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Shiloh, Tennessee April 6, 1862
Chaos-panic-confusion, running semi- blind as choking smoke, a spiteful little trickster, dances and swirls all around me.
“Danny, where the hell are you!?” I scream as I fall back, fleeing from the advancing grey backs. I desperately try to block out their grating, unnerving war cry, a mix of “huzzah” and the screech of a dying hare. To my left, right, and back, muzzle flashes penetrate the darkness with explosions of fiery light, like the firecrackers my friends and I used to set off as pranks on unsuspecting schoolmates as they came home. Some of my comrades stop and turn, hefting their Red Rifle muskets, trying to return fire. The majority of us skedaddle, running as though the wrath of God Almighty pursues us.
“Fall back toward the damn river! Move you bastard deadbeats!” the voice of Ezra Darling, our grizzled, foulmouthed captain booms out over the deafening shrieks and explosions, loud enough to pass for an artillery battery onto itself. 
I continue to stumble through the thick stand of woods, littered with splats of blood and bodies. All the while I shout for my best friend Danny Gallagher. 
“Where is he? Brains sprayed across some oak, already human manure?... All that talk about the family tradition of fighting and country first, leaving my pregnant wife, all for the damn pleasure of running from the Rebs my first time seeing the elephant… Where the devil does Darling expect us to regroup our lines… ‘Purpose doesn’t make the choice any easier to bear, but it makes the path forward clear’…Great advice Pa, but where the hell is this grand purpose and path now…”
 “Jay, over here!” Danny’s shout shatters my confused litany of thoughts. My head snaps to the left, and my mind and body breathe a moment of respite as I catch sight of Danny. Tall and confident, deep brown eyes betraying terror masked by boldness, he cuts towards me. He’s smeared with sweat and jet powder, but otherwise unhurt. 
“Goddamn grey backs ruining a perfectly good Sunday. Darling finally clears the handout of our paychecks and Johnny Reb sneaks in for the attack. At this rate my souse of an uncle back in Galway will have farmland before me.” 
Danny’s voice still manages to carry an easy lilt despite his annoyance, despite both of us running in the middle of surreal nightmare, heading across a forsaken field toward the rest of 34th Illinois. Our regiment takes up defensive positions in front of a road that looks closer to a well-worn deer path, sunken into the soft soil with years of frequent travel, than a pathway for people. 
We jump over a rickety, zigzagging wooden fence a couple yards behind the worn road. Darling’s abrasive orders once again assail our ears.
“Gallagher, Tyler I want you both on the right flank next to Collins and Hart,” he gruffly barks. As we move to take up our positions, Darling’s voice thunders out across the line once more.
“Alright men, General Prentiss’s orders are simple. We’re holding this position at all costs. No falling back, no reinforcements. We damn well fight and stand our ground. Stay down, keep firing. It’s up to us to fend off the bastard Rebs until General Grant can regroup his damn men for a counterattack. If we fail, the shit-ass gray backs will have us all whipped. Good luck and Godspeed, Lord knows we’re going to need it.”
Darling concludes what passes in the 34th for an uplifting speech. All of us immediately began loading our rifles. We dump powder down the barrel, jam the bullet home with the rod, and set the cap. Johnson’s rebels reach the edge of the forest line and prepare to charge our defenses.
August 1861 Camp Butler, Illinois
	“Why, just give me that Jason! I’m pregnant with your firstborn son or daughter. We’ve finally have our own land and livestock, and you want to...to march off a thousand miles away and what, play hero? Get your head ripped off by a cannonball? Leave me here to bury an empty casket and raise our child and live out our dream alone? 
Deborah castigates me with her eyes, orbs, filled with pain and bewilderment. Her short, stocky frame seems larger somehow, as if the force of her passion triggered a physical transformation, a personification of her emotion.
“I don’t want to Deb. I need to. My family’s military, my father graduated from West Point. This is in my blood. Every war our country’s fought up until today my family has been involved with, all the way back to the Revolution. Pa’s already enlisted as a captain with the 45th out of Galena. If I hang back, I won’t be able face myself in the mirror,” I reply, tired and pleading, not wanting to prolong the pain of my choice any longer.
“And when you home without legs or arms, to a farm and family you can’t support, will you be able to look yourself in the mirror then?” 
Shiloh, Tennessee 1862
Wave after wave of grey break against on our line. Danny and I fire and reload continuously, repetitively, all words forgotten in a frantic drive to keep the bullets, angry hornets, coming and so stay alive. The muzzles on our guns glow red hot, grime and sweat mingle in rivulets flowing down our faces. Screams, artillery fire, musket fire all smash together in a skull-pounding roar. 
 “Shit! I’m out of cartridges,” I scream to Danny and the boys closest us.
	“It’s fine, just use some of mine,” replies Gabriel Hart, another soldier from Danny and I’s mess.
	Though I find Hart’s offer sorely tempting, I know the battle is far from over, and Hart only possesses an extra dozen or so cartridges. With the battle raging on for only God knows how much longer, I know I’ll only end up putting him and my friends in a more dangerous position when both of us end up without powder. There’s no other choice; I’ll have to get up and run down the line until I find a soldier who can afford to share his cartridges. Grimly, I ease my body up off the blood-slickened earth, readying myself for the reckless task ahead.
	“Goddamit, Jay, do you have a lick of horse sense?” You’re going to get yourself mustered out; and I’m not writing Deb to tell her your no account arse isn’t coming home,” Danny hollers at me, reaching up to grasp my arm, as if to physically shake sense into me. 
	“I’m half-Irish, between the pop skull and the grit the bullets don’t stand chance, not a by a jug full,” I fire back, with a great deal more bravado than I actually possess.
	Danny looks ready to protest further, then thinks better of it and withdraws his hand. 
	“Keep your bloody head down,” he tells me. Without another word I turn, half-crouching and running, and start scuttling down the line. I shout over the chaos for powder.
It seems like eternity, but I finally return to my comrades twenty minutes later and carrying two new boxes of cartridges, courtesy of Darling. I find Danny. His right arm’s drenched, belching blood, a half-dollar chunk of flesh eviscerated by bullet. He’s swearing fiercely, clutching his arm, his eyes glazed with pain and mounting fear. I kneel down beside him, screaming for a doctor. I add the pressure of my hand to his own, hoping two hands can accomplish what one is failing to do.
“Goddamn, piece- of -shit Sunday buggers and their piss-pot tactics! I’m going to lose my arm, and my chance to work my own land, just so Grant and the rest of his idiot generals can cover their arses on an attack they should have seen coming!” Danny spats through gritted teeth, his face growing paler by the minute as our attempts to stem the tide of blood loss meet futility. 
“Oh Sweet Mary, I don’t want die behind this bastard fence….Goddamit, what a day to get Jonah…” Danny’s voice fades with along with the last life still holding on in his eyes. His body stiffens then relaxes. He’s gone.
I reach a decision. I refuse to end up like my best friend, another body fertilizing the battlefield. A grove of oaks stands less than twenty yards behind me. I could reach its protective arms; melt away in a matter of seconds. With the deafening noise, smoke, and confusion making a break for the cover of the trees looks simple, an invitation to freedom and my family. I begin to ease my body up away from Danny’s vacant shell, preparing myself to make a quick dash away from the battle. 
	“Jay, I’m out of bullets, could you spare some?” Gabriel Hart interrupts my focus, looking expectantly for aid. Reluctantly, I dig into a pouch on my belt and retrieve a handful of bullets from my last box. I impatiently hand them over, anxious for him to reoccupy himself with battle and allow me to break away from the desperate fight.
	“Lord, the hornets are sure flying; I don’t envy Johnny Reb on the charge today.” Gabriel’s tone carries a surreal conversational quality, as though we’re just two men sitting out a porch on a sunny day, not locked in the terror of a growing slaughterhouse.
	“I don’t envy us either, it looks as if they finally have their artillery batteries ready to fire. When they let drive it’ll be a mustering out for all of us, and for what?” I respond to Hart resentfully, bitter about being kept here by this pointless conversation.
“My family. My daughter, my two sons, and my wife.” Gabriel casually replies.
“What are you talking about?” I’m part way between bewildered and intrigued.
“You asked ‘for what;’ why we’re out here dying in a cow pasture at the behest of some blowhard officers. I’m out here for my family, so they’re assured of this country’s promise.” 
“Ideals don’t work the fields, Gabe. They don’t put food on the table. They can’t comfort a pregnant wife.” I reply deftly, trying to put the conviction of my emotion into my words.
“No, but they do serve the basis for the chances that make that food and field possible. You can’t get something for nothing, Jay. If you want to work your fields and love who you choose, you need a country and body of laws that offers the opportunity. I’m not saying it’s fair that one man lives while another dies, or that thousands die at the expense of a fool’s order, but ultimately somebody’s got to be out here if my family’s to get a shot at the future I want for them,” Gabriel shouts over the bedlam.
	“All the soldiers on this godforsaken field and I end up having words with the only one thoughtful enough to sway my mind...The Devil’s laughing at my luck…Damned luck aside, Hart’s right… My family rates no higher than Danny or any other boy in the field…I can’t walk away leaving some other poor bastard to toe the mark I ‘m unwilling to meet…Oh God, I’m going to regret this…”
The world combusts all around me. Men vault through the air like little toy soldiers scattered by an impatient child as Beauregard’s artillery guts our line. Earth- fire-blood-darkness.
	“Purpose doesn’t make the choice any easier to bear, but it makes the path forward clear….I love you Deb…”




