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  Dedication




  To my wife and mother, the two most important women in my life.




  Chapter 1




  Morning as a Confederate Soldier: April 4th, 1862, Early Morning




  The shallow grave was fresh. It was only a foot and a half deep but it would have to do. There were too many bodies lying around to give them a proper burial, but hopefully this would keep the buzzards and hogs away, at least until the fall rains. When the downpours eroded away the mounds of dirt, and the corpses would once again be exposed to the elements, and their horrible rot could once again be smelled, that was when the carnivores would move in for their meals. The woolen sack coats would be no match for sharp beaks and talons, and razor-like teeth and tusks.




  It was if Thomas was floating, looking down upon a sea of dead at Wilson’s Creek. Men were digging holes next to the bodies of those that had fallen; the work had been going on for the last couple of days. The August heat had already bloated many of the corpses. Just over five hundred men had been killed on both sides combined, but there was no way to tell that for sure. It could have been thousands for all he knew. The entire field was covered. The gravediggers patted down another plot and moved to the next body. Their work began on another small hole for one of the dead; they would copy this procedure over and over again. This one lay on his side—a minie ball had pierced his chest and blood had poured into his lungs, causing him to suffocate on the field. Now that same blood had stained the green grass all around him. There was no mourning this man, not today. That would be done by some distant family back in his home town, their memory of him never diminishing, only time being able to comfort their loss.




  The man looked familiar to Thomas, like he’d known him in his past. But the dirt and grime and blood had made him nearly unrecognizable. The soldiers grabbed him by the arms and legs, which didn’t give much as rigor mortis was setting in. Laying him in the shallow grave, they were forced to pop and break the limbs to fit him in the tight hole. Thomas saw his face, which was now staring up at him. It was his brother. As shovel-loads of dirt were being splashed across him, Thomas seemed to swoop down closer and closer still, face to face with his dead brother. The eyes opened and stared at him for a moment. A blood-stained hand made its way through the soft dirt and reached toward him, grabbing his suspender strap.




  “Thomas.”




  “Ahhh!”




  Thomas woke up in a dazed state like he’d done so many times before. He’d had the same nightmare again. At least once a week he woke up screaming as his own brother was trying to pull him into his grave. It was always the same. He thought he’d gain some control of it over time and make his mind force the nightmare out, but that hadn’t happened. Maybe he was to suffer with it for the rest of his life. Sweat ran down from his greasy, short black hair and his breathing was rough at best. His back was sore, but that wasn’t unusual either—lying on the ground night after night never seemed to get any easier for him. Neither was it that his feet were cold and wet, for the rains came in that early morning and his feet seemed to always stick out of the end of his side of the shelter-half. If it hadn’t have been the rain, then certainly the morning dew would have dampened his skin. He always took his brogans and socks off at night during this time of year; he could never sleep in them; the same with his shell jacket, which he meticulously stuffed under his head and used as a pillow. Even his suspenders were dropped off each shoulder to loosen the height of his trousers. All this to try and get some comfort in his life as a soldier, and even after a year it was difficult. It was part of fighting for his new country that formed just over a year ago, or so he tried to remind himself daily. Yet even now, his national pride was wearing thin.




  Rolling over, giving a quick glimpse out through the entry hole in the canvas of his shelter half—something he was lucky enough to have—he could tell it was early, too early to want to rise from his slumber. But it was hard to sleep, and Thomas felt more and more as if he was getting lost between the worlds of conscious and unconscious, like they were being mashed together and he had to wait in purgatory between them. It wasn’t going to be prayers but the war’s end that would save him. Today would just be another period of that waiting process. The new morning light would bring another day of marching toward what was expected to be the Union army in Tennessee.




  Another reason for not sleeping was because his long-time friend lying beside him snored like a train blowing through town. Everyone heard it in camp, but Thomas was the only one familiar with his friend’s chronic lack of oxygen during the night. Too many late evenings on hunting and camping trips as boys made him well aware that Nathan’s nasal passages weren’t going to clear up, even in times of war. How the hell can a guy sleep like that? It’s like he has no troubles in the world. And seeing him around camp, Thomas felt as if he was right. Even as a kid when getting into trouble by throwing rocks at girls or scaring the milk cows, knowing he was going to get a hiding at home, Nathan would always say, “Man, I’m going to get it now... Oh well. It was worth it.” He didn’t seem to have a care in the world. Thomas envied that. Not because he liked getting into trouble, but at that sense of ease Nathan always had around himself, like an imaginary bubble that would protect him from the world and its imperfections. A few months back Nathan lost an entire month’s wages of Confederate script, some twelve dollars, on a few games of poker. When walking away from the ammo crate he’d played his hand on he exclaimed, “Aww, it just wasn’t my night is all...plus I get fed anyway in this here army, not like I’m gonna starve, least not today...and well, I just had a good time losing it is all.” When Thomas offered him a few bucks to stay in the game he declined. “It’s one thing to have a problem losing my own money. It’s a whole different matter to be in debt with a friend...money does things to people you know...and well, I’ll just wait till next month’s pay and get it all back again...you’ll see.” That was Nathan for you. Didn’t come from much and hardly had anything but the shirt on his back, but was always in high spirits. That was one reason Thomas always liked him, growing up. He always had that “things are great today and will be better tomorrow” type attitude that Thomas could never find in himself. Thomas was too much of a realist, and leaned on the verge of totally pessimistic, which was another reason Thomas liked Nathan, because he was able to see past that.




  The morning bugle call wasn’t far off. The sun was making its early impact over the canopy of tree tops, and while sitting up looking out the front of his tent, Thomas could now start seeing the outlines of different objects he couldn’t make out just minutes earlier. Everything had a grayish tint to it as if he was looking through a veil. Across from his shelter half was another line of tents with men starting to stir for the morning wake-up call. It was always easier, it seemed, to get up before the bugle sounded off, although most of the men did their best to get as much rest as possible, now including Thomas. Very few men in the unit were lucky enough to have a shelter half to sleep under. Most just had a homespun blanket they’d roll themselves up in, like a cocoon protecting them from the elements. Some didn’t even have that, lying out in the grass covering their heads with their hats, sticking their hands inside their dirty jackets. They were just doing the best they could to keep warm, not even worrying about keeping dry; that wasn’t going to happen this time of year. And forget about trying to fend off the fleas and ticks; that was just something you learned to deal with. “You really have to love your country to put yourself though such shit,” Thomas said to himself quietly, so as not to disturb Nathan from his congested rest.




  The snoring grew worse, as if Nathan was drowning in a sea of his own spit and was fighting to stay alive. Thomas glanced at him. Only one other person in the world is that bad. He was remembering how as a younger boy how he’d race to bed every night and try his best to fall asleep before his father did—or else he might be up half the night listening to that horrendous gargle. His other brothers did the same thing. It was nearly like a game in the household, something to joke about around the next morning’s breakfast. And with his parents and four brothers all under the same roof, there were many jokes flying around, but all in good fun.




  Thomas was the middle son. His older brothers had moved off to start their own families a few years before, making him the oldest at home. Jay, the oldest, had married an Arkansas girl and had owned a small farm before the war started. Matt, the boisterous second-oldest, had found his way to North Texas, making a good income as a general goods store owner there.




  But those times had passed. Thomas was nineteen years old, a young man now, and he was off on the greatest adventure of his life, to fend off the Yankee invaders from his home and other homes around the Confederacy. Plus he’d already lost one of his brothers. Matt was dead, a Yankee minie ball finding him at Wilson’s Creek, Missouri many months before. Ironically, the day he found out about his brother’s passing, he was the only one to receive a letter from home, making the rest of the unit envious. One man, so homesick, actually broke down into tears as yet another day passed without some loved one writing him from afar.




  Thomas opened the letter with great excitement—it was always good to hear from Mom and Dad. Yet as soon as he read those horrible words written from them, the scrap of paper fell from his grasp to the ground. He began to breathe hard, walking back and forth, up and down the aisles of tents, as if trying to find an answer to the words on the letter, even looking for the soldier who initially brought him the mail, hoping he’d have something else to tell him. The pain of such news brought to him was nearly too much to bear. He’d left Texas not too long before then after being stationed on the gulf for the early months of the war, so why didn’t he find out then? His Captain was kind enough to give a three-week furlough for him to go home to be with his family, but Thomas turned it down, knowing the letter was already a month old. Nathan and other soldiers in the unit were very important in helping him get over such a loss. Without them, his pessimistic approach to life might have driven him into a full-blown depression.




  Jay, who was supposed to be with Matt at the battle, he didn’t know about. It seemed like he would have heard something through the ranks, but his regiment had passed over a lot of land, marching through Shreveport and crossing over the Mississippi at Vicksburg while trying to catch up with Joseph Johnston’s Confederate army. Was he alive in Arkansas with Van Dorn’s outfit, getting ready for the imminent attack on Fort Smith or preparing defenses at Little Rock? Or was he dead and thrown into some shallow grave at Wilson’s Creek, too? Was he wounded? Captured? Thomas had no word from home or from Jay’s wife either. Had Lucy heard from her husband or was she worried about him too? Thomas pondered that maybe it was better not to know the fate of Jay yet. Actually knowing he’d lost another brother in battle and knowing how his family would be suffering from the loss might be harder than playing the guessing game every day. “How are Mom and Dad holding up if Jay’s dead too?” he said to himself quietly, still staring out the front of his ragged shelter half. “I wonder if they got my last letter?” He shook his head in a vain attempt to get these thoughts out of his head. They would bother him all day long if he let them. He figured the best thing to do was get up and get moving; it was going to be a long day anyway. There were going to be a lot of miles and a lot of steps to take before he reached the Yankee line with the rest of his regiment. With a yawn and a moan he lifted himself up on one side to wake Nathan.




  “Get up, you old goat. Let’s get moving.” Thomas grunted at him. “Breakfast ain’t gonna make itself, you know.”




  Nathan smacked his lips together like an old dog chewing on a bone and then slowly opened his eyes. He gave Thomas a stern look as if to say Make me get up. But his eyes continued to blink and refocused on the natural light making its way into the shallow tent. This was Nathan’s normal waking theme, like every morning he had to remember just where he was before he did anything else. His sleepy fog faded away and he quickly put his attention on his early morning dilemma. Thomas could read his simple but important thoughts well before Nathan even spoke them, like some carnival psychic without the turban. This one was, What am I going to have for food?




  “What do we got to eat? I’m starving,” Nathan said, like he did every morning.




  “Remember those eggs we found yesterday? I figure we could cook those up and maybe root up some coffee too,” Thomas replied.




  “Yeah, sir, that sounds like a good breakfast...too bad we didn’t find the bird that laid those darn things...then we coulda have had lunch too.” Nathan smirked as he yawned and stretched his sleepiness away.




  “Yeah, that’d been nice,” Thomas mumbled. He crawled from his tent into the wet grass, getting his hands and lower portions of his pants moist as he did. It was a pleasant morning. Quiet. Last evening’s rain had left everything soaking wet, but that wasn’t usual. It was April and it was bound to rain for the next month or so. The clouds hadn’t dissipated in days, and their grayish cover didn’t help with Thomas’ mood, although he did like the shield they produced from the sun’s glaring heat. Slapping his suspenders up around his shoulders, Thomas noticed that most fire pits had become small grayish pools of charred wood and ash, but there were one or two that were still smoldering enough to make a go at it. Maybe he could bring the fire back to life enough to cook a few eggs. He headed toward the closest dugout hole that still had some smoke puffing up from it and peered down, as if he was standing on the edge of a cliff. He leaned in closer to see if it was worth his effort to even make a half-assed attempt to build it back into flames. He knelt down next to it and began poking the grayish tar with a wet stick. He pushed some of the damp remains back and peered deeper inside, finally noticing a few hot embers protected from the rain by a couple pieces of wood. It would have to work. He leaned in even closer and blew hard against the embers, which grew in their redness as if doing their best to come back to life for him. Once again he blew, then again. Finally, on the fourth attempt, a small flame shot up between the two dampened limbs that were above it. It would have to do. With any luck, he and Nathan could find something dry to put on top of the flame and build it up again. Their work would not only be good for them, but would help others out that needed a fire that morning.




  Just as he began to smile from his early morning accomplishment, he was suddenly pushed from behind, his face headed right toward the small flame. At the last instance he was grabbed by a suspender and pulled away from certain death, or at least from causing the flame to go out and getting wet ash and soot all over him.




  “Looky there, I just saved your life...what would you do without me?” sneered Nathan, very well knowing that he was the cause of the initial fall.




  “You goofy goat, I’m trying to make us breakfast and you’re pushing me in the damn fire.” Thomas had been calling Nathan a goat for a few weeks now, since Nathan got the idea to grow out a goatee on his chin. His facial hair was hardly astonishing since he had the face like a baby’s bottom. Back home this worked well with the ladies, Nathan never being too shy to ask if he could escort one or five to a dance or some festival. Even though he had no money to speak of, ladies really enjoyed his flirtatious advances. They would just eat it up, clawing their way to the front of the pack to be on either the right or left of Nathan, his strong farm boy hand finding its way around their hips, holding them close. His young handsome face, muscular build, and suave demeanor made him one great catch, even if it was just for that night. Fathers didn’t like him too much, but Nathan didn’t care too much either, saying, “I’m not trying to win a popularity contest with the Dads...I just want the daughters.” But now as a young man off to war, every other day Nathan would ask, “How’s my goatee looking? It’s really beginning to come in great...you think those girls back home will like it, you know, when we return as heroes and all?” It always tickled Thomas to see these ten hairs sticking out of Nathan’s chin as if trying to jump off. Thomas would ask jokingly if he’d named all of them yet.




  But that was Nathan. A year younger than Thomas, he was still well-suited for roughing it in the army life, as were most all the thousands of young men who went to war, and that’s what really mattered. It didn’t matter what you looked like. I’m one of the ugliest guys out here I think, Thomas had decided. He wasn’t the handsome, young-looking type like Nathan, but only at nineteen looked as if he was well above thirty. Sunken eyes with early bags forming underneath, a long slender nose, and thin lips made him look like a gunslinger of sorts, like he’d whip the whole world if it stood in his way. His deep reddish goatee, which he grew to hide at least some of his face, showed his family ancestry to Ireland, but the accent was long gone, replaced by a folksy twang that he learned from his parents. His eyes were a cold blue, not a deep blue that many people would find peaceful, but icy like a winter wind had created them. And unlike Nathan, he wasn’t built on the muscular side, but was just average, even though he did the same hard work Nathan did back on his family farm. He never minded playing second fiddle to Nathan, and if Nathan had too many girls around him, some might wander over to Thomas, or he might pick a few off with his bad boy attitude, the type all the girls’ parents had warned them about. Either way, he always knew that he had Nathan beat in wittiness, which made Thomas grin from time to time. Together, they were unstoppable, muscle and brains.




  Thomas rolled his eyes at Nathan once again and went back to messing with the fire. Nathan was busy cracking the eggs and putting them into one of the smallest frying pans in the world. It was one Thomas had brought from home, stolen from his mom’s kitchen the day before he left out with the regiment. Knowing he was going to be walking more miles than he ever did in his entire life, he wanted to keep the weight he was carrying as low as possible. The two yokes were pushed up against each other like they had come out of the same shell. Nathan laid the full pan upon the two sticks warming up right above the flame. “There, in a few minutes we'll have some nice eggs...haven’t had them since we left the gulf, have we?” He poked Thomas in the side with his tattered jacket elbow.




  “Yeah, I’m looking forward to ’em,” Thomas said without really thinking about it and not really answering Nathan’s question. He was busy looking around at all the camps, from those who slept in the shelter halves, like him and Nathan, to those who only slept with a blanket. He also looked down the line to the officer’s area, a nice A-frame tent or even a wall tent in some instances. What type of breakfast are they going to be having this morning?




  Nathan caught his eye and said, “Yes sir, wouldn’t you like to be one of them...just think about it...not only do you get to have a nice living situation with all the room in the world and cots to sleep on, but you also get better pay and don’t have to do all the grunt work like us lowly privates...am I right?”




  Thomas smirked, as he was known to do from time to time. He really didn’t have a smile to speak of and never did like showing his teeth, having a chipped front tooth from a fall in his childhood. “Yeah, but I still wouldn’t want to be one of them.” Nathan looked at him kind of strange-faced, being confused at Thomas’ response and needing more of an explanation.




  “Why not? They have it made there, boy. When we get to this fight up here...you know where they’ll be? In the back! Back behind us giving their orders. Seems like they have it better off than we do is all.”




  “Except they have to lead us into some big fight, like the one here up the road in the next day or two, and tell us to ‘Charge This’ or ‘Attack That.’ Yeah, I think that would be too much responsibility for me, too much to think about. And what about these guys that aren’t gonna make it back? Think of the letters they have to sit down and write to some poor wife or Mom or Dad back home…” Thomas ducked his head, thinking of the letter he got of Matt’s death, thinking of his wife all alone in Texas with their young family. Thomas said all this kind of slowly as if to let each word sink into Nathan’s brain for a moment. “No, I’ll leave it to them. I wouldn’t want the job.”




  Nathan looked down as if trying to find something good to say down in the coals. Whenever Thomas got too depressing for him, he just tuned him out. A few people were starting to stir around the camp, some crawling out from under blankets or shelter halves, others flopping back and forth like a fish just snared. But most were still snoozing, and would do so till noon or better if permitted. That wasn’t going to happen though. The bugle would soon sound for the morning roll call; the men would slide out of their sleepiness like snakes under a warm rock. These civilian soldiers would line up and call out ones and twos and threes and fours until everyone got it right, go over the business of the morning with the officers in charge, then try to fry up something worth eating if time permitted. Thomas and Nathan were already getting the jump on that.




  Before the war, Thomas never had a problem jumping out of bed and getting ready for morning farm chores. And even in the first few months with the regiment, it never bothered him to get up like it did some. He didn’t know why, but he wanted to get up, get something to eat, if he could rustle it up, move around and get his muscles loose, and be prepared for roll call. Some thought he did this to curry a favor with the officers; maybe he wanted a promotion to corporal if at all possible? But the fact was that he’d been doing this most of his life. Back on the farm in the wooded forest of southeast Texas, he was always up with his Dad to go do morning chores. Yes, the other boys did too, but they did it half-asleep. Feeding the calves in the barn, milking the cows—they had two of them—gathering the eggs for mom to prepare breakfast in a few hours; it had all become a routine to him. This opened up to more jokes around the breakfast table, concerning how Thomas’ ears were somehow tied into Dad’s snoring, that when Dad started snoring, Thomas was well asleep, and when Dad ended from being awakened in the early morning, Thomas would pop out of bed too. He never minded the jokes. It was all part of the life of growing up with brothers, and being the middle child he always got his fare share of shots from the older and younger brothers. And most of the time he had a good comeback to jab them with, like when Matt was younger and in trouble, he would run through the small wooden home away from his dad’s belt. And when he was finally cornered, he would be down on his hands and knees, begging for forgiveness and mercy with tears rolling down his face. The rest of the family would be laughing so hard at his antics that Dad would forget about the whipping...most of the time. Or when Jay was stubborn as to what he ate, he would sometimes just sit at the dinner table with his arms folded and watch everyone else eat their meals. Picky, picky, picky.




  But that was many years ago and well before war was even in everyone’s thoughts. Now Thomas was more likely to sleep in for longer periods of time, as long as his memories would let him. He’d already lost Matt, and had no word on what happened to Jay. Thomas didn’t even know if his body made it home. More likely it was still out on the field, or thrown into a shallow grave, or maybe even a mass grave. Again, Thomas shook his head in despair, trying to get the image of his brother’s unknown grave out of his mind. This is war, he continued to tell himself, and people get killed in war.




  The eggs were being scrambled on the small iron skillet that had been used what seemed to be hundreds of times before. Nathan was the master of all cooks. He’d learned much of his tricks back home, where he could catch a fish, gut it, clean it, and toss it in a frying pan, all in a matter of minutes. Still, at eighteen, he had things to learn, some of which came from an older man named Walter in the unit. But like with everything Nathan did, he enjoyed it.




  Thomas knelt beside him on his left knee with his right leg sticking out to one side. It had been over a month now, but the pain was still there from time to time. While coming through Louisiana, he’d been shot in the leg in a small skirmish during which only two people were seriously wounded. The Yankee sympathizers snuck up on his regiment in the middle of a march, and shot into the ranks. Thomas and the other two men were hit, and the company returned a volley into the woods where the shots were thought to have come from. Then skirmishers were sent in. A small gunfight erupted for five minutes or so. Three Union men were killed and two taken as prisoners. These Louisiana traitors were marched to the next town and hung for going against the South and its Cause, their bodies left dangling in the square as a warning to other Unionist in the area. Thomas was lucky. The minie ball went completely through the tissue, missing the bone and the major arteries that flowed through the leg. And even luckier, no major infection set in on the wound, which actually healed up quite nicely. But it did give him a bad limp and caused him to run out of breath a lot quicker on long marches. Something, like a muscle or tendon, had not heeled correctly, and gave him pains, especially during long marches or standing waiting on orders. Sometimes the pain would wake him in the middle of the night, and he would massage his wound until the pain away, after maybe a few minutes or maybe an hour. I’ll get over it I’m sure. If Nathan can do it, well then so can I, on a good or bad leg.




  Nathan moved the eggs back and forth with the only utensil he had, a partially rusted spoon. He and Thomas found out long ago that carrying a knife and fork with you was nice, but it was just extra weight in your haversack and not really going to be needed. They had both sharpened one side of their spoon just enough so that it would be able to cut, a smart idea that Thomas had come up with. They also had traded their dinner-wear for some coffee grounds which they hadn’t used yet.




  “How they coming?” Thomas asked as he watched the egg broth becoming hardened little chucks of yellow meat. Nathan knew Thomas could see them easily from his kneeling point but answered anyway, “Oh, they are coming along. Just another few seconds I guess and these puppies’ll be done.” Pulling the end of his jacket sleeve down over his hand for protection, Nathan reached in the pit and pulled the small pan from the puny flames. He held it up between himself and Thomas, and both dug into the breakfast that was hardly big enough for one of them, much less two. Still, it was as good as the fried dough they usually had on mornings.




  “Mmm-mm. Eggs for breakfast...can’t beat that. Got any of those coffee grounds to put in my cup?”




  “Shit. They’re back in my haversack. Let me go get them.”




  “No, boy. Don’t worry about it. We’ll make some later on.”




  They watched as the unit was starting to rise from their sleep, like the dead coming back to life. The bugler strolled out into the middle of the shelter halves, gave his arm a quick snap upward to his face, and began to blow. The wonderful sound of reveille rifled through camp into everyone ears, angering many who popped up in their shelter halves like prairie dogs from their hole in the ground. Others flung their blankets farther over their head as if it was going to protect them from the bugle blast. Thomas watched this with amazement. Not that he was too amazed to see the reaction of the troops, he could understand that, but he was more amazed at the bugler himself. “How could anyone do a job like that and have any friends in the world, at least around this time of day?” Thomas asked Nathan, not really looking for an answer. Yesterday’s march had been grueling on the regiment. It had been nearly an all-day forced march to catch up with the rest of the army. Officers were yelling out, “We can’t let those Alabama and Tennessee boys do all the fight’n for us now can we?” The men would grumble back “No” with as much cheer as one could muster. To be a soldier on your feet wasn’t going to be fun today, but everyone knew there was a fight coming up and that sore feet were just part of the wonders of being in the army. The Captain and First Lieutenant were up and already looking over maps stretched out over an oak table. They stood underneath their fly, talking back and forth, pointing at the map, probably discussing which road would be the quickest, a good indication that the regiment was moving out soon, and that those who’d not gotten up might want to do so soon, or they wouldn’t have time for any breakfast, much less a hastily put together one. Thomas was already thinking about another day’s worth of marching. He knew he could keep up, but looking down at his right leg, he wondered how horrible he was going to hurt by that evening. He never did like drinking, even as a young man, but now with this injury, he didn’t mind taking a few nips to dull his senses a bit. Like a lot of others, he’d much rather wait and have the Yankee armies come find him.




  Nathan wasn’t thinking about it though. All his attention was on the eggs. “Dig in and eat your part...or I will.”




  As both took their spoons and began to pull the eggs away from the skillet, they looked over their shoulder and noticed a familiar face. It was their Sergeant.




  “Morning, guys. How are y’all doing this morning?” Sergeant Henry said to them.




  “Doing well, Sergeant, and yourself?” Nathan mumbled with a face full of eggs.




  “Not too bad. Slept pretty good I guess,” Henry said as he scoped the horizon of camps, moving over just a bit as the smoke began to rise in his face. “I think we got a good one coming on today. If not today, it’ll be tomorrow. Word through the ranks is that the Yanks aren’t ten or twelve miles up the road on the Tennessee River. When we find them, we’ll lay into them. They’ll see.”




  Thomas and Nathan just nodded. They heard the same camp rumors like everyone else had, including Henry. They also knew that it was going to be a lot harder than what it sounded like. But that was just Henry’s way. Hell, it was anyone’s way that had rank above corporal. No one wanted to think about defeat, and if everyone did as they were supposed to, then defeat shouldn’t happen, right? But it was just the way non-coms spoke. By listening to their words, it was if victory was a foregone conclusion, and that by just marching up there the enemy would tuck tail and run. And granted, this was a great way to get recruits back home, with the thought of an easy victory roping everyone in just months earlier, the hawks beating their war drums saying it was going to be a three-month war. Everyone thought like that in the beginning.




  “No trouble at all. Yeah right,” Thomas said out loud but out of earshot of the other two. He’d heard the reports coming from Wilson’s Creek. He’d heard some of the reports from the east, from Manassas. Hundreds of men had been killed at each of those glorious events, and for what? Just so another much larger battle could take place a few months later. So some historian in the future would call them “early war skirmishes” and talk about how these armies were so “ill-prepared” to fight such an epic war. “They were making history at these battlefields” they would say, or becoming a part of it.




  Thomas did get a smirk out of the whole thought though. At the sound of guns or drums, you could see the ears of guys like Henry perk up like a sheep dog’s hearing a coyote in the distance. It seemed truly in their blood to fight, like they’d been trained well before any formal training existed, like this was their calling in life. To Henry it wasn’t the killing and the bloodshed that he was looking forward too. No, that’s what everyone hated. To him it was the organization of the unit, the strategy deployed by each commander and the troop movements laid down on the initial assault. It was like playing chess, finding an opening and attacking. To do it perfectly would sometimes look like a work of art. That’s what Henry fed on. At the small scrap in which Thomas was wounded, it was Henry who was ordered to take his section of men into the woods to hunt out and destroy the enemy. And using skirmish tactics learned during drill, Henry did very well. Even though Thomas was shot and lying on his back while others attended to his wound, he was able to watch Henry’s face gleam with excitement as he deployed the dozen men. He did so with no hesitation, as it was his first real chance to show off his section and his leadership skills. He first laid ground fire from the road, then sent skirmishers down on to each flank, thus boxing in those Louisiana Unionists for the kill. Well before that, while on the march, he loved echoing the orders during daily drill. Shoulder Arms, Forward March, Right onto Line, Left Wheel. When done all correctly, like a well oiled machine, it was something picturesque. This is what made Henry keep his head up and so optimistic about the whole thing. Not that he had much to do with the deployment of the forty thousand men that made up the Army of Mississippi, but Lord knows he wanted too. Thomas and Nathan joked, calling it the “NCO effect.” It happened when stripes were placed on your arms, two for corporal, and three for sergeant. The “effect” would come with the position of power, and the want and desire and the determination to gain higher rank and even more power. Colonels wanted to be generals, Captains wanted to be Colonels, lieutenants wanted to be Captains, and so on and so on. And the lowest down the list, the noncommissioned officers, or noncoms, all were building on the hope to be a splendid commissioned officer someday, not just being a “noncom” all of their army life. Like Nathan’s cooking and his own mental wonderings, Thomas just thought it was a good way to waste time. Hell, maybe Henry’ll be a great officer some day. Yes, some day.




  But the real test would be in the coming twenty-four hours. The early bugle call had sounded and men were well on their way, cooking and eating what they could, and packing up everything they could carry on their back. For Thomas, besides his initial clothing of pants and suspenders, shirt, jacket and hat, these were the essentials that he was going to be carrying for the day:




  Shoes: Although part of his clothing, these shoes, or brogans as they were called, were always important to any soldier’s life. Without them Thomas knew his feet would be bloodied and blistered and that probably would take him out of this war. These would save his feet, get him where he needed to go, and probably have to do for the entire war. Wherever Thomas went through all types of terrain, these simple shoes were going to be the ones that did it. The North would probably be lucky enough to get a new pair every few months, at least every year, but the Southern boys would have to make do the best they could. That’s why Thomas tried to take such good care of them, polishing them up and cleaning them off as best he could. He tried to keep them away from the heat of the fire so that the leather wouldn’t expand and retract too much. And if bad came to worse, he might be able to steal another pair off of a dead Yankee on the field. Hopefully, the metal heel plates would also save the shoe heel from wearing down too quickly on his marches though. His socks were just as important, saving his feet from the constant movement against the hardened black leather brogans. He had two extra pair in his haversack.




  Canteen: Thomas knew he could walk a long way, but without water, even in this early spring over-cast sky, he wasn’t going to make it far. His canteen was as important to him on the march as his rifle was in the middle of battle. If he didn’t keep fluids inside himself, then he was going to dehydrate and pass out, and that wasn’t a pretty sight, as he had seen a few Texans do so on their way up there. Then what good would he be while the Yanks were invading his home?




  Rifled Musket: This nearly four foot-long weapon was a must-have where he was going. The key was, as most all generals thought since the days of Napoleon, to match your men, stand across from each other in open fields and fire into each others ranks until a bayonet charge was ordered. Yes, it only fired one shot at a time, but the new rifled musket was very accurate and very deadly. It could easily strike its target at two hundred yards away. Most smoothbores before this time would only shoot accurately up to fifty or seventy-five yards. This was going to be a very destructive weapon in the hands of determined soldiers on both sides of the war, not only in what was ahead of Thomas, but in a thousand areas across the South in the next years to come.




  Belt, Cap, and Cartridge box: These were needed to carry the black powder and the minie balls that you loaded the rifle with. The soft lead weights were going to cause a lot of damage during the war. If you were shot in the arm, you weren’t going to be just injured; you were going to lose that arm in many instances. Many times there would be no bone left from where that ball had penetrated, forcing doctors to amputate the limb, or so Thomas heard. The minie ball would be loaded with the ramrod, a long metal rod that would force the bullet down the gun barrel to rest on the black powder charge. It was found on the gun itself. Thomas had heard other stories of men trying to load so fast with the ramrod, that they forgot to take it out of the barrel, shooting it across the field, which basically made your rifle useless. The caps would be carried to create the whole shooting process by placing one on the nipple of the gun, above the trigger. A soldier would pull the hammer back once for half cock, place the cap on, and then pull the hammer back again and be ready to fire.




  Bayonet: This one foot-long metal spear hung from the belt off of Thomas’s left side. It was easily attached to the end sight of the rifle. Thomas thought if ever used in battle, it would be a killing device, and what a mess it would probably make. He’d practiced with it a lot during drill by stabbing into wood boards or bags of sand with it. As of yet, he’d only used it to cook corn-meal over a fire, wrapping the dough around the tip and holding it over the fire.




  Haversack: Thomas stored all his worldly belongs in it. Many he’d already thrown away or traded off to lighten his load, but enough was still there. A pocket knife, his two extra pairs of socks, a small chunk of hardtack—a bricklike dough that had been hardened so that it would last forever, some saying it would even stop bullets; his sharpened spoon, a tintype of the family that his mother had given to him right before he left, and a dented tin cup that he kept tied to the outside of the haversack. Not much compared to some, but enough that you would feel it dragging while humping the next ten miles down a muddy trail in south central Tennessee.




  Shelter-Half: This was the last bit of cloth he was going to have to put on. This was the canvas rolled up longways and tied together on the ends that made up one-half of the tent with Nathan. They buttoned the pieces together to make a completed tent. Thomas wrapped his half across his torso and carried it with few complications. With the haversack and canteen resting on his opposite hip, they were easily accessible if desired. Others carried their blanket in the same way, or rolled up and tied to a backpack that they may have.




  With all of his essentials attached to him in some way or another, Thomas was ready to start on this grand journey toward the Yankee army. He heard “FORM side, UP!” shouted by a few sergeants and corporals half-way jogging through camp, turning their heads from side to shouting the same words again. Henry did the same thing in his area. Thomas sighed. Same thing every morning, all hurry up and wait. It was probably the same in the Northern army, some young corporal yelling at a bunch of guys who knew their duty just like him, but a little more nonchalant about showing it.




  “Fall in, men, let’s go, time’s a waste’n and we got blue bellies to catch up to by nightfall,” Henry yelled out to the company. Thomas and Nathan, having gathered all their possessions, straggled into line just as everyone else did. They were in no hurry, as the noncoms always fussed about, but got in line at a leisurely pace. Thomas always did this to irk Henry just a bit. It wasn’t that he was trying to make him mad; it was just that he wanted to show Henry—hell, he wanted to show everyone—that stripes or no stripes, sergeant or corporal or private, they were all in this army together, and that someone yelling at him didn’t make him move any faster. And was he, just one guy, really going to make that kind of difference on the battlefield? Probably not, but if everyone thought that way, well, the war would have probably been over a lot quicker because no one would have shown up to it, right? Again, Thomas shook his head, his thought not only getting carried away, but now starting to confuse him as he stood in line and waited for the morning information.




  Thomas watched as Henry ran towards the end of the front line, which was around twenty men and called first section. It consisted of Henry as the first sergeant; Sergeant Daniel was at the other end of the line, and two corporals who held the center positions of the line. There was another line of ten men behind this, also having two sergeants and two center corporals. These twenty men made up the largest platoon in Company K, which was made up of around fifty men altogether, give or take a few. The three officers had divided the company up so that each man could control a section if needed. With nine more companies in the regiment, you had roughly around five to six hundred men from Texas. The count changed from day to day as some men would be ill, or drunk, and would miss morning roll call. Others may have deserted for a week, maybe two, maybe more. The men were going to join up with men from Arkansas, Alabama, Louisiana, and many from Tennessee, to take on men from Iowa, Indiana, Michigan, and a lot of men from Illinois and Ohio. Nearly every one of them came from the same background—farming mostly, and nearly every one of them prayed to the same God, and nearly every one of them could tell you why their forefathers fought for independence from a tyrant back in 1776. The Texas men Thomas lined himself up with would just as easily tell you why many of their fathers had fought against Santa Anna only twenty-five years earlier. And most of them, from both sides, had the same answer for fighting in this war, that “I’m trying to save my country and its values and its rights that were given to it under the Constitution.” The Northern army up the road ahead was trying to keep this “union” together, to make sure that the Constitution was never divided between free-state and slave-state, and they were willing to die for it if necessary, just like Old Abe had asked them to do. But the Confederates, which Thomas stood in line with, and Southerners from the Rio Grande to the Potomac, would tell you that they were just as willing to give their lives for their way of life and the rights they believed they had in that same Constitution—that no government, even the one in Washington—could take those rights away. So now these two forces were going to have to attack and attempt to destroy and kill one another, for different beliefs in the same document. They had already done so in Missouri, Virginia, and hundreds of other places so far. Now it was time for them to face off in the wooded area of south central Tennessee. Thomas breathed in deeply.




  The officers stationed themselves out in front of the lined men of the company. They, as always, were very cool about their actions. One stood facing his men with not the slightest emotion showing on his face, as if they all too well knew the seriousness of what was ahead of them. Another stood closer, swaying back and forth, talking to soldiers in the ranks. These were Texas men, so discipline may not have been their strongest asset. Thomas looked out and noticed the company Captain looking at him very sternly. Quickly, Thomas started to try to fix whatever was wrong with him—maybe his wooden buttons were improperly ordered, or maybe his rifle was in an incorrect position. By the time he looked over everything he had on, and then glanced back up and caught his Captain’s eye again, the grim face was gone, turned into a smirk and a wink. Thomas’ cheeks began to flush as he realized that he was doing nothing wrong, but the Captain had given him the look to see his reaction, like a schoolmaster testing his pupils. A few other snickers were heard down the line at Thomas’ expense, all in good fun.




  Captain Anthony was from the same town in Texas as was Thomas, so even though they weren’t the best acquainted people in the world, at least they knew of each other. Hell, being a boy of only nineteen and knowing a man doing as well as Anthony said something of Thomas, right? Anthony stood about the same height as Thomas, five feet seven inches, and had a slender appeal to him with a very clean face. Back home he was well acquainted with the women in town, not the same girls Nathan took out for a night of fun, but the much more elegant women, some married, some not, or so the rumors said. Anthony was a trader back home, had made thousands in the movement of cotton to the coast and slaves from the east. That was one reason it had been so easy for the men from town to nominate him as the Captain. He was well-liked, well-respected, and envied by almost everyone who knew him. He also knew how to play the politics of war, sitting down with the Colonel and even higher-ups to help out his company that much more, while also staying in contact with senators and representatives back in Texas and east in Richmond. It was always good to have decent men in high places. Not to say Anthony didn’t have pitfalls. One Thomas knew of was his bad temper. While the unit was stationed on the coast, a private had fallen asleep at his post. Anthony had the man take ten lashes from the whip in front of the entire unit, as a warning to the rest of the men that the same thing better not happen again. Another time a young man asked for a furlough to go home because he was homesick. Anthony reportedly told the kid, “Your parents will see you again when this war is over or when they’re about to put you in a six-foot hole in the ground. But either way, you’re staying on the line.” This tough love was done without the consent of the Colonel, maybe just to show that his company, Company K, was going to be the best unit in the regiment, if not the entire Army of Mississippi.
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