and tell that story, and they would think that you have abolitionist leanings and it would be all over. These Virginny boys are all inspired with the cause. They'd likely end up shootn' us.” Tom did not want Huck to miss the importance of this point.




  “I ain't stupid. I know this. This is just between us,” Huck said.




  “All right then, but you're forgetting that the widow Watson had freed Jim before we knew that she had.”




  “But we didn't know that at the time, Tom,” Huck exclaimed. “Remember all we done so he could have a proper escape, like that fella in that book, the Count of County Crispo?”




  “You mean the Count of Monty Cristo,” Tom corrected. He did not like the direction that Huck's logic was taking. It was dangerous.




  “The point is,” Huck said, “that the widow Watson had freed Jim, but we didn't know this at the time. All we knowed was that Jim was runnin' and we decided to help him. We said to hell with the law an' everything to help him to escape. Now, here we are shootin' at people who believe in lettin' slaves go free. Can't you see the irony in that?”




  “Stop right there. Wait one minute. For your information, not all of them Yankees are Abolitionists. I hear that some of them got their dander up, the ones we caught a few weeks ago when we drove in their picket line. When we were bringing them in, Andy called them a bunch of abolitionist scum and they didn't take to that at all, no sir.” He looked at Huck inquisitively to see if any of what he had said was sinking in.




  “Why most of those Yankees don't give a damn for Negroes and that's a fact," Tom said emphatically. “One of the Yankees told Andy to go to hell, that he wasn't fighting for no damned darkies. One of the Yankee sergeants said this to Andy. He said that the Colonel of his very same regiment told some Washington newspaperman that he would take his whole regiment and march them all off into a tall field of grass and stay there growing green moss on their uniforms before they would lift a finger to free them. The Yankee told Andy to go to hell."




  “The devil you say,” Huck said. Huck had recoiled from this new as if a rattlesnake had been placed in front of him.




  “I swear,” Tom said, raising his hand in the air.




  “Andy Barrett said this here?” Huck asked in wonder.




  “He sure in hell did,” Tom said flatly.




  “What did Andy say to that Yankee?” Huck asked.




  “Andy told me he didn’t say anything to them. He was too busy going through their pockets. He just robbed all of them.” Tom could smell something cooking and picked up his pace. The encampment was very close and his appetite moved him along briskly. Huck was trying to fathom this last bit information. The confusion born out of this last bit of news was unsettling to him.




  “Well, that kinda' knocks the irony out of what I was talkin' about then, don't it?” Huck mumbled. "That beats all. That puts rust all over that irony."




  “Just make sure you never tell a soul what we did with Jim. And never tell anybody what happened in Kansas,” Tom said quietly.




  Tom could see the regiment's bivouac and hurried towards his section. Smoke clung to the humid morning air. Tom detected an unusual smell, strange but also familiar in the air. His feet hurried him along to his mess area. A small fire was smoking near the entrance of a tent that he shared with two others. A set of ramrods used for shoving a load of shot down the barrel of a rifle supported a beat up old coffeepot that was suspended above the fire.




  Ed Bolls sat across from the fire reading a dog-eared newspaper. Tom and Huck shared the leaky tent, two federal shelter halves joined together by rope and meant to accommodate only two, with Ed. He looked up at the two as they approached and then went back to browsing through the crumbling yellowed newspaper. Tom lifted the lid of the coffeepot with a stick.




  “Real coffee?” he asked. “Where in the world did you get real coffee?” Ed continued to browse through the newspaper.




  “Last night,” he answered quietly. "I bin’ on picket duty since last night an didn’t get a chance to get back here. I got a ride from some artillery boys. Rawlin’s had give me a detail with them. I was loadin' artillery caissons and as we wuz’ comin' down near that unfinished railroad cut, I tells the driver I got to piss. I wander off a bit. That's when I seed’ him, a dead Yankee.” Ed beamed at the memory of his good fortune. Tom placed the lid back on the coffeepot and sat down.




  “Is it boilin' or do we need more fire. I almos’ let it go out readin' this Yankee newspaper. It's from Philadelphia. It's a month or so old.”




  “Its doin' just fine,” Tom said.




  “Anyway,” Ed continued, “I see's he's still kinda’ fresh an weren't stinkin’ too badly so I ambles over with a stick to see what I could find. He musta' got blown off the road an’ crawled to where he was an died. He was hidden kinda’ good. His haversack was blowed clear off him an’ was a few paces in back of where I found him. He was one of those Dutchmen, 11th Corp. I know this when I started goin’ through his sack.”




  Ed noticed Huck's pasty complexion as he squatted down near the fire.




  “What's wrong with you...you're lookin' a tad peaked,” he asked. Huck stretched out in front of the smoky fire.




  “He's been up-chuckin’ all morning,” Tom said. “He ate some green ears of corn last night. It's a wonder he ain't got the Tennessee two-step” Ed slumped back on the ground.




  “I open up his sack an' I find me aiggs wrapped in newspaper, this here newspaper in fact. I find coffee, sugar, I tell you, this fella’ must of surely bin new to army life 'cause he had clean socks an' long-johns and a cookbook,” Ed chortled. “Can you imagine carryin' a cookbook around with you. Damned idiot,” Ed laughed.




  “Where the hell did he think he was goin? Did he think he was goin’ to find a fancy dining hall with lace doilies and crystal chandeliers on the ceilin’ where he could show some fancy chef how to make his favorite eats.” Huck began chuckling at Ed's observation.




  “What did you do with the book?” Tom asked curiously. Ed poked the fire with a burning stick and looked at Tom strangely.




  “I passed it out for shit-paper, it's all it was good fer.” Huck pulled a plug of tobacco out of his pants pocket and cut off a section and handed it to Ed. Ed accepted Huck's generosity with a nod and a half wave.




  “You found all this down near that unfinished railroad cut, ya say?” Huck asked.




  “Yup,” Ed replied, “down near the Brock road. Down by one of those little timber cuttin' roads that seem to pop up out of nowhere around here. Nothin’ more actually than a worn out path. That Dutchman hardly looked kilt a'tall. He musta’ died of fright. His pack wasn't even hardly ruint. The aiggs an' fatback was wrapped in newspaper like I says.” Ed knew of Tom's predilection and love at looking at the printed word. He handed Tom the newspaper. Tom reached for the newspaper gingerly and examined it carefully looking for a date on its worn pages.




  “Anything noteworthy in here?” Tom asked nonchalantly. “Yankees givin up?”




  Ed spat a stream of tobacco and spittle to his side. He wiped his mouth before beginning.




  “Wild injuns’ are attackin’ an’ killin’ farmers up there in Minnesota. Story there about a couple of coaches they found with ever’body scalpt an’ kilt dead. They say the whole country side is a’ runnin’ off like the hounds of hell was after ‘em.” Ed wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve again. Some of the spittle clung stubbornly to his bushy moustache.




  “Injuns,” he said, “is jest like rats comin’ out of a hole once they start their damned foolishness. You got to get them all in the nest together like to stop their ignorance. Then it's fairly easy to wipe them out.” Huck looked at Ed.




  “Easy there, Daniel Boone. What the hell do you know about fightn’ redskins. Hell, you're a Virginny boy from Old Williamsburg , born and bred. You wuz a cooper in regular life. You ain’t no famous Injun fighter. The last injun’ fightin’ that was done around these parts wuz eighty years before your granpapy was born,” Huck said nastily.




  Tom laughed loudly. Ed looked sheepishly at Huck.




  “I remember goin' to St. Lois with this farmer once on a buying trip for livestock,” Huck said. “Folks used to fit up there on their way to California,” he said. You should have saw the people comin’ back in their wagons after they decided that they had had enough with fightn’ the damned injuns’ every step of the way. God, I hate injuns’. There were still arrows stickin’ out of the damned wagons and bloodstains on the wheels.”




  Ed's face was a deep red as he stood up . His arms were enormous. He had the distinct look of a predator and did not like Huck's comment at all.




  “The only good thing with those injuns’ is that they are killin' Yankees. I despise the whole damned Yankee race," Ed said angrily. Tom reached to see how the coffee was doing. He could not resist the urge to smile at Huck's assessment of Ed's knowledge of being an Indian expert. He lifted the lid with a stick and breathed in the aroma of fresh coffee. Ed slapped at his hand with his stick and Tom dropped the lid quickly. Huck picked at a scab on his face and crawled into the small tent to lie down. Ed watched as Huck disappeared into the tent. Ed looked at Tom curiously.




  “What he say true?” Ed asked.




  “Actual and factual, Ed. I didn't go with him on that trip. I had to stay behind and tend to old man Flemming’s farm. But it's true. Anyway, Huck there ain't too partial to Injuns an’ neither am I. One almost killed me when I was a boy. Injun’ Joe was his name. He was a real mean bastard. Don't let what he said bother you. It's just a sore spot with him anytime anybody mentions injuns’.”




  “Dirty business this mornin',” Ed said, wishing to change the subject. “I'm glad I missed out on it. That's the only time I was ever glad to be on a picket postin’ that I can remember.”




  “Damned dirty business,” Tom said flopping on his back and covering his eyes with his slouch hat.




  “There's a new rumor started,” Ed said, “that Lincoln is replacing Hooker as General of the Army of the Potomac.”




  “I wish somebody would replace me,” Tom said dreamily.




  “If you had been rich instead of poor as a church-mouse, you could have stayed out of this whole fracas by buying a substitute to fight in your place,” Ed replied, “or if you owned twenty niggers. They let a man stay put and don't draft him, if he owns twenty niggers.”




  Tom grunted and turned on his side. Out of the corner of his eye, he looked up at a perfectly blue sky.




  “That may be true, my friend. And if I had a little pink ass and wings, I would be an angel.” Tom sighed and crossed his arms over his eyes. Ed threw a small log on the fire. Tom felt himself drifting into sleep when a few yards from where he lay, loud laughter attracted his attention. He rose up and leaned on his elbows. He watched as one of the men re-enacted the last minutes in the life of Archibald Conboy by doing a backwards cartwheel and landing flat on his back. The other men roared their approval at his performance.




  “Damned fool loudmouths,” Tom said bitterly. He recognized the man on the ground as Andy Barrett of his company. One of the other men he recognized as George Blakely and across from him stood John Hubert shaking with laughter.




  “Andy and them is cookin’ all the aiggs I found on that dead dutchy.” Ed wiped his forehead leaving streaks of charcoal smudges on it. Huck emerged from the tent aroused by all of the raucous laughter that had disturbed his catnap. Ed poked Tom in the ribs with his short stick.




  “Coffee's just about ready,” Ed said. Tom stood up. He reached for a dented cup held in place by string to a tortured piece of leather on his belt. Ed picked up a rag and took the coffeepot off the makeshift ramrod tri-pod.




  “Pass it here,” Tom said.




  Huck disappeared back into the tent. He materialized seconds later with a wooden bowl. Ed poured the coffee into Tom's tin-cup and then into Huck's bowl. The man who had been acting out the last few minutes of Archibald's tragic morning's drama separated from the group and sauntered over towards the tent. His hands were full.




  “What you got there, Andy?” Huck asked.




  “Aiggs and fatback, courtesy of the eyesight and luck of the right honorable Edward J. Bolls and the Lincolnite soldier, late, of course, of the Army of the Potomac.” Andy grinned at his own joke. He balanced four empty pewter plates in one hand and a bowl that overflowed with eggs and strips of fatback in the crook of his arm.




  “How you feelin?” he asked.




  “Tolerable,” Huck answered.




  “You look like shit.”




  Andy Barrett was tall, almost six feet. His long hair stuck out from the sides of his slouch hat. He handed Huck one of the plates he was balancing. He passed another to Ed, who picked up another pewter plate and dolled out a generous portion of its contents to Tom. Huck plowed into his plate, shoveling handfuls into his mouth with his hands. Tom produced a wooden spoon and wiped it on the seat of his pants. He went right at making his food disappear as quickly as Huck did. Andy bent down next to Huck in a crouch.




  “I don't want to get you all upset whils’t you're enjoyin' such fine vittles, but I think you should know this. After you're little old accident at formation this mornin', I heard Rawlins' talkin' with Sergeant Alexander. I don't know what all they was a sayin' cause he chased me away. But before he chased me away, I heard him say he got somethin' special like planned fer you. It don't sound good by the way he was grinnin’. Watch your back with that sneaking, conniving bastard. Iff'n I was you, I'd make myself scarce fer a few hours.” Andy cracked a huge grin at Huck.




  “Thanks fer the warnin' there, Andy.” Huck said nervously. Andy patted him on the shoulder and walked away. His uniform, if it could be called one, was a ragged combination of captured Federal clothing and civilian dress. The checkered pants that he had picked up somewhere were little more than rags. He resembled a scarecrow.




  The cat-briars and thorny vines had left Andy's apparel in its present condition. This had been caused by their attack on the Union flank during the battle. The thick woods had seemed to be an impenetrable barrier to the Federal Corp commander. He had not believed it possible that an enemy would ever be able to launch an attack through them. He had felt safe by leaving his entire flank exposed. With the dark forest and thick briar patches seemingly offering protection for his flank, he confidently had awaited the coming day and the resumption of the fighting. No Army, no battalion or regiment could possibly move successfully through that tangled growth in line abreast and in formation without throwing the entire battle line into total disarray he had thought.




  And so he had left the entire Union Flank exposed and unprotected. This was an unpardonable error. The situation was spotted by General Thomas Stonewall Jackson and after a brief meeting with General Lee, it was decided that General Jackson would take part of the Army of Northern Virginia on a flanking maneuver that would take it around the entire Union left wing. Andy's Division had started the march at eight in the morning. As the sun was slowly setting, General Jackson ordered all divisional commanders to put all lead regiments in line abreast and attack through the dense woods. The regiments had preserved their unit integrity by sometimes walking through the briars instead of around them to accomplish what their leaders had put into motion.




  The briars and brambles had torn Andy's uniform to shreds and had lacerated his arms, face and legs. Scabs still covered his hands and face. At approximately five thirty in the afternoon, the first blow fell on the unsuspecting federal soldiers. General Jackson struck them in fury. The Army of Northern Virginia had boiled out of the woods in good order and formation and shattered a federal Corp.




  The Union soldiers had just sat down for their evening meal when the lead elements of the Army of Northern Virginia came upon them uninvited to share their dinner. The southern onslaught had been irresistible. The only warning that the Northern men had that something was amiss was when deer and rabbits had started coming into their camp, flushed from their cover by the massive movement of Southern regiments through the woods. The federal soldiers had even taken the time to shoot at a few deer that had incredibly bounded towards them.




  By then, however, it was far too late to do anything to stop or offer any kind of serious resistance to the hammer like blows that fell upon them. It had become a northern rout. The federal soldiers had run for their lives. Tom watched as Huck washed down his breakfast with the remaining coffee. Tom noticed the concerned look that had crossed his features after he had spoken with Andy. He walked over to him.




  “Tom, I got to git’. Andy said he heard Rawlins cookin' up some kinda’ trouble for me. That damned fella’ kin’ brew it up quick. I'm gonna go find me a patch of woods and lay low fer a spell. If anybody asks where I be, tell them I got deathly sick and went to the sick tent. If’n he checks on me, I'll tell him later I went and passed out on my way there."




  Tom nodded. Andy had returned.




  “Damned good eatin',” Huck commented. “You know, Andy, there's somethin' I bin’ meanin' to ask you,” He said, wiping his greasy fingers on Andy's shirt.




  “Tell me somethin’. When you was bringin' in those Yankee prisoners through our lines, did any of them say anythin' that sounded odd to you?” Huck asked.




  “Why hell, Huck, they all sound odd to me. They all sound like they is a’ talkin through their damned noses or somethin’, those that kin’ speak proper American at all. The rest just kept a’ jabberin' away in that Dutchy talk. Sounds like a bunch of excited barnyard animals to me,” Andy said quickly.




  Tom belched and spilled some coffee on his shoes.




  “No, that's not what I mean. I mean did you git’ into an argument with one of them?”




  “Yup,” Andy said quietly. “One of those Yankee scum got real mad when I called him an abolitionist nigger lovin'son-of-a-bitch an’ he tolt’ me to go to blazes. I had to straighten him out to the fact that I was the person holdin' a gun, not him.”




  Ed choked on his coffee, causing some to spill out of his nose. He started to laugh between his choking. Finally, after regaining his composure, Ed placed his hand on Huck's shoulder and said, “He stole everythin' they had and made them go through the picket line buck-naked. One of the Holy Joe's spots Andy leadin' all these shorn little lambs and gives him holy hell fer abusing the prisoners. They was all scratched an bleedin’ cause Andy here was makin' them all walk through the brambles and bushes instead of walkin' on the road.”




  “Some of the officers ain't got no sense of humor,” Andy said sullenly. Ed laughed loudly.




  “One of them staff officers tolt’ Rawlins what Andy had bin’ up to. Rawlin's puts Andy to diggin' latrines fer the rest of the week an fillin’ in the old ones. He almost dug a line to Washington, he was diggin' so long. He smelt like a thousand shit-holes fer a week.” Ed laughed uncontrollably. Huck showed his sympathy for Andy by shaking his head side to side sadly and making clucking sounds. Seizing an opportunity between Ed's laughter to ask Andy a question, he asked, “Did any of them Yankees say that they wasn’t fightin' fer the darkies?”




  “As a matter of fact, one of them did say jest’ that,” Andy said with surprise. He looked at Huck suspiciously.




  “But that didn't surprise me none,” Andy said happily. “You know how Yankees is. They's all born liars and thieves. They git’ that way early in life, I hears, from livin' in them slums they got in them filthy cities up there. Their pappy's make them go out in the streets and learn to pick pockets when they be jest younguns and crack people in the head an fish through the pockets. Ain't nobody ever tolt’ you this?” Andy asked smiling.




  “But yer’ gotta’ beg my pardon. I keep on fergettin' that you're from Missora.” Andy laughed. Huck went red in the face.




  “Go to hell,” Huck shouted. Tom and Ed roared their approval at Huck's apparent discomfort and visible anger. He glared at his companions and then gulped the remaining coffee from his wooden bowl. He flung what little remained in it at the smoky campfire, which made a hissing sound, and angrily stomped away from them. Andy looked over at Tom.




  “No offense meant, Tom,” he said.




  “None taken, old boy, none taken,” Tom answered. He stretched out on the ground and placed his hat over his face. Ed rubbed his stomach. His face contorted and then he broke wind.




  “Where the hell is he off to?” Ed asked.




  “Huck heard from Andy, here, that Rawlins is plannin' on some kinda trouble for him. Huck plans on takin' a nap somewhere for a while this all blows over,” Tom said, yawning widely.




  “That Rawlin's is a lunk-head. He's one mean little bastard,” Ed said. Huck soon returned with his rifle in his hand. He sat down next to Tom.




  “Well, I'm goin',” he said. “Keep an eye open around here for me.”




  Ed grinned at Andy and poked him in the ribs with his finger.




  “Lookit, Huck,” Andy began. “I take back what I said about folks from Missora. It was wrong. No hard feelin's. I got me enough enemies, I surely don't need another. To get back on what you was askin' about, I thought it was a might peculiar when one of that bunch said, without hesitatin' mind you, that he was fightin' to save the Union and not to free the darkies. Didn't make no sense to me then an' to tell you the truth, it still don't sound right to me now,” he said wearily.




  “It seems to me,” Andy said, “that iff'n that was true then this here war is over an we could all go home. I ain't out here in all of this to be tellin' anybody how they should run their lives or live. If we could all agree about that, then all this stinkin' business would be done with.”




  Andy was trying, in his own way, to simplify what politicians and statesmen had struggled with in anguish over the last decade with disastrous results. He continued, everyone's attention being focused in on what he was saying.




  “But they ain't about to do that, I mean go home on their own accord. And we can't leave until they get thrown out and get so whipped that there's nothin' fer’ them to do here. So the way I got it figured, there's nothin' for it till ever’body ends up killin' off everybody else. Then there won't be nothin' left but darkies, women, young-uns and wrinkled old granpaws. Ain't that a hoot?”




  Andy's logic, although askew, somehow made horrible sense and they all knew this inwardly. No matter how many times they had crushed the Federal Army, there seemed to be another one gathering somewhere, ready to strike again. They all felt their chances on living to see the war's end chancy at best. Andy figured to change the subject, the gloomy mood becoming too oppressive for his buoyant nature to long endure.




  “You find any money on that dead Dutchy you found?” he asked Ed.




  “No money, but there was a bunch of paper with the picture of George Washington and the flag on them. Some of those were burnt to a frazzle,” Ed admitted. Andy wiped his greasy fingers through his hair.




  “When are you gonna git some new clothes off the quartermaster. You could git somethin wearable instead of them rags. With all the tents that was abandoned by the Yankees, there's gotta be a pair of blue federal britches around what ain’t got bullet hole in them. You look like a pauper. Look at you. You're a disgrace. You look like hell. It is a wonder that Rawlin's ain't jumped on you about the way you look,” Ed quipped.




  The mention of Rawling's name made Huck stand up.




  “Got to go. I'm off,” Huck said.




  “Not so fast, plowboy,” Rawlings shouted. “I got plans fer’ you.”




  Rawlings once again had seemingly appeared out of thin air. He had a penchant for doing this which annoyed his men to no end. His gaze angrily fell on the little group.




  “Ain't this cozy. You boys are all sittin' around with your thumbs up your lazy behinds like you'all was in your own dear old Kentucky homes. Get on up from your lazy behinds, all of you. Boll's I heard some of what you was sayin’. You didn't happen to find any onions on that deadman, did you?”




  “No,” Ed stammered. Huck cringed when he heard the word onions mentioned. He knew that he was in trouble. He cursed his luck. Sergeant Rawlings walked towards Huck and poked him in the chest.




  “That's too bad. Onions go good with liver. You thought I forgot, didn't you, plowboy?” Rawlings smirked evilly.




  “I got a detail fer you two birds. Since you are so fond of talkin' in ranks, I will show you how you are supposed to be when you are in the ranks. Dead men do not talk in ranks so I'm gonna have you spend a little time in their company for a while. There's some buryin' to be done, up near Fairview. You will go up there and learn something from them. Find Corporal Bains and relieve a couple of his detail.”




  Huck spoke up. “But Sergeant Rawlings, buryin's gotta be all done by about now. The onliest’ ones that need buryin' is the ones that crawled off into the woods to die or the ones peggin' off in the hospitals.”




  Rawlings interrupted Huck by standing an inch from his face.




  “Finn, I done gave you a goddamned order, If you ain't out of my sight in five minutes, you will be in serious trouble. Take your friend and git’. If you can't find any dead Yankees to bury, then I'm orderin' you to find some an kill them an bury them. But you are goin' on this detail, come hell or high water.”




  Ed approached Sergeant Rawlings.




  “Git away from me, shit-bird,” Rawlings shouted. Andy avoided even looking at the sergeant.




  “No one asked for your opinion, Bolls,” he roared. "This here ain't none of your business, so you can take your big arms and go sit down right now. If I want your stupid opinion, I will give it to you.”




  Rawlings had not even looked at Ed. He had continued to glare at Huck with a smug look. He pointed down the road.




  “Now, start movin' that-a-way down that there road, plowboys.” He smiled at Huck and Tom and strode confidently away.




  “What the hell is wrong with that fella? Why the hell do we need people like that?” Ed seethed in anger. “It's bad enough that we got to be shot at, why do we need lunkheads like that givin' us grief all the wakin' hours of every single day?”




  Huck turned to Tom. “The milk of human kindness just got poured all over us again.” Tom nodded his head in appreciation to the earnestness of his friend’s observation and to his own memories of better days.




  




  
CHAPTER TWO





   




  Tom and Huck trudged along the road. Tom thought about the miserable job that lay ahead The Federals had given up the field and usually that meant that their dead would be the last to be put beneath the ground.




  “I hope you're right,” Tom said slowly, “about all the bury’n bein’ done with.”




  “I jest’ made that up,” Huck answered. “The Yankees put up a fight in Fairview Cemetery. They gave up the high ground at Hazel Grove and then went to fight in the worst of spots. In the low ground. I understand our artillery ripped them up good. If there's any buryin’s still to be done, it probably will be at Fairview. Nobody in their right mind want's to pick up body parts. Bury'n bodies is no fun, it’s the worse job a body kin’ get’. They've been lain’ out in the sun for a week. The stink clings to you, it gets in your clothes, your hair, why it even gets in your mouth. No matter how many times you change your clothes or wash yourself, it don’t go away. I remember talkin’ to a fella’ after Sharpsburg. He was put on a burying detail fer punishment. He said it nearly drove him to desert.”




  They plodded along in silence. Fairview was a long way off. The late morning sunlight peeped through the dense canopy of the woods. Tom continued to look over his shoulder in the hope that an artillery team would give them a lift. Artillerymen often gave detail parties rides to wherever they may be going. Tom’s hopes were rewarded a few minutes later when they spotted a lone wagon and single driver approaching them from their rear. Tom waved a friendly greeting at the driver. The teamster reigned up his mule team when he drew abreast of the pair. As Tom approached the wagon, a smell of death hit him like a hammer and he instinctively pulled away from it. He covered his nose with his hand.




  “Hooo-hah, man. What have you been toting in this wagon?” he exclaimed. The driver of the offending wagon was a rail thin specimen who was even more tattered looking than Andy Barrett. On his feet were shoes that appeared to have been worn by Moses when he crossed the Red Sea. The thin man leaned forward.




  “I bin’ totin’ rifles, britches, dead men and dyin’ ones fer the last week,” he said. “Kinda' rank, ain't it?”




  “How do you stand it? This wagon would make a buzzard gag.”




  “No need to insult a man's work. You fellas’ look like you could stand a ride. The thin man reached for the brake on the wagon, pulled it into place and jumped nimbly from the wagon. He then pulled out a pipe out of his breast pocket, reached into another and pulled out a tobacco pouch. Carefully filling his pipe, he eyed the two men warily. He struck a match on the wagon and it flared quickly. He drew on his pipe, still eyeing the two suspiciously.




  “A good pipe keeps the smell down a tad. This hyar’s fine Virginny burly. After a while, it kinda grows on you,” he said.




  “What grows on you, the burly or the stink?” Huck asked.




  The teamster laughed.




  “Both,” he said. “Where you boys be headin’?”




  “Burial detail supposed to be up near that Fairview Cemetery,” Tom answered the teamster broke into a grin. His eyes narrowed.




  “If the Provo’s ever heard you say what you jest’ tolt’ me, you'all would be under guard as quick as a cat. You had better come up with a story a lot better than that one. Don't you boys know that all the burying is done? It ain't none of my business, but I'm warnin’ you, don't use that story.”




  “What are you telling us, friend?” Huck asked.




  “What I'm sayin’ is that I ride these roads every single day and everyday I sees’ boys, jest’ like you, hittin’ the road fer home sweet home and everyday I sees Provo’s takin’ them back under guard. Let me ask you a question now, friends. Who sent you on this detail and you had better have somethin’, some written detail orders on you like a pass or some sich’. You got anythin’ on you a’ tall that says why you’re out of your company area?”




  The tattered soldier leaned back on his heels and rocked back and forth like an irritated schoolmaster. He crossed his arms.




  “You boys gotta’ know that all the buryin’ being done now is jest fer’ the men what die from wounds or sickness. Secondly, there ain't no hospital even close to where you boys is headin’.” He exhaled a cloud of smoke. Huck leaned in towards Tom and said in a hushed voice that was full of worry,




  “The man is right. We ain’t got nothin’ in writin’, not even a company pass. Rawlin’s seen fit to that. He cooked our gooses.” Huck punched the side of the wagon.




  “How could we have bin so stupid, Tom? That snake in the grass fixed it so that we would be a’ traipsing around the woods and get picked up and put under guard. When they find out we ain’t got nothin’ in writin’, they surely will figure that we are skedadiling’ from old Marsa' Robert’s army.”




  “We got witnesses that will say that it was Rawlings that sent us out on the detail,” Tom said confidently.




  “Your missin’ the point. We are dealin’ with Provo’s, Tom. Them fellas would sooner crack your head than look at you. They treat a body worse than you or I would treat a field hand. Why do you think old Archie Conboy shot one? He had nerve, Archie did. He punched Captain Cobb in the mouth jest’ over an everyday insult All Cobb did was to call Archie a lazy heathen. From what I heard, the Provo’s started to whip on Archie. He couldn't fight back all that good 'cause he was drunker than a monkey, but he managed to git’ one of the Provo's guns and shoot him. I surely don't want no truck with them fellas. They enjoy their jobs just a little too much fer’ my taste.”




  Tom listened to Huck and knew that Huck was right. They had nothing to show that they were not deserting. It had happened too quickly and now, in retrospect, it appeared that Rawlings had set them up. Rawlings had clearly pulled a fast one on them, a very dangerous fast one. Tom fought against the panic that was rising and tried to resort to logic.




  “Look, fella’, our sergeant put us on this duty for punishment because Huck over there was talking to me in formation then dropped his rifle when he threw up on his shoes.”




  Tom started to sweat as he watched the stern expression of the mule driver, which had not changed. Huck's head constantly turned, half expecting any minute to see the Provost guards overtaking them.




  Finally, the teamster said slowly, “This sergeant of yours kind of fixed your wagon, didn't he? And you boys went straight off without orders. Kind of hard to swallow.”




  Huck was becoming unnerved at the whole conversation and the irritating way that the Mule driver was treating their situation.




  “You know,” the thin man said pompously, “there's got to be at least a hunert’ men that are absent without permission everyday. You know this, unless you're both jest’ plain stupid. You know the trouble you can git’ into these days without the proper pass when you travel. What's your excuse? You sound like a couple of real lamebrains to me.”




  Huck's fear began to turn to anger at the arrogant skinny mule driver. He quickly interrupted the man.




  “You don't know Rawlings. He is a man not to be trifled with. He holds grudges against you like some people save money. He is one mean bastard who can make simply livin’ a chore. When he says go I go an’ I don't look back. He can raise all kinds of shades of hell for you real quick like. I jest’ wanted to be away from him before he could dream up some more nonsense for me. I wasn't even thinkin'.”




  The teamster continued to draw on his pipe and nodded as he took in Huck's explanation. When Huck had finished, he said,




  “I bin’ ridin’, like I sez’, up and down this road fer’ the last week, an' I kin’ tell you I seed’ enough to tell you something is in the wind. I think we’s gonna’ make another move right quick. They’s bin’ cavalry and staff officers poundin’ up the roads the last couple of days to beat the band. From what I figger’, this sergeant of your'n knew somethin' big was up. It does appear that he was settin' his sights on getting you two boys into some serious trouble. Suppose orders come out, let's say, right now to move. You two sorry bastards is a-wanderin' all over hell and creation. No one knows where you are and then Sha-bang,” he shouted loudly. Tom jumped with the shout.




  “You two are listed official like as goldbricks and deserters. Not a pleasant situation these days fer a body to be in, especially these days. They shot some poor fella’, this morning, in fact fer’ runnin'.” He looked at both of them carefully.




  “Now, mind you, if what you fellas’ say is true, an' I got no reason not to believe you, then you'd be better off stickin’ with me. I'm goin' up near where you boys is headin'. I gotta' pick up a load of shoes, rifles, and pants an' I got to come right back down this a’ way. I got me papers all official like an' the Provo’s don’t hamper me a bit. They's all used to see'n me an' don't like to even come near this wagon 'cause of the stink. Tell you what. Stay with me, an' when I'm finished later today, I'll drop you off at a picket. You kin’ tell an officer. Tell him that your sergeant forgot to give you a pass an' that's why you never made it up there to Fairview. Besides,” he said looking around nervously, “they's still Yankee cavalry scouts aroun'.”




  “I thought the Federals were cleared out this side of the river?” Tom asked.




  “They are, for the most part. But believe me, they is still snoopin' and poopin' around h’yar. Scouts, they be. Jist’ yesterday, I was up near Salem Church. There's this fine woman lives near there I used to spark before the war...anyway, I takes me a cut to her house. Let me tell you fellas, she's somethin' else entirely. Real ladylike she is. Why she even sneezes lady-like, know what I mean? She kinda’ stifles it like. The only noise you hear is a little Phhtt sound, like that there. If I tried to stifle a sneeze like that, I'd be a feared to 'cause I'd probably end up breakin' wind and embarrasin’ myself in mixed company.” Tom chuckled at the driver's remark.




  “What about them cavalry?” Huck asked impatiently. Huck had a perfectly normal fear of men astride large horses who carried huge swords and that were armed to the teeth. The teamster leaned his back against the wagon and relaxed.




  “I was jest’ gettin' to that part. See, I was down this little loggin’ road, you know, the ones that seem to pop up on you?”




  Huck collapsed on the side of the road and buried his head in his hands. He sighed heavily. He was filled with a self-pity and self-loathing for getting caught in a dangerous predicament. The teamster had halted his story to watch Huck.




  “Your friend seems a bit antsy,” he said with concern.




  “Something he ate, is all,” Tom said soothingly. The thin soldier looked at Huck again, still not at all sure as how to read Huck's demeanor. He continued, after a while, happy to have at least Tom's attention.




  “So here I be on this loggin' road after visitin' with Miss Purcell an’ I hears a rumblin’, the only kind of rumblin’ that cavalry make. I hears’ them way before I git’ sight of them. Why, I tell you, they came tearin’ down that road lookin’ fer’ a fight, like a storm. Quick like lightnin’...twenty or more of them.”




  “What happened? You get a look at them to make sure they were Federals?” Tom asked.




  “A man don't have to see the mule that kicked him in the head to know that it was a mule what kicked him in the head,” the teamster said. Huck continued to stare into the woods muttering obscenities.




  “Way before they kin’ spot me, I jumped off the wagon. I knew right there that I didn't want any part of that monkey show and hunkered off down a slope an' kept on runnin', I'm not ashamed to say.” Tom was perplexed by this news.




  “And you're sure it was Federal cavalry?” Tom asked again.




  “Clean out your ears. Of course I'm sure. Put it this way. Would our cavalry be ridin’ their mounts like that on our side of the river. There ain't a possible reason why they would be. The Yankee cavalry don’t know how to treat their horses. They ride them to death jest like this group was figurin' on doin'. They ain't worth a tinker's damn.”




  What the teamster said made perfect sense.




  “Did you tell anybody what you saw?”




  “I tolt’ my sergeant. He said to keep on the main roads and stay off the side roads, particular like Miss. Purcell’s. Anyway, that was up near Salem Church, and I ain’t goin' that way, today.”




  The mule driver indicated his wagon with his thumb and a wave.




  “We might as well get goin’. Although nothin’ of the likes is bound to happen like that today, there’s safety in numbers. You boys always carry rifles when put on a detail?” he asked.




  Tom ignored the question and nudged Huck with his foot. Huck stood up.




  “We might as well go with this fella’. What he said makes sense to me,” Tom said quietly to his distraught companion. The teamster climbed back to his seat and released the brake. Huck nodded dully and took a seat next to Tom. The driver clucked his mules into motion just as Huck sat down. The wagon moved with a lurch.




  Tom placed his rifle across his lap. He could see that Huck was affected by the realization of how Rawlings had duped them. Huck had grown sullen and that was a bad sign. He watched as Huck ground his jaws together. Huck began to mumble incomprehensible words to himself and pull at his chin hair. Tom watched Huck’s fear turned to rage. Images in the form of sadistic provost guards, Federal cavalry, and sudden death began to strongly manifest themselves in Huck’s mind. He could not hold back his anger and broke like an over stressed rain-choked dam.




  He gave way to loud black oaths sworn against both God and man. Indescribable blasphemies, foul imprecations, and vile obscenities gushed out in one long powerful stream. He vented all kinds of filth for the entire world to witness like a geyser.




  His rage was all-inclusive. It was not this one act alone of Rawlings that had caused it. It was the end result of many compounding factors. Rawlings was simply the catalyst. Huck’s anger was the end result of long endless marches, of body lice and impending feelings of doom, by strutting idiots who happily went out of their way to bring one misery, by mud and cold as well as hunger. It was the end product of the food that they were forced to eat when there was any to be eaten; His anger was against the rotten blue beef that they were expected to eat that when thrown against a wall would stick to it as if it had been glued.




  Weevil infested crackers, green bacon, beans that were as hard as granite pebbles, rancid water, as well as cheese that smelled as bad as their feet and looked far worse played in his mind’s eye. He vented his anger like a volcano. The wagon driver looked on in amazement.




  “It’s been a long day,” Tom said sadly. The wagon driver smiled and nodded.




  “He’ll stop when he runs out of cuss words to use. You know, old Huck here never cussed like this before he joined the Army. Since then, he’s learned a whole lotta’ dirty words.”




  “I should say he has,” the driver said. He was quite impressed with the litany of profanity that Huck was utilizing so effectively.




  “He’s got some vocabulary there.”




  The driver slapped at the mule with the slack reins.




  “You know,” he said, “when I was a boy an’ said one of them there words in front of my daddy, he would say that there was jest’ a limited number of dirty words a body was given to use up in their lifetime. When you used up all of yer share of cuss words, the Good Lord would take you on up to heaven because it was a sign that yer time was up.” He grinned while Tom laughed at his comment.




  “The Army teaches a man to cuss,” the driver said. “I remember when I fust’ jined up. My ears would fairly ring from all the cussin’. There was no way of getting around it a ‘tall. The preacher was the worst one of them all.”




  Huck ran out of every cuss word that he had ever heard and stopped abruptly. He stared off into the woods, inflexible as a tent post.




  “Are you quite finished, Preacher Finn?” Tom asked good-naturedly. “That was some sermon.”




  Huck did not hear any of what Tom had been saying. His mind had drifted away from him He was drained, his anger slowly dissolving into a clinging numbness. He slumped on the seat and leaned against Tom. He had seen too many things in the last month, experiencing events that he had tried to hide from his memory. He had been a witness to the unthinkable and a participant in orchestrated bedlam.




  During the terrible fighting, with the incessant rolling thunder of rifle fire in which thousands shared in, the same numbness would begin. The smoke created by countless regimental volleys obliterated vision, encompassing all in a thick fog that blinded, choked, and confused. With the numbness came a feeling of detachment. Everything slowed down. In the vacuous embrace of the all pervading fog, he had acted as a machine, biting off the ends of paper cartridges, ramming the load down the barrel and firing at shadows and phantoms that briefly flitted in front of his gun sights. He moved and reacted by instinct alone.




  Friends had died horribly right by his side. Some dropped with eyes bulging and mouths wide open in screams that were swept away by the pure power of the man made thunder. Others were decapitated in howling sheets of lead rain that filled the air. Still others were ripped from their shoes from cannon balls that bounced wickedly around their ankles to be torn limb from limb when the shell exploded.




  He had moved forward keeping his eye on the regimental battle flag, spurred on by reflex more than by design. He was human flotsam swept along in a deadly eddy of a rampaging swollen river that destroyed everything in its path. His mind had vortexed in clouds of dullness. Success was measured in staying up with the flag and staying alive with the sure knowledge of knowing absolutely nothing that was happening twenty feet to one's right or left.




  In the midst of thousands, he felt alone with his own mortality an open almost suffocating question. Sometimes he had found himself firing at muzzle flashes. Most of the time it was simply a matter of firing at whatever was visible for a fleeting moment when the clouds of dirty gray smoke would unexpectedly clear. Death edged him forward as he loaded and fired, all wrapped up in this blessedness of numbness. Nothing could prepare one for this. Stories about war and all it's glories mentioned nothing about the true nature of what it was like. It was mind-numbing madness with fear as a constant companion.




  He was ordered to shoot at men who spoke strangely, men from cultures and places he had never known existed and in all likelihood would never have encountered if it hadn't been for the war. The different accents from the many prisoners he had seen were baffling to him. Huck drifted and floated in this numbness and as he did, he began to think back to the events that had brought him to his present condition, back to thoughts of home and Missouri and the trouble in Kansas.




  The newspapers back east called the trouble Bleeding Kansas and the residents that experienced it first hand called it a nightmare. Missourians had killed Kansans and Kansans had annihilated Missourians, going at it with a passionate commitment and reverent dedication that before hand would have been hard to believe possible. A bushwhacking war had been going on for a decade before the outbreak of the war. Houses had been burned, people had been shot down in cold blood and heads had been chopped off. Livestock had been butchered out of pure meanness. This murderous discord had been born out of a legacy of hatred and sectional distrust.




  In the move for compromise over the question of the spread of slavery into the new territories out West, Congress had made the mistake of putting the question of slavery in these areas to a referendum, a popular vote. This referendum was to decide the future of slavery in Kansas. Hundreds of Pro-slavery people flooded into Kansas in an attempt to sway the popular vote, while hundreds of anti-slavery forces poured into Kansas. The result was violence, murder and chaos. The opposing sides clashed in open warfare, a precursor to civil war.




  Pro-slavery forces, labeled as Border Ruffians in the hostile press back east, raided Free-State people in an attempt to drive them out of Kansas. Free State militia groups attacked Missourians and on it went. People found themselves living in fear. Old grudges that had nothing to do with the issue of slavery were sometimes settled by a late night knock on the door followed by gunfire or a sudden ambush in the daylight hours. One had to be very careful whom one spoke to about certain issues and beliefs. Vendettas flourished in this atmosphere of lawlessness. Just the rumor of being pro-slavery was often all it took for a person to become a victim of the violence and mayhem that was being conducted without letup.




  The sectional conflict affected Tom early one spring morning. His Aunt Polly had been found at the bottom of the well in her own backyard. Someone had caved her head open with a cavalry saber before throwing the old woman down it. Sid had been nailed to a barn door after being shot and stabbed numerous times. For some unknown reason, he had survived. His mind, however, had been destroyed by his ordeal. Old friends of the family kept Sid chained to the rafters in the attic, for his own protection as well as theirs. When it became too hot in the attic in the summer months, he was tied down in the root cellar.




  Aunt Polly, it was true, had owned slaves but that had been years ago. It was still enough to get her killed. Free State militia, it was rumored, were behind her brutal death, which had shocked the small community. Someone had wanted to make an example of her. Tom had become a different person after the murder. The drunken sheriff claimed her death as a murder committed during a robbery. Her home had been ransacked of almost all her valuables, but everyone close to her suspected that she had been killed because she once had owned human beings. The killings had slackened off in the middle of the decade, but only for a short time. It soon resumed again in bloodshed and savagery.




  Before John Brown had made himself infamous at his ill planned attack on the arsenal at Harper's Ferry, he had been loping heads off in Kansas. Eventually, anytime a pro-slavery person was found dead under suspicious circumstances, John Brown's name was the first on everyone's lips. It was said that wealthy abolitionists from back east in Boston financed John Brown. It was also said that many of his supporters lived in that nest of abolitionist, the Free-State stronghold of Lawrence, Kansas.




  In Missouri, if you were sound on the goose, it meant that you were Pro-slavery, anti- abolitionist, anti- Lawrence, Kansas, and anti-John Brown. Anything less than this could earn one trouble. Aunt Polly’s death had changed Tom. He knew in his heart that he did not believe in slavery. He had seen the misery that the peculiar institution was capable of creating in his own community. However, to even think of portraying oneself as anything but sound on the goose left one openly inviting trouble even from one’s own neighbors.




  Tom had read a book about the goldfields of California and when he wasn't brooding about the death of his aunt or working hard as a farm hand on Mr. Fleming’s farm, it was all he talked about. He had made the place sound like paradise, Huck remembered. Fist sized nuggets of gold lay right on the surface and all it took to fulfill every life’s wish was for a man to bend down and put it in his pocket. Tom lectured about California every spare minute. Talking about California and getting there were two different realities.




  Huck had seen the people that had returned to St. Louis after starting out on their journey to California by land. They had decided that the trip was tantamount to putting a loaded shotgun between their eyes and pulling the trigger with their big toe. Huck remembered the wagons still fresh with the blood of their owners on them. He remembered the arrows still imbedded in the sides and the stories the survivors told.




  Hostile Indians and the terror they inspired were enough for Huck. As far as he was concerned, unless there was another way to get to California without fighting Indians all the way, then he was content to let the dream lie and not pursue it. Tom continued to brood for months on end. The murder had created an outrage among the community. Tom had never gotten a straight answer from the constantly inebriated sheriff about what was being done in bringing those responsible to justice. The town sheriff, a terrible drunk, gave his version that the old woman had been killed by a pack of cutthroats and thieves, more than likely desperate criminals from a riverboat and were long gone.




  He never had time to fully investigate the murder because shortly after the murder the drunken sheriff had taken an accidental permanent vacation to the Pearly Gates. The sheriff had discovered, albeit too late, that in cleaning a shotgun that is fully loaded, one should take proper precautions, especially if one has just killed a bottle of whiskey and is sitting in a dimly lit jail.




  It was a close friend that let Tom know exactly who was responsible for the senseless killing and maiming and from that moment, Huck knew that their lives had been changed forever. Cecil Gordon had heard it from his father that a man had been boasting to all that would listen that it had been a free state captain of militia named Henry Fowler who had committed the horrendous crime. Cecil's father had said that a man resembling a dwarf, he was that short, and had a weasel like look with hands that resembled talons of an eagle, had stopped in at the blacksmith shop. This apparition had insisted that he knew who the killer was after overhearing various conversations about the murder.




  The stranger had calmly said that the man responsible for the death was one Captain Henry Fowler, Kansas Free State militia, a man the stranger had claimed to be tracking for the last two weeks. The little man claimed to be sound on the goose after someone had asked him how he knew. There was something truly dangerous about the short strange looking man and he was gone before too many questions could be asked of him. His yellow eyes gave the man an unworldly appearance.




  Huck remembered how Cecil’s father and uncle had decided that the appearance of the stranger was suspicious and Cecil, one day after work, had begun to talk to Tom of what his father and uncle had suspected to be true.




  “So tell me, Cecil,” Tom said, “Just who the hell was the little biscuit an who the hell is Henry C. Fowler?”




  “I asked my Uncle Frank if’n he ever heard tell of him ‘cause he’s a raider, Uncle Frank,” Cecil answered proudly, “and sure as rain, he did. Uncle Frank said that they bin’ a tryin’ to put him down fer years as well as that short fella.”




  “Is that a fact,” Tom replied laconically.




  Cecil knew what he said would upset Tom. His Uncle and Father had warned him against telling Tom, but he felt obligated to Tom having known him all of his life. He felt duty bound to let Tom know what everyone seemed to already know.




  “The man's got more lives than a damned old cat,” Cecil stated, “and Uncle Frank sez’ he’s richer than Croesus, whoever that may be. Anyway, he got the Army protectin’ him an’ lives out in Leavenworth. That's why nobody kin’ seem to git’ to him. He rides with a bunch of abolitionists that have bin’ known to raid Missora from time to time.”




  Tom walked into the stable that he lived in with Huck. Huck was seated on a beat up barstool playing cards with Ted Doudlass, another old friend.




  “Close the damned door,” Huck shouted, “do you live in a barn or what?”




  It was starting to get seasonably cold out during these last days of fall. Winter was definitely on its way. Tom was glad that Huck had the stove going and smiled at his friend's joke. He could smell rabbit roasting in a pan.




  “What else did your uncle Frank tell you about this Fowler?” Tom asked. The unfamiliar name perked Huck's interest.




  “Who's this Fowler?”




  “Fowler, Henry C. Fowler from Lawrence, Kansas. He's a captain in the Kansas Militia,” Cecil said, “Pa an’ Uncle Frank tolt’ me that there was this fella’ came into the blacksmiths not more than two days after they found Miss Polly dead. They said that this here fella’ claimed Henry Fowler was the man that did it. Uncle Frank wasn’t at the blacksmiths when this little fella’ was there tellin’ everybody that he had bin’ trackin’ Fowler for a week, but Pa was. Uncle Frank knew who that short fella wuz right off. That short little runt was none other than Henry Fowler’s right hand man. Uncle Frank said that if he had been in the smithy’s shed, that he would have spotted the fella’ right off for who he was and would’ve sent him to hell right then an’ there. You ain’t never seen when my Uncle Frank gets his blood up. It's frightful. When Pa tolt him the story, why Uncle Frank was nearly frothin’ at the mouth. He went plumb loco. My Uncle Frank got hisself one bad temper. He is truly frightful to witness when he get’ his dander up. He acts like some kind of lunatic. Fowler and that runt fella is stone cold killers. But if my Uncle Frank had seen that runt fella, that runt fella would have been heading in only one direction out of town and that would be to the bone yard.”




  Ted placed his cards on the barrel that they used for their table.




  “Anyway,” Cecil continued, “Uncle Frank knows all about the both of them. He said that Fowler is friends with John Brown hisself.”




  “Go on out of here,” Ted exclaimed.




  “Actual an’ factual. Yessuh,” Cecil responded flatly. “Henry C. Fowler, accordin’ to Uncle Frank, is one of the richest men in Kansas an' got hisself’ all kinds of important friends in the highest positions in the state. He’s a friend of Senator Lane an’ that abolitionist bunch. He even got people in the Army on his payroll out in Leavenworth. That's why Uncle Frank an’ the rest of the raiders ain’t bin’ able to git’ him, although Uncle Frank said they tried more’n once. Every time they think they got him to rights, he slips out of it. Uncle Frank says they bin’ a’ try’n to put him down for years.”




  “Sounds to me that your Uncle Frank and his friends just ain’t tried hard enough to me. Anybody can be gotten to; you just have to want it bad enough. Look at Julius Caesar, Emperor of all ancient Rome, the most powerful man in the world. Yet they still got to him. They stabbed him right in the forum.”




  “How did he die from bein’ stabbed in the fore-arm? That ain’t a serious place to get stabbed in. What happened, did he bleed to death?” Huck asked.




  Tom ignored Huck entirely.




  “If they could get him, then anybody can be gotten to,” Tom said scornfully.




  “What are you inplyin’? What Are you gittin’ at you got somethin’ to say, why don’t you come right out with it?” Cecil asked.




  “Ain't it obvious?” Tom said slowly and carefully. “They are all afraid to go to Leavenworth and kill him; otherwise they would've done it already.”




  Cecil's eyes widened and his face went red as he flushed with rising anger. The corners of his mouth began to twitch. Ted leaned back and laughed loudly, almost falling off the box that he was sitting on. Huck rose from his stool. Cecil stuck his finger in Tom's face.




  “Take it back. Take what you said back. I am not playin’. What you said. Take it back you ain't got no cause to say what you said, I don't care about no damned Joolus Ceasar. My Uncle Frank wuz one of the first from these parts to take it to them abolitionist scum, one of the first to cross the border an’ give them hell. He ain't no slacker an' no coward, so now you take it back.” Cecil was infuriated.




  “The hell I will,” Tom said defiantly. “Your Uncle Frank is about as sure to go kill Fowler as you are, Cecil, and we all know what kind of killer you are,” Tom said sarcastically.




  “Don’t make me whup your ass, Tom,” Cecil shouted.




  “You can kiss my ass. How does that be? Does that sound about right to you?” Tom shouted. Huck watched anger blanket Cecil like a quilt. He slowly moved towards them, expecting the worst. He did not have long to wait. Cecil's strong arms reached out in a blur of speed and grabbed Tom by his throat. With his two hands crushing Tom's throat, he lifted Tom in the air.




  Tom’s two feet dangled uselessly in the air and his hands clutched desperately at Cecil's constricting hands. Tom lurched forward driving his head into Cecil's nose. They both fell to the floor and began to pummel each other. Ted dove off his box as Huck began to pull them apart. Ted grabbed Cecil's ankles and pulled him off Tom. Huck had Tom in a bear hug. A trickle of blood flowed down Cecil's nose as Ted managed to hold on to Cecil.




  “Will you both jest’ stop,” Huck shouted, “that's all we need now is for old man Flemming to come in here an’ see all this here. He'd throw us all out in the cold an' I ain’t partial to sleepin’ in them damned dank caves this time of year. Now, never mind all this.”




  Cecil shrugged off Ted’s hold on him with ease and angrily walked away. Tom turned his back on all of them and rubbed at his throat. Ted returned to his box and sat down while Huck reached into a bag near the barrel and pulled out bottle of whiskey.




  “I was meanin’ on savin’ this bottle for later,” Huck said, “much later when I was by myself. But I kin’ see right now that what we got here is a medical emergency. Step up over here to the doctor’s office, boys an' have a drink together like growed’ men an’ fergit’ what jest’ went on, ya’ hear?”




  Cecil chewed on his bottom lip and wiped the small trickle of blood from his nose. Tom looked at Cecil and the waiting bottle of whiskey.




  “C’mon over here, now,” Huck said quietly, “It ain't worth all this fussin’ an' fightn’, you both bin’ friends way too long for all this foolishness to cause you to try an' kill each other. Remember, there’s plenty of people right across the border in Kansas that would be more than happy to kill you.”




  Tom walked over to Cecil and looked Cecil right in his eyes.




  “Cee, I take it back. I ain't got no right cause to say those things, what I said. I didn’t mean a word of it. I know and respect your Uncle Frank. He’s a good, stout, stand up kind of fella,” Tom said.




  “No hard feelin's, Tom,” Cecil said. He knew how badly Tom had taken to the news of his Aunt's death and he knew that what Tom had said had been caused by Tom’s anger over her unsolved murder.




  Huck passed the bottle of whiskey to Cecil. While the bottle passed from hand to hand, Ted Doudlass took the opportunity to relieve the rabbit from the stove. In time, as each man gave up the bottle to the next person, he would begin a magic trick on the rabbit in making it disappear. In no time at all, the rabbit was devoured. The conversation had turned to a local girl who had eloped with a boy that they all knew.




  “Mr. Harper nevah’ liked Dylan Kelly ‘cause he’s an Irishman,” Huck stated.




  “Mr. Harper never liked Dylan Kelly ‘cause Dylan is a half-wit,” Tom said quietly. “Him running off with his daughter only proves it. That girl was no catch. She’s as hairy as a poodle.”




  “What the hell is a poodle?” Huck asked.




  “A poodle is a French dog. They are little and they got curly short hair all over their bodies. The rich French folks down in New Orleans have them,” Tom replied. Huck grinned.




  “How are you an’ Rebecca doin? You plannin’ on doin’ a little seranadin’ tonight,” Huck asked.




  “That is no concern of yours. You best mind your own business,” Tom said. Huck laughed loudly at his friend’s discomfort.




  “Cause if you want, I kin’ saddle up old man Fleming’s favorite sway back mule we got here an’ you an’ your darlin’ can go on a romantic moonlit trudge through the cow flopped fields. The onliest’ thing that you got to take care of is the mule drags its foreleg a might. Landin’ on yer’ ass, I heard tell, can take the fun right out of a romantic evening.”




  Ted choked back his laughter. A broad grin spread across Tom’s face.




  “That is so considerate of you, Huck, as well as kindly, but I do believe I will pass on that,” Tom replied grandiosely. Cecil stood up and reached for the bottle of whiskey that was quickly emptying. He gulped down what remained of it and wiped his face with the back of his hand.




  “As usual, you both got it all wrong about Dylan. Mister Harper never liked Dylan ‘cause Dylan is as poor as a church mouse,” Cecil said. He staggered back to the crate that he had been sitting on.




  “Let me tell you about Mr. Harper,” Cecil began. “Mr. Harper is the kind of fella’ that judges a man on how much coin is jinglin’ in the pockets. If you got money, then you are square with old man Harper. He always thought Dylan was shiftless and no count, the same way he figures all of us here to be. It don’t matter that Dylan is an Irishman an’ talks funny. Dylan is not the brightest candle in the dark, but the fact is that the boy never had two cents in his pockets. Hell, he is poorer than us.”




  “That’s sayin’ somethin’.” Ted said.




  “It’s the truth,” Cecil answered. “You got to have money these days to be accepted by folks. It ain’t like in the old days when a man might be poor but have frontier know-how that might be put to good use in the world. Them days are done with in these parts. Look at us. We are farm hands is all, yet ever’ body here has got some kinda’ skill. Tom here kin’ put a bullet in a bumblebee’s backside in flight. I seen him do it. In the old days, skills like that would feed a family. Now, those kinda’ skills don’t mean squat. Money is all that matters these days, and it don’t grow on trees.”




  “You are right. Money don’t grow on trees,” Tom said. “It comes out of the cold hard ground.”




  Huck looked at Ted apprehensively. Huck sensed one of Tom’s sermons approaching about California and the gold-fields as surely as he could tell of the approach of a summer lightning storm.




  “Here we go,” Huck said quietly.




  “If we all had any sense at all,” Tom said, “we would find a way of getting to California. I read a book about the gold fields out there. In California, it never snows except maybe high in the mountains. People say that a body can find gold layin’ right out in the open. Fist sized chunks of gold waitin’ to be plucked up like a robin’s egg or panned out of the rivers with a little effort,” Tom said dreamily.




  “There is still free land out there for the asking where a man can still use the skills that Cee’ was talking about to provide what’s needed for a family. There ain’t no law, no civilization an’ no hostile Injun’s to worry about. The Spaniards pacified them wild Injuns hundreds of years ago,” Tom continued.




  “You never git’ tired of usin’ them big words. Why don’t you talk plain, for Aunt Nelly’s sake. What’s that pacified mean?” Huck asked.




  “It means they either killed them or converted them. The Spaniards made them church goers and taught them to be like normal farmers an’ the likes in these big church run farms,” Tom said. “A man can be a man out there. Except for them big church run farms, it is all pretty much still wild. It ain’t all fenced in like it is around here.”




  “You are only forgettin’ one small thing,” Huck said interrupting Tom. “You got to get there. California is a long way off an’ I ain’t partial to travelin’ overland for months fightin’ the damned red-skins every blessed step of the way. Them Injuns that live between here an’ California ain’t pacified. They are some rough old devils that like to skin your melon bald with a dull stone tomahawk an’ split you from your throat to yer belly. But that ain’t all, I heard. They will make you run with yer gizzards spillin’ aroun’ yer ankles all the while beating the snot out of you if they git’ their hands on you.”




  “Umm-mm, that is some rude behavior,” Cecil said.




  “Then the only way would be to go by boat,” Ted said. The simply stated fact caught Tom’s immediate attention.




  “You are right,” Tom said and smiled forlornly. “It would be the fastest and safest way to get to California, but it would cost a small fortune. None of us here knows anybody with the amount that we would need. Not even old man Flemming. I asked Flemming about loaning me what I would need. I even told him that I would pay him back two times the amount he was to give me if I was to strike it rich. He told me to try pulling my head out of my ass.”




  Huck pulled another bottle of whiskey from a sack.




  “That ain’t true, Tom,” Ted sputtered.




  “How would you know? You weren’t there when I asked him,” Tom replied.




  “No. Not that, I mean we all know somebody that’s got so much money that he could well afford to give us what we would need with a little persuasion,” Ted said quickly.




  Huck looked at Ted as if he had lost his mind.




  “And pray tell, if you would be so kind, who might this person be?” Huck asked with wonder.




  “Henry Fowler,” Ted said reaching for the new bottle of whiskey that Huck had just opened. Ted watched his friend’s expressions turn to astonishment as he pulled deeply from the bottle. Cecil was the first to react.




  “You must be one full blown idjit’. I suppose Henry Fowler is gonna’ hand us the money jest like that to make our trip. Huck, you had best git’ the bottle away from this old boy before he seriously hurts himself with it any further.”




  Huck was rocking in spasms of laughter and was fighting to catch his breadth. His eyes watered from the tears. Ted became defensive momentarily as he fought back his anger.




  “For heavens sake, I never meant that he would give it to us, like a loan. I meant take it from the man. Rob him. Clean him out,” Ted said calmly.




  The serious way Ted had said this made quite descend upon the barn. Everyone now listened to Ted carefully.




  “Cecil, your Uncle Frank seems to know how this Fowler operates. We could allow your Uncle to give us what we could use against this fella’ without him ever knowing that he was. Learn from your Uncle’s mistakes on why they never got Fowler. Find out what went wrong with their plan and do better. Then its off to California to find those fist sized chunks of pay-dirt an’ leave all this murderin’ an’ killin’ behind forever.”
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