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Chapter V 
 

Virginia, October 1862 
 
The early morning was proving to be colder than expected.  Sonny was grateful for Jim’s 
kindness in sharing a heavy coat he had found during the last raid.  Most of the soldiers, 
remembering the harsh conditions of the previous winter, had tried to get their hands on 
similar items, and many had been unsuccessful.  But even with the coat, Sonny’s feet 
were killing him.  His boots were coming apart, and the snow that would soon follow in 
the next month or so would surely destroy anything that was left. 
 
These things went through Sonny’s mind as he marched behind General Jackson, riding 
high on his horse.  The march was slower than Jackson usually commanded, mostly 
because the General was formulating his next move.  Sonny had handed over the papers 
he found in the stolen box and from what he could tell; Jackson’s mind began to swim.  
Sonny was not privy to the discussions between Jackson and A.P. Hill, Jackson’s second 
in command, but there was something happening and they would all find out soon 
enough. 
 
Now, one week later, he marched along at a steady cadence, waiting to see what would 
come next.  He heard a horse approaching from the rear, and soon General Hill pulled 
alongside of Jackson and began to discuss further what was to be done. 
 
“General.  We have moved ten miles north of the last known position of Burnside’s army.  
He is surely movin’ towards last night’s position, wouldn’t ya say?” 
 
Jackson was quiet for a moment, moving slightly up and down in his saddle and taking in 
the view of the valley through the trees.  He turned to General Hill and asked, 
 
“Were you Burnside, what would you say?” 
 
“Sir, if I were Burnside, this war would be over,” Hill said with his usual bluster, though 
it did not seem to work on Jackson. 
 
“I doubt that, sir.  I sincerely do.  Nor do I share your sentiment on the position of our 
enemy.  Burnside is most likely tryin’ to find where we are now and will be in pursuit 
once he does.  I’ve no fear that we should lose him again, but rest assured that he is 
attempting to carry out his orders.  If anything, Burnside will do what he is ordered.” 
 
Hill remained silenced by his rebuke from Jackson.  After a few uncomfortable moments, 
he spoke again, 



 
“General…if I may offer my assessment of the situation…” 
 
“You may, General, if you can,” Jackson quickly added. 
 
“Well, sir…I must suggest that we are at a crossroads with this current plan.  Three 
months we have been runnin’ in circles, and doing so around an obviously inferior 
enemy…” 
 
“One that bested us in the summer, if you recall, General Hill.” 
 
“Yes sir, but one that clearly does not have the numbers or vision to do so now.”  Jackson 
remained quiet so Hill continued, “With this in mind, and knowin’ that we have already 
lost Tennessee and Arkansas to the Union, it must be time to return and take McClellan 
head on.  Especially if this news about Grant movin’ to reinforce is true.  Without our 
added strength, General Lee will not be able to withstand such a force.” 
 
“I do not concur, General.  Though I see your position on the heavy loss of the western 
states, I do not see how that suggests that it is time to give up the element of surprise or 
the momentum of our current strategy.” 
 
“Again, General…if I may…it appears that the Union does not seem to care about such 
momentum if they are movin’ what one assumes is their reserves from Washington.” 
 
“Perhaps, General Hill.  But does not the removal of these troops open up another avenue 
to approach?” 
 
“What such avenue, sir?” 
 
“Perhaps one as literal as the road to their capital, General.” 
 
Hill was momentarily taken aback. This would be a risky undertaking, and one that had 
failed just this year with General Longstreet in the lead. Hill tried to play the voice of 
reason for once in his life, 
 
“General Jackson.  This is an interesting plan indeed, but does it not also risk leaving 
General Lee’s army to the Union forces?” 
 
“Sir, do ya think that Lincoln would allow us to take his beloved White House?  Do ya 
think McClellan or Grant will be very long in the south when they are needed once again 
to protect the king?” 
 
“If it is to work, sir, then it must be swift and before the snows fall.  I do not think our 
army can withstand another winter in hostile territory and under siege.” 
 



“On this, you are correct General. I completely agree.  But it must be done and done 
soon.  I have just received word this mornin’ that the cattle barons in Texas are ready to 
revolt and remove themselves from our midst.  If we lose the troops, and even more the 
stature of a state such as Texas, then we ourselves are not long on this battlefield.  
No…bold moves are what is required at the moment and I shall not let this time pass us 
by without doin’ just that.” 
 
The discussion was over.  General Hill knew it, just as anyone else that worked with or 
for Jackson knew – when his mind was made up, it would not change.  Silence once 
again came over the two for a few moments.  Jackson continued to look out over the 
distance as he had continually done while they spoke. 
 
“General Hill,” Jackson finally said, “Prepare word to be sent back to Richmond that we 
move east today.  By the first snow, we will have taken the enemy capital.” 
 
Hill moved away from the marching column and began to ride back to his own men.  
General Jackson peeled off from the march as well and wheeled his horse around to the 
side to watch his soldiers march past him.  Sonny caught his eye as he walked past and 
for a split second, he thought he saw a sign of sadness within.  But just as quickly, the 
coldness returned and Sonny averted his head. He was still not able to apologize, or even 
think clearly on the events of the summer, but he was truly beginning to miss the 
General’s tutelage.   
 
However, if the plan of action he had just heard turned out to be a failure, it would not 
matter any more.  Both would be dead and Sonny would at least be back with his 
family…or would he?  He was not sure and the lack of religious education from his 
grandfather made it no less clear in his mind.  He would have to wait and see.  But this 
was something Sonny was getting fairly good at.  Failure or not, Sonny was sure of one 
thing.  It would not be pretty.  It never was. 
 

* * * 
 

Maryland, November 1862 
 
Sonny watched on as General Jackson barked orders to men as they passed by, General 
staff and ordinary soldier alike.  Seemingly on edge, the General was not taking chances 
that anything would be left undone as the army approached Washington, D.C.  Two 
weeks of fighting from Harper’s Ferry had them within range of the Union capital’s 
northern defenses, but every road, railroad and bridge leading to the city had been cut or 
was soon to be, and Jackson’s army was now settling in to what would become a winter 
siege. 
 
Sonny heard a sound approaching from the west, a low thunder that became louder and 
louder as it got closer.  He turned to make out several riders on horseback wearing the 
gray of the Confederacy.  As they closed in, Sonny could tell that the lead rider was 



Colonel Thomas, the officer he had first met after leaving Dinny on the side of the hill, 
and now an important member of General Hill’s staff. 
 
As they pulled up in front of General Jackson, Colonel Thomas dismounted and began 
telling Jackson of his progress, 
 
“Sir, we have completed our work between here and the river.  Pickets have been set up 
and we are combing the countryside, taking what rations we can find and burning the 
rest.” 
 
This last phrase brought a few choice memories into Sonny’s mind.  General Jackson 
quickly nodded his head and produced a lemon from his pocket.  As he cut it in two with 
his knife, he asked the Colonel about General Hill. 
 
“Sir, he is still in bed.  His situation seems to have become worse since Harper’s Ferry.” 
 
Sonny could hear General Jackson mumbling to himself.  He was not sure exactly what 
he said, but he was sure it was not positive.  General Hill had been laid up with a severe 
chill since they had crossed the Potomac at Harper’s Ferry.  Jackson had no patience for 
it, and it only exacerbated the feelings of distaste he had for the flamboyant General.   
 
Jackson wasted no time with any further small talk about the delinquent Hill.  “Ewell has 
moved east and will shortly have pickets set up all the way to the B&O.  Once this main 
artery is cut, we shall have the north of the city cut off from supplies.” 
 
Colonel Thomas nodded his head.  “Yes sir.  They shall either starve or agree to terms.” 
 
“I would not be too sure of that, Colonel. Spies within the city have sent word that 
McClellan is back in the capital.  They will still be able to forage for supplies to the 
south.  Our supplies, Colonel.  The supplies of our own country.” 
 
“Yes, sir,” the Colonel answered, lowering his head. 
 
Jackson took a bite of his lemon as he waived Thomas away.  The Colonel saluted and 
turned to leave.  Before he was able to get very far, Jackson called after him again. 
 
“Colonel.  Take this soldier with you,” he said as he pointed to Sonny.  Looking up at the 
General, Sonny could see that he did not look in his direction.  Rather, his eyes were still 
trained on a fortification in the distance, the first they would need to take were they to try 
and enter the city. 
 
“I will need a headquarters set up.  Not too far from here.  Have this soldier gather 
supplies.  And when he is done, perhaps you should take him to General Hill’s side and 
see if he cannot be nursed back to health.  We shall need him soon.  He is no good to me 
if he is absent.” 
 



The Colonel wasted no time in agreeing and gesturing for Sonny to follow.  Sonny did 
not wait for Jackson to say another word.  He did as he was told and followed the Colonel 
as he made his way back up the road. 
 
When they had reached a clearing some five miles north of Jackson and his worried field 
glasses, the Colonel ordered Sonny to report to a Captain Monroe. 
 
“He has been in charge of quarters for the General staff.  He will know which house is 
suitable along this road.  Tell him of your orders and he will take you to General Hill 
when you are finished.” 
 
Sonny followed his orders once again.  It did not take long to find the Captain, and he 
seemed an amiable and capable man.  Finding a house was not difficult, a two story 
columned house that seemed almost out of place in the north.  But then Sonny had to 
remember that Maryland was not that much different than many of the places he had 
already seen in Virginia and elsewhere. 
 
After some time, the Captain returned to gather Sonny and take him to General Hill. As 
they traveled, the Captain looked over to Sonny. 
 
“General’s worried, ain’t he?” 
 
Unsure of what he meant, Sonny answered, “Sir?” 
 
“Well you know him better than us.  You two was thicker than dirt a while back.  Figured 
you know more than anyone.” 
 
Sonny pretended to not understand, though he knew the Captain was right. 
 
“General Jackson’s jest taken’ care of his business.  He’s no nonsense and ain’t got 
patience for some things.” 
 
“Like Hill?” 
 
Sonny nodded.  He could not pretend to hide what he and everyone else knew was 
becoming a major rift between Hill and Jackson. 
 
“Yep,” the Captain continued to say, “But I don’t think that’s all.  I figure he knows what 
we’re doin’ ain’t gonna work.  With the loss of Vicksburg last month, we ain’t even got 
the mighty Miss now.  Jest a matter of time.” 
 
“What ya mean?” Sonny wondered. 
 
“It’s damn near lost, kid.  Don’t you know?  This is a last chance bit we’re doin’ here.  
Jest tryin’ to take the pressure off from Marse Robert, but between McClellan and Grant, 



one of ‘em gonna come and push us right out.  And most likely take a whole bunch of the 
boys with ‘em.” 
 
Sonny remained quiet.  He did not know how to respond.  He was angry though.  He 
knew this Captain would never say these things in the General’s presence. He turned in 
his saddle to see if he could make out where Jackson was still giving his orders, but they 
were too far away now. 
 
Sonny turned back to the Captain. “Don’t rightly know if what we’re doin’ will work or 
not, but I’m gonna do whatever that man tells me.  I figure if I jest keep followin’ him, 
I’ll get out of here alive.” 
 
“Don’t you bet on it,” the Captain replied as he spurred his horse to the lead, leaving 
Sonny to ride by himself.  
 
Sonny put it out of his mind.  He had done what Jackson had ordered, and would 
continue to do so.  He was beginning to feel that he needed to get back into Jackson’s 
good graces.  He no longer cared for the coldness of Jackson’s treatment these past 
months.  Jackson had become the father figure that Sonny no longer had.  He had just 
turned seventeen, though no one knew it.  Only Dinny and Will knew his birthday, and 
now one was dead and the other…well, he didn’t know. 
 
No, Sonny would make an effort to do exactly what he was told.  To follow the General’s 
orders precisely, without fail.  He would do his best to make up for his earlier behavior 
and perhaps he might, as he had said, follow the General out of this war – safe and alive. 
 
And as for the rest of the men, though Jackson was able to inspire bravery and courage 
from mere words, many of them were now only hoping that old man winter or the great 
Stonewall would save them.  But they did have plenty of victories to notch on their belts, 
and somehow they had made it this far.  Perhaps Jackson’s plan wasn’t so crazy.  And in 
turn, then Sonny’s was not either.  But it would take a good deal to convince many of the 
men that it was not a losing effort at the moment, and deep inside it would take the same 
for Sonny. 
 

* * * 
 

Maryland, December 1862 
 
Sonny sat in a chair outside of General Hill’s bedroom, his eyes almost closed.  There 
was not much for him to do as Doctor’s were attending to the General as much as 
possible and nothing further was really required other than the odd request for clean 
water and fresh towels. 
 
His mind began to drift back to that day on the battlefield where he saw his brother dead 
before him.  In the midst of these thoughts, the sight of his father dangling from that tree 
still haunted the back of his eyelids.  He found it harder and harder to push these thoughts 



out of his mind, but the realization that he would most likely never make it out of this war 
alive were he to succumb to the rage that filled his heart made him temper his thoughts 
more and more each day.  To Sonny, feelings had become a luxury.  All that was left was 
instinct and reaction – the gut and the brain.  The heart was not invited. 
 
And as sudden as the idea of instinct and reaction came over him, the door to the small 
house blew open and General Jackson stood at the door.  He did not pause for 
pleasantries, but rather headed straight for the room in which General Hill was bedridden 
with chills.  Throwing the bedroom door open wide, Jackson walked into the room and 
without inquiring at all about the patient’s recovery said, “At least one great General is 
still with us.” 
 
From behind Jackson, Sonny could see Hill rise from his prone position and look into his 
superior’s face with a look of confusion and guilt.  He briefly gave a look over Jackson’s 
shoulder and saw Sonny looking into the room, which prompted Jackson to do likewise.  
Quickly, the door was shut in his face. 
 
But being a good listener was something Sonny had always been good at and this 
moment he leaned against the door and heard the rest of the conversation between the 
two Generals.  Jackson began,  
 
“General, I bring news that you will truly not believe.” 
 
“What is it, General Jackson?” Hill asked with genuine curiosity. 
 
“Our foe has gone to meet his maker.” 
 
“Sir?” Hill responded without hesitation. 
 
“McClellan has suffered from much of the same illness you have, it seems.  But it 
appears that you have a stronger fortitude than our enemy as he has since left this mortal 
coil.” 
 
“You mean to say that George McClellan is dead, sir?” 
 
“I mean precisely that,” Jackson responded with a mixture of glee and urgency. 
 
“So the Union is in disarray.” 
 
“It would seem that way for the moment, but the situation will not long play itself out.  It 
is only a matter of time before the Ape is forced to choose a successor and I am curious 
to find out who that might be.” 
 
“He will certainly have to consult the power brokers,” Hill said as Sonny heard feet hit 
the floor. 
 



“Yes, and that affords us time but very little.  We sit at the brink of either attack or a long 
winter, General.  Without an organized strategy or leader, the Union forces will most 
likely settle into a defensive line until another candidate is picked.  And I have the feeling 
that the man to look for is Grant.” 
 
“But General…sir…the man is a drunk!” Hill replied with plenty of disgust. 
 
“A drunk he may be, General. But a forceful combatant nonetheless.  Once he assumes 
command, I do not see the Union forces sittin’ for very long.  A new wind will blow 
towards us and we must do the only thing we can at the moment.” 
 
Silence filled the air for a few moments, and Sonny tried to cup his hand around his ear to 
make sure they were not whispering. 
 
“Do you suggest that we take this moment to retreat?” Hill asked with what seemed a 
hopeful tone. 
 
“Nothin’ of the sort, General.  Your presence is required to the south. We must take the 
immediate fortifications in order to last out the winter with some hope of survival.” 
 
“But sir…General Jackson…I must implore you.  My constitution is not strong at the 
moment and I…” 
 
Jackson cut him off and replied matter-of-factly, “You will see to this action or I will 
have your sword and leave you with the only weapon you will have left to save your 
honor, sir.” 
 
Once again silence filled the room.  Soon, the sound of boots could be heard walking to 
the door but before it opened, Sonny heard Hill try one more approach, “General.  Could 
not General Ewell lead such an attack?” 
 
“He cannot, sir,” Jackson responded without hesitation. 
 
Hill tried again, “Or perhaps it would be wiser to take control of one of the fortifications 
closer to the B&O.  It is surely a primary point of attack, yes?”  
 
“Sir!  Rise from that bed or be counted as a coward!  You will take the fort below our 
main guns and position your men to guard our retreat if it is necessary.  If they attack 
General Ewell’s position, he will be forced to retreat towards us.  Taking this fort will 
provide us with the time and firepower to allow for that and still escape with our lives.  
By God’s grace, man.  Remove yourself from this torpor!” 
 
Before another word was spoken, the door burst open and Jackson bounded past Sonny.  
He turned at the front door and looked into Sonny’s face.  Again, Sonny could see a sign 
of sadness behind his eyes.  The General’s gaze seemed to be trying to say something to 
the young man, but Sonny was not sure what it meant.  But instead of the usual coldness 



returning, Jackson simply said, “See that the General is dressed and ready to report to me 
within the hour.  Make sure he is aware that I will not be kept waitin’.  The time is now 
or never, do ya understand, Cor…Private.” 
 
“Yes sir,” Sonny answered with a quick salute. 
 
Jackson closed the door behind him somewhat less harshly than he had come into the 
room and left Sonny to tend to General Hill.  The first snows of the winter had already 
begun and Jackson was correct.  Take action now or wait for a possible Grant attack on 
the Confederate position.  The Union would have the city of Washington to it’s back 
while the Confederates would have to face retreat to Harpers Ferry, a town that would not 
remain in southern hands long.  From there, a crossing of the Potomac and from 
there…well, Sonny did not want to contemplate it. 
 
“General, sir?” Sonny asked as he went to prepare General Hill for his duty. 
 

* * * 
 

Maryland, January 1863 
 
The darkness of the night did nothing to help the chill in the air.  It only made seeing the 
warmer breath coming from Sonny’s mouth less visible, not to mention the snow on the 
ground.  But he heard it, all the same.   
 
Crunch, crunch, crunch. 
 
The sound of boots coming towards him through the snow.  Immediately he yelled out 
“Who comes there?!” 
 
The answer was just as swift, “Relief, Private.” 
 
“Advance Corporal, with the countersign,” Sonny called back into the night. 
 
The sound of boots crunching the snow underfoot came closer and Sonny began to make 
out the Corporal in charge of picket duty relief and Sonny’s replacement with him.  The 
correct procedure would have had two guards replace him, just as he would have had 
another man to stand watch, but the Confederates were not strong on numbers, and most 
of the soldiers were still trying to hold the one fort they had been able to take. 
 
The Corporal in charge stood before Sonny and went through the procedure, “Private.  
The countersign is ‘War Eagle.’  You are released.” 
 
Sonny lowered his weapon and presented arms.  He then stepped away from the tree that 
served as some cover for the picket on duty and allowed his replacement, a man Sonny 
knew only slightly, to take his place. 
 



Once the formal procedure was finished, the Corporal asked Sonny how the last few 
hours had been. 
 
“Cold, sir,” was the first thing that came from Sonny’s lips.  “But not much activity, ‘cept 
a few animals rustlin’ about.  Ain’t come across nothin’ else.” 
 
“That’s good, private.  Let’s hope it stays that way.” 
 
“Yes sir,” Sonny replied with a nod.  He pulled a flask from his coat and took a quick 
swig. Noticing that the other two soldiers were looking at him longingly, he offered the 
flask to them. 
 
“Don’t mind if I do.  Corporal, do ya mind?” 
 
The Corporal nodded his assent and then took the flask for himself.  “It does help keep 
the bones warm on a cold night like this.  Jest don’t let the General catch ya.” 
 
“No’m.  I wouldn’t dare, sir,” the Private answered gratefully as he took one more, quick 
swig and handed the bottle back to Sonny. 
 
Turning to Sonny, the Corporal signaled that they should be heading back.  Sonny picked 
up his knapsack and gave the Private a tip of the cap as he followed the Corporal back 
through the snow.  As they walked along, the Corporal asked him, “Wasn’t that bad, was 
it?” 
 
“No sir, not bad.  Jest cold.” 
 
“Well, ya had to know once you came under General Hill that he’d put you on picket 
duty.  Ever’ man’s got to do it at least once.  If’n you’d been with us sooner, maybe it 
coulda been a nice warm night.  But the bugs start to get to ya then.  Ya pays the money, 
and ya takes your choice; know what I mean?” 
 
“Yes sir,” Sonny answered, happy to have avoided such duty thus far.  “What’s the word 
on the new Union General?” 
 
“That Grant can drink like a fish, I hear tell; but he can fight like a bull.  Reckon I’d take 
that over that last one they had.” 
 
“General Hill mentioned something about them movin’ on our position.  Would they do 
that in the dead of winter like this?”  Sonny wanted to know. 
 
“Figure now’s as good a time as any.  Least ways, that’s what the boys are sayin’.  I ain’t 
heard this from a reliable figure, but word is the ‘ol Stonewall wants to beat ‘em to the 
punch.” 
 



Sonny didn’t say a word.  He knew that an action like that would be just like Jackson. 
He’d been with him long enough to know that.  And as cold as it was, a sneak attack 
would certainly catch the Union off guard.  But for what purpose?  Just to gain a few 
more miles of ground?  Sonny had a feeling they would never see the inside of 
Washington, D.C.  And word was that a General named Sherman had been left in charge 
of the Northern forces outside of Richmond, so it didn’t appear as if the Union was 
letting up any to the south. 
 
“Guess we’ll find out t’morning,” Sonny said out loud, not really addressing the 
Corporal. 
 
“Guess you’re right, Private.  If anything, we’ll be worked.  General Hill has ordered that 
the main guns be moved further south, just past Fort Slocum and trained on that battery 
near by.  Either it’s an attack on another fort or on Grant’s encampment.  Fool’s errand if 
ya ask me.” 
 
Sonny had not, but he agreed - to a point.  He still felt like he needed to fight hard and not 
allow the seeming hopelessness over take him, but he had no idea what Jackson was 
thinking anymore.  If he’d still been with him, he would have at least overheard certain 
plans, if not been able to figure it out from Jackson’s demeanor.  But Sonny had been 
with Hill for close to two months.  And Hill hardly gave anything away, much less the 
element of surprise.  And since he trusted no one, he did not talk about such things to 
anyone but his superiors and those on his own staff. 
 
They continued walking through the snow.  The quiet in the air was almost eerie, as if all 
the sound had been sucked from the air and was about to be released alongside some 
catastrophic event.  Sonny tried to shake the feeling from his mind, but he could sense 
that the Corporal felt it too. 
 
Just then, the sound returned.  A loud crack from a musket coming from where they had 
just left.  They both immediately turned, and then they heard the sound again.  They 
began to run back to where they had left the Private, the cold air brushing harshly across 
their faces as they moved through the biting air.  As they approached the area once more, 
the Corporal yelled out “Patrol with countersign. Sentinel, answer me!” 
 
No sound came in return.  The Corporal pulled his pistol and Sonny raised his musket at 
the ready.  The walked slowly forwards and then they heard the reply, “Who comes 
there?” 
 
The Corporal answered again, “Patrol with countersign.  Who comes there?” 
 
“What is the countersign?” the voice in the night called out. 
 
“I said who comes there!  Answer or prepare to be fired upon!” the Corporal responded 
with a hint of worry in his voice. 
 



The answer they received was not what they wanted to hear and the only immediate 
thought in Sonny’s head was “the damn fools…the damn fools!” 
 

* * * 
 
The answer rang out through the night air, like an ear piercing scream, “It’s General 
Jackson. He’s been shot!” 
 
Sonny and the Corporal slowly moved forward once more, still with weapons raised.  
They came upon a group of officers who had been scouting the perimeter with the 
General.  Two men were standing over Jackson, and the others had gone to see about the 
soldier left on picket duty.  He was also shot, and dead. 
 
“We have to get him back to camp.  Jackson’s still breathin’.”  Sonny looked to see who 
was talking and could barely make out one of Jackson’s staff.  “We can make a stretcher 
from the blankets on my horse.  Find some sturdy tree limbs…quickly!” 
 
The group went around and gathered the hardest wood they could find.  Most was rotten 
but some of the fresh limbs were still strong enough to hold together.  They fastened a 
makeshift stretcher and helped place the General onto it.  Jackson was awake, but he did 
not raise much of a fuss, allowing his men to do their work. 
 
Sonny left the Corporal on picket duty as he climbed onto the General’s horse, which had 
been slightly spooked by the ordeal.  He quickly gained control and followed the others.  
They made their way back to the camp and within the hour had General Jackson in a bed.  
His doctors began to work on him attempting to examine the wounds, mostly in his left 
arm. 
 
The travel from where he had been shot had not been good for him, and Jackson was 
bleeding profusely even as cold as it was.  His main physician, Dr. McGuire suggested 
that the wound was so bad, his arm should be amputated, but Jackson was so out of it, 
they dare not perform the procedure without his consent. 
 
Soon, General A.P. Hill arrived, and the first words out of his mouth upon entering the 
room were, “My God…what have they done?” 
 
“Shot by our own picket, General,” came the reply from one of the General staff. 
 
Hill went to Jackson’s side, “General…sir?  I had assumed you were killed by the first 
reports that came to me.  I cannot express how relieved I am.” 
 
Jackson began to ask a question, but was unable to put more than two or three words 
together coherently.  Finally, Hill looked at the others with a look of confusion and 
bewilderment.  It was almost if he could not move without Jackson’s say so.  He turned 
back to the General. 
 



“Sir…what must we do?  What are your orders?” 
 
There was quiet for a few moments, and then Jackson opened his eyes slightly wider, 
breathed heavily from his nose and relaxed.  As he closed his eyes, he replied, “I don’t 
know…I can’t tell…do what…do what ya think best.”  At that, he passed out and Dr. 
McGuire pushed Hill away so he could examine Jackson once more. 
 
The remainder of the night was spent discussing what was to be done now about 
Washington without their great leader, and what to do about the leader himself.  Hill, now 
in charge, made the decision.  Jackson was to be moved once more.  He ordered a wagon 
readied and a small force of cavalry to guard it on the way.  Then he turned to Sonny,  
 
“Private.  You and the General were quite close at one point.  I can think of no one better 
to accompany him on this perilous journey.  He is to be moved to Harpers Ferry and will 
remain under the care of doctors there until further notice. Is that understood?  You are 
not to leave the General’s side and word is to be sent the moment any change is known 
regardin’ his condition.” 
 
Hill did not wait for further reply.  Instead, he and the rest of the staff went to make 
preparations for a retreat.  Neither Hill nor Ewell was prepared to carry out the siege any 
longer, knowing full well that Grant would not wait one moment to attack if he was 
aware of the Jackson shooting.  Sonny did as he was told and quickly gathered his things, 
not that he had much to gather. 
 
By five the next morning, a heavily sedated General Jackson, Dr. McGuire and a few 
assistants, Sonny and several cavalry were on their way to Harpers Ferry.  They only 
hoped to make the ride as comfortable as they could for the General and that they could 
make it there without an altercation.  The Confederate army would do their best to make 
an orderly retreat and follow the movements of their leader in the days that followed.  But 
all of them hoped that somehow…someway…providence might spare their most admired 
leader and greatest General.  Only time would tell. 
 

* * * 
 

Virginia, February 1863 
 
Upon arriving in Harpers Ferry, Dr. McGuire and his assistants had Jackson placed in a 
friendly home while he attempted to recover.  Only hours after putting him to bed, Dr. 
McGuire had decided that the arm could wait no longer and at 2:00 am that Sunday 
morning, General Jackson’s left arm was amputated two inches below the shoulder.  The 
General had not put up an argument. 
 
Word had been sent to both General Lee and General Hill of the procedure.  The note in 
reply from General Hill wished Jackson well and mentioned that the army would join 
with him in two days time.  The reply from General Lee would not arrive until late in the 
week, and the news he included was not positive.  The letter read: 



 
Headquarters 
February 3, 1863 
General Thomas J. Jackson, Commanding Corps 
General: I have just received your note, informing me that you were wounded – I cannot 
express my regret at the occurrence.  Could I have directed events, I should have chosen 
for the good of the country to be disabled in your stead. 
I congratulate you on your efforts, which is due to your skill and energy.  If only they 
were here at my side as we face an army larger than ours and commanded by Grant’s 
man, Sherman.  May Providence guide you and see you back to us in quickness and in 
health. 
 
Very respectfully, your obedient servant 
R.E. Lee, General. 
 
When Jackson heard the note, he replied “General Lee is very kind, but he should give 
any praise to God, for it is He that allowed us to escape with our lives.” 
 
The next days saw the General recover, only complaining about a pain in his right side.  
His doctor’s examined him and could find no injury, external or internal that might be the 
cause.  He was treated for the pain and was able to take a little nourishment.  Most 
thought his recovery would be quick and complete.  By the third day after the 
amputation, Jackson was lively and in good spirits even to the point of asking his doctor, 
“From the appearance of my wounds, how long will I be kept from the field?” 
 
The doctors had replied soon and that he had been very lucky.  His reply was, “Many 
would regard my wounds as a great misfortune.  I regard them as one of the blessings of 
my life.  All things work together for the good of those that love God.” 
 
Sonny had stayed by Jackson’s side as ordered by General Hill.  As well, a chaplain 
attended him.  This would often occasion talk of religion and the bible. 
 
“Private,” he asked on the Tuesday morning after his amputation, “Can ya tell me where 
the bible gives Generals a model for their official report of battles?” 
 
Sonny, shocked that Jackson seemed to forget any animosity he may have held towards 
the boy, replied in the negative.  Jackson answered for him, “There are such, and 
excellent models too.  For instance, Joshua's battle with the Amalekites in Exodus 17:8-
16. There ya have one. It has clearness, brevity, fairness, modesty and it traces victory to 
its right source, the blessing of God.” 
 
Sonny could not argue or concur.  He and the chaplain let Jackson go on about whatever 
he wished.  It seemed to help his recovery.  The next morning, Jackson again called for 
the chaplain and once more discussion turned to religious subjects. 
 
“What were the headquarters of Christianity after the crucifixion?” he asked the chaplain. 



 
The chaplain began to reply, “The centers of influence were at first Jerusalem, then 
Antioch, Iconium, Rome and Alexandria…” 
 
Jackson interrupted him to say, “Centers of influence--is not headquarters a better term?" 
 
The chaplain had looked to the doctor in some confusion and sadness, but continued the 
discussion suggesting that the apostles were directed by seeming divine providence to 
plant churches in these cities.  Jackson looked irritated and replied, “I wish ya would get 
the map and show me exactly where Iconium was."  
 
The chaplain said there was no map available. "Yes sir," Jackson said, "You are right, I 
left it on a shelf on the desk" and he concluded, "I wish ya would examine into this 
matter and report to me." 
 
By the fourth day after his amputation, Hill was due to return at any moment and Jackson 
began complaining once more of his side.  Sonny was told by Jackson to apply wet 
towels to help sooth the pain, a favorite remedy of the General.  But the next morning 
saw him with nausea.  More towels were placed on his abdomen but did no good at 
relieving the pain.  His words began to become more disjointed and Dr. McGuire finally 
came to a conclusion that he must be suffering from pleuro-pnuemonia.  Attempting to 
treat this with mercury, antimony and opium, it only worsened his coherence and seemed 
to do no good at treating the pain sufficiently. 
 
On the morning of the fifth day, Sonny entered the room to replace the wet towels and 
Jackson was awake but in great pain.  He did not seem to recognize Sonny.  In fact, for a 
moment, he thought it was his wife. 
 
“My Esposita…where is our daughter?  I would have hoped to see her today.” 
 
“General, sir.  Your wife and daughter are in Richmond.  It is Private Gamble.” 
 
His face contorted and he tried to roll over onto his side but pain stopped him.  He 
exhaled and closed his eyes for a moment.  Without opening them, he responded, “You 
have been through a terrible ordeal.” 
 
Sonny did not know if he was lucid or not and answered, ‘Sir?” 
 
“Your family…your brother…I cannot assuage your grief.  Only God may grant such 
serenity.” 
 
“I hope he may do so with you, sir.” 
 
Jackson replied, “Do not be sad. I hope I may recover. Pray for me, but always remember 
in your prayers to use the petition, 'Thy Will be done'." 
 



He continued to drift in and out of coherence for the following two days.  Hill had finally 
arrived with the army and was quickly planning a retreat to the south to link up with Lee 
and the remainder of the Confederate forces near Richmond.  It was their only hope, and 
in the moments in which Jackson was cheerful and able to converse with some authority, 
he concurred with Hill’s planning.  Each time Hill left the General’s side, he was filled 
with grief.  At one point upon leaving Jackson’s room, he passed Sonny in the hallway. 
 
“He is the greatest man I have ever known.  A God here on earth, though he would never 
care for me to say such.” 
 
Sonny did not reply for he had no words to respond to Hill. 
 
“For what purpose must this God take his most humble servant I know not, but it is to be 
the death of us…and most likely the death of me.” 
 
Hill walked out of the house without saying anything further, and Sonny could see tears 
forming on the General’s face.  To reduce a man such as Hill to tears was a sight that was 
unfamiliar to Sonny.  But it did not cause the same reaction in himself.  Instead, he 
continued to attend Jackson as though he were any other man. 
 
As the afternoon of the eighth day arrived, Jackson was weakening and exhausted.  The 
chaplain had arrived in the morning and spent most of the day by his side.  Near the noon 
hour, the chaplain saw that his illness would not lesson and he asked the General, “Do 
you not feel willing to acquiesce in God's allotment, if He will you go today?” 
 
With great difficulty Jackson replied, "I prefer it." 
 
The chaplain continued, “Before this day closes, you will be with the Blessed Savior in 
his glory."  
 
Jackson said, "I will be an infinite gainer to be translated.” 
 
Later in the day, however, Jackson seemed to gain some strength.  When somber faces 
entered the room, he suggested that he preferred cheerfulness and brightness in a sick 
room.  He would go on to say, “Death is not so near. I may yet get well.” 
 
Sonny sat by the bedside all day long, replacing wet towels as needed and doing all he 
could to provide Jackson with whatever he required.  He did not do this out of love or 
respect, but out of duty and in some ways, a chance to make up for those times when he 
could not care for those he truly loved. 
 
Nearing the evening, Jackson asked, “Who is preaching at Headquarters today?" 
 
As it was Sunday, Sonny replied that the chaplain was and would be by his side soon.  
“The whole army is praying for ya, General,” Sonny said, hoping it would bring cheer to 
Jackson. 



 
The General replied, “Thank God, they are very kind." With very little strength left, he 
continued, "It is the Lord's Day, my wish is fulfilled. I have always desired to die on 
Sunday." 
 
He looked at Sonny and for a moment their eyes met in silence.  Jackson said to him, 
“You have been a son to me.  And one that I have mistreated.  I cannot ask for your 
forgiveness, nor you for mine.  But trust in yourself…and in God.  Only that will see ya 
through.” 
 
He passed out after that and soon Dr. McGuire examined him again.  “He will not live 
through the day, I fear,” he said as he left the room. 
 
Sonny nodded and continued to stay by Jackson’s side.  When he awoke, Dr. McGuire 
tired to get him to drink some water and brandy, but Jackson declined.  "It will only delay 
my departure and do no good. I want to preserve my mind to the last," he replied. 
 
 
When his mind began to fail and wander, Sonny only nodded and encouraged him to say 
whatever he wished.  Jackson began to talk as if giving commands on the battlefield, then 
he was at the mess table talking to his staff, then once more with his wife and child and 
now at prayers with his military family.  
 
A few moments before he died he ordered A. P. Hill to prepare for action. "Pass the 
infantry to the front rapidly. Tell Major Hawks…” and then he stopped. Presently he 
smiled and said with apparent relief, "Let us cross over the river and rest under the shade 
of the trees" and then seemingly in peace the great Stonewall Jackson died. 
 

* * * 
 

Wyoming Territory, 1881 
 
Sonny sat bolt upright in his bed.  The darkness of the room scared him and he screamed 
out.  Doc Foster, who had awakened and gone to make some coffee to help him stay 
awake, quickly returned to Sonny’s side, closely followed by a tired and haggard looking 
Corrina. 
 
“My boy…have you rejoined us?” the doc said as he began examining Sonny. 
 
He was quiet for a moment and then spotted Corrina.  He held out his arms and she 
quickly found herself enveloped by them.  He held her for quite some time and finally 
Doc Foster had to pry them apart and suggest that Sonny needed to lie back in bed. 
 
“His injuries are still serious. We should not give them reason to grow worse.” 
 
Corrina helped him back down into bed, but Sonny was insistent. 



 
“Doc…please…” he said with apparent sadness in his voice, “Please…I must go outside.  
I must see the stars and feel the air.” 
 
Doc Foster would not agree at first, but finally relented.  “But only for a few moments.  
You have a fever, son. It can easily carry you away.” 
 
They wrapped him in heavy blankets and helped him to a chair on the Doc’s front porch.  
As he sat, he looked up the sky and tears began to roll down his cheeks. 
 
“What is it, my darling?” Corrina asked with sorrow. 
 
“My life…those I loved…” He stopped and put his face in his hands.  When he looked up 
again, he said, “I have failed them.  I do not honor them.  It is my shame.” 
 
She consoled him and convinced him to return to bed and get some proper sleep.  They 
moved him back inside and put him back to bed.  Corrina tucked the sheets around him to 
keep him warm.  He looked up to her and pulled his arm from beneath the sheets.  With 
pain, he was able to brush his hand against her check as he said, “I cannot express how 
much my heart is filled with love for ya.  I can only give thanks that I have ya by my 
side.” 
 
With that, he lowered his arm and closed his eyes once more. 
 
“I think he recovers somewhat,” Doc Foster said quietly. 
 
“I hope so, Doctor.  Oh please…I hope so,” Corrina answered more to God above than 
anyone else.  She covered his arm under the blankets again and sat next to his bed once 
more awaiting the moment he would awaken again.  It had been three days since he was 
shot, but he seemed to be recovering and she would not risk not being by his side when 
he finally did. 
 

* * * 
 

Virginia, February 1863 
 
The chill was still very much in the air, but the snows had receded, instead leaving a 
frozen and hard ground to march over.  Despite the impending advance on Richmond 
from the Federals, A.P. Hill had taken his time to retreat from Harpers Ferry, especially 
since he chose to move back down to Richmond through the valley in order to avoid the 
larger Union forces outside of the Southern capital.  It did not help that a smaller Union 
force chased them.  Not enough to stop them, but enough to slow them down 
considerably. 
 
Lee waited as patiently as possible for what he now considered reinforcements, and 
Sonny did his best to do his duty, now under Hill, and not think about the horrors of this 



war that tried desperately to attack him daily.  Jackson’s body had been treated and 
wrapped for travel as best they could, but no one was about to leave his glorified body 
behind, and Hill had made a personal promise to see that his body was returned to his 
wife for proper burial. 
 
As the army was stopped and in encampment, Sonny had gone to seek out his closest 
companion, Corporal Augustus Fannin - Gus to his friends.  He was an Alabama man, 
slightly older than Sonny, who had served in the Stonewall brigade from near the very 
beginning of the war. Many of his friends had made the journey north with him to help 
repel the foreign invaders.  He had not risen high in rank due to the fact that he was 
considered a renegade.  This perception was a large reason why he and Sonny had 
become close, but not close enough for either to consider it a true friendship.  Gus had 
been teaching Sonny the finer arts of saber fighting, though neither was part of the 
cavalry. 
 
On this day, Sonny and Gus were going through the motions of a saber duel on 
horseback.   
 
After an ineffective pass, Gus hollered out, “Now understand.  You ain’t trying to cut 
anyone by workin’ this way.  It’s mostly to knock a fella off.  But you can get in some 
purty good licks if you got some skill at it.” 
 
They went back and forth, trading easy blows and working with the horse underneath to 
establish a controlled attack.  Eventually, Sonny grew tired of what he considered a 
“waste of time.”  He wanted to run a man through, not bandy back and forth with a stick. 
 
“What’s the point?” he would say to Gus’s shock. 
 
“My God man, it’s an art if you wield it correctly.  Hell, I don’t even ride a damn horse, 
and I got to where I can knock a man off from the ground.  Then you run it through ‘em,” 
Gus replied with a smile. 
 
“I ain’t gonna be ridin’ no horse, and it don’t look like they’s gonna put me back in line 
to do much else, right now,” Sonny lamented somewhat to his own surprise.  What was 
this newfound desire to fight once again? 
 
“I done told ya, it don’t require ya to be on the horse. Come down from there.  Lemme 
show ya what you can do from the ground.” 
 
Gus dismounted and stood in front of Sonny, his blade raised just over his shoulder. 
 
“I hear tell them ‘sammyries’ over the ocean fight like this,” Gus said with some 
satisfaction. 
 
“Look purty fancy if’n ya ask me,” Sonny replied with a smirk as he dismounted his own 
horse and took his place opposite Gus. 



 
“Then come at me if ya think it’s too fancy for fighten’,” Gus responded as he brought 
his blade down and pointed it directly at Sonny.  
 
Sonny raised his own weapon up and touched his blade against his foe’s, and then backed 
up slightly and waited for Gus to come at him.  Eventually, Gus moved forward and 
brought his saber around in a sweeping motion towards Sonny’s legs.  Sonny responded 
by sweeping his own blade across his body and parrying the blow.  He then swept it away 
and moved in for his own cut. 
 
Gus was good, and responded the same way, but this time he answered his partner’s blow 
with his own in a beautiful arching motion to the other side.  Somewhat too quick for 
Sonny, the blade tapped him on his left leg. 
 
“Gotcha!” Gus shouted, “But not bad.” 
 
“You best watch how hard you bring that damn thing through, or it’ll be the death of 
me.” 
 
“Aww, these ain’t sharp.  Now there’s how it ought to be done.  I hear tell that some of 
them cavalry boys put the blades to the stone and get ‘em good and sharp.  You wanna 
run a man through? How ‘bout damn near taken’ his head off?” 
 
Sonny nodded at that, and quickly moved in for another attack. Gus was good, but Sonny 
started hacking away – left, right – left and then another left - then around on top for a 
downward motion that was just barely blocked by Gus.  Instead, it knocked him to the 
ground. 
 
“What the hell, boy?  You tryin’ to kill me?” 
 
“Thought you said they weren’t sharp?” Sonny answered like an imp. 
 
“Not sharp but still deadly.  I think maybe we had enough today.” 
 
“Aww…come on.  One more time through?” 
 
Gus lifted himself from the ground and eyed Sonny suspiciously.  He gathered himself 
and then stood at the ready as Sonny came at him again.  Once more, Sonny’s movements 
were quick and more fluid than they should have been for someone with little experience. 
He almost seemed like a man possessed.  In a flurry of moves, Sonny had once again 
knocked his foe to the ground and buried his saber in the cold, hard earth right next to the 
fallen Gus. 
 
With shock on his face, Gus got up and wiped the dirt off his pants as he looked at Sonny 
in anger.  “Look!  I told ya I would show ya this stuff, but that ain’t an invitation to take 
out yer frustrations on me.  This ain’t just games, Sonny!” 



 
Sonny laughed for a second, as he brushed the sweat from his forehead.  He held out his 
hand for Gus to shake to try and show no hard feelings, but Gus slapped it away. 
 
“Maybe later,” he said as he collected the blades and went to gather his horse. 
 
Sonny started after him to try and keep playing around, but his name being called stopped 
his motion.  He turned and General Hill sat atop his horse, looking down at Sonny with a 
slight frown on his face. 
 
“Best save the fighten’, son.  There are worse foes than your friends.” 
 
Sonny did not answer, but stood at attention waiting for Hill to give him whatever orders 
he had come to give.  Instead, the General stepped down from his horse and put his arm 
around Sonny.  Slightly adjusting his body to account for the uncomfortable closeness, 
Sonny walked along as Hill directed their path. 
 
“Private…I must tell ya that I am most pleased with your work.  Though I am aware that 
you and General Jackson were torn apart before he died, your actions in his dyin’ 
moments was a service to not just him, but his family, myself and the entire Confederate 
army.” 
 
Sonny bristled at the mention of Jackson, but was curious what the General was getting 
at. 
 
“I have reconsidered your performance at Manassas and come to the conclusion that your 
loss of rank was unwarranted.  After all, your brother had passed just hours before.  From 
my men, I understand ya carried him from the battlefield on your own shoulders, risking 
being shot yourself.” 
 
Sonny nodded slightly, still unsure what was going on. 
 
“For that, I have decided to restore your rank of Corporal and assign ya to B Company.  I 
believe ya know Captain Monroe and have worked with him before.  I have discussed it 
with him and he will gladly accept ya into his ranks.” 
 
“Not that he had much say in the matter, sir,” Sonny responded. 
 
“Ya speak the truth, soldier.  Admirable.  But care for that tongue.  I’ll not have ya given’ 
me lip, understood?” 
 
“Sir.  Yes sir.” 
 
“Good, then it’s settled,” Hill said as he took his arm off Sonny’s shoulder and started 
back to his horse.  He soon turned around, though.  As if just mentioning it in passing, he 
concluded, “And I will need your assistance when we reach Richmond, if we ever do.  I 



shall need a man to act as army liaison to assist Mrs. Jackson with the retrieval and 
military burial of her husband.  I trust that this is something you can do for me?” he 
finished without waiting for the reply. 
 
Sonny answered that he could, though he knew not what it would require.  But he did 
have a fascination with wanting to meet the great General’s wife and child so he gave no 
fuss. 
 
“It shall be some time before we reach that point, however, so report to Captain Monroe 
immediately.  We shall be coming out of the valley in the next few days and linking up 
with General Lee.  It will take all we have to push back the invaders.  This is our first 
priority.  Understood?” Hill continued to say as he mounted his horse once more. 
 
“Yes sir,” Sonny answered, wondering what was in store for him now.  He would most 
likely be in the front lines if there was to be battle, and he could see no way for there not 
to be.  He was ready though.  No longer did he care about the horrors of war, as such.  
They plagued him, but he understood them to be part of it as Jackson had told him.  He 
understood that sacrifice was in order, and though he was not interested in sacrificing his 
own life, he surely wanted to sacrifice a few Union soldiers.  And he understood that his 
family had died in the spirit of this war, right or wrong.  He was the only one left to 
avenge their deaths, if possible. And he could only do that by living and killing as many 
of the other side as possible.  This he was prepared to do and it seemed as though it 
would come sooner rather than later.  And for that duty, he was ready. 
 

* * * 
 

Virginia, March 1863 
 
The cadence of the march was steady and Sonny followed the others around him.  Used 
to being with the other soldiers by now, he kept his feet in motion and thought little of 
where he and his fellow soldiers were going.  Just that morning, General Hill had 
received word from Lee that the Union army was advancing upon his forces just north of 
Richmond.  The note nearly begged Hill to move his troops in haste to meet with their 
brothers in arms. 
 
After exiting the valley near Charlottesville, Hill had kept his men on a double-quick 
march, as much as he was able, to try and adhere to Lee’s strict orders.  They carried in 
tow the body of Jackson, hoping to deliver him to his wife, and they avoided the Union 
army that was doing their best to parallel their movements.  Hill was reticent to submit to 
another battle so soon after their great loss, but he knew that if Lee’s forces were 
defeated, so too would be the Confederacy.   
 
Finally reaching the vicinity of Richmond, the entire force began to hear the sounds of 
battle - artillery firing, the crack of muskets, the fierce screams that poured over the air.  
Sonny could see the smoke lifting in the breeze, and as he watched the latest blast crawl 
into the clouds, he heard the sounds of cavalry approaching. 



 
Here was Stuart, the cavalier and bon vivant, and the man that had truly hindered their 
forces at Manassas.  Surrounded by a host of his men, he passed by the parading soldiers 
of Hill’s army and trotted up to Hill leading the columns of troops. 
 
“We must hurry, General.  There is no time,” he said with an air of superiority as if it was 
he, not Lee, that was commanding the southern forces. 
 
“Where is General Lee?” Hill asked as quickly. 
 
“To the south, sir.  We have pushed the right flank of the Union force across the 
Chickahominy River. The General was understandably pleased to receive word of your 
arrival near the battlefield as he is desperately in need of your men.” 
 
Again, Hill asked Stuart where the General was. 
 
“Sir.  He is to the south, as I told ya. We have been fighting along a front that is far too 
wide to hold without ya.  I cannot argue, General.  These are not my orders but that of 
General Lee.” 
 
Hill nodded and turned his horse from Stuart as he began to give his own orders. A 
contingent was kept with Jackson’s corpse as the rest were moved to find this right flank 
and force its removal.  Soon they were marching just north of the Chickahominy and 
would meet up with a sizable Union Corps holed up near Beaver Dam. 
 
It had taken the better part of the day to get his men in position and prepare for an 
organized assault against the position, but Hill finally had his men ready as the day began 
to wane.  Moving quickly through the trees and brush, they eventually fell on the Union 
troops and battle ensued. 
 
Sonny would not be in the initial advance, but he did not have to wait long before his turn 
was at hand.  Captain Monroe had ordered Sonny to remember what he had already seen 
and move as the others did. 
 
“Stay in order. Do not fire until the commander says to.  And for God’s sake, do not 
retreat unless I give ya the command.  I’ll not have cowards fightin’ for me!” 
 
Sonny had no intention of doing any such thing.  When it came time to move forward, 
Sonny did exactly as he had been told and as he had witnessed before.  This was not his 
first time on the line. He knew the commands, the methods and the courage it took to stay 
the course. As his row moved to carry off its volley, he was at the ready and wasted no 
time in moving, firing and reloading.  Like a machine, Sonny watched as the Union guns 
felled men to his right and left, but he kept moving. 
 
As the day slowly turned into night, it seemed that the Union forces were on the run.  Hill 
had seen the results and called them a success.  He wasted no time in sending word to 



Lee, and the reply he received was a welcome one indeed.  Hill rode his horse from 
company to company, congratulating his men.  He had shed his coat so that his brilliant 
red shirt was visible to all, as if he was some sort of vision.  All Sonny could think was 
that this man was no Jackson. 
 
As the night progressed, word began to come through that even though the Union forces 
had been pushed back all down the line, there was to be another assault the next day.  
Sonny’s company was ordered to stand guard with the train of supplies and Jackson’s 
body as Hill went to meet these forces once again. 
 
During the morning, the sounds of war were all around.  They were aware that the Union 
General had ordered attacks on both of the southern flanks and this time Hill would face 
troops coming towards Mechanicsville, just to the west.  And not far from where Sonny’s 
company was standing their watch. 
 
But by noon, it seemed that yet again, the Union had been defeated. Cheers went up when 
the men heard the news.  Two days and two victories for the Confederacy. Hill’s arrival 
had bolstered their strength and it seemed that Richmond was sparred, for the moment.  
Sonny stood by the wagon carrying the body of Jackson and thinking about how the 
meeting would go with the late General’s wife.   
 
As he shuffled the dirt under his feet, he started to hear a low rumble.  Having learned to 
distinguish sounds over the last two years, his ears told him it was cavalry.  As he looked 
around to trace the source of the sound, he soon spotted the mass of men coming their 
way.  And this time, the uniforms they wore were not the gray of the Confederacy.  
Instead, he saw Union blue. 
 
Captain Monroe was quick to spot it as well, and ordered his men into line to try and 
repulse what must have been a renegade force.  How they snuck past the line, no one 
knew, but Monroe was not about to allow them to harass their charge if he had anything 
to say about it. 
 
“Men, at the ready!” he shouted. 
 
His men followed the order and waited for the riders to come into range.  The sense of 
panic that might have overtaken Sonny some months back was replaced with a steely 
resolve. He stood in line with his rifled musket at ready, and when the order was given to 
fire, his was the first to discharge.  Several riders were hit and down, but the cavalry force 
continued their assault. 
 
Sonny began to prepare his weapon once again but then remembered the words that Gus 
had said.  Knock them off.  Get Jackson’s saber.  Where was it?  He quickly turned and 
ran for the wagon.  Jumping in the back, he moved things out of the way until he found 
the belongings of his former General.  As he lifted the top from a large chest near 
Jackson’s make shift coffin, he finally found it.  He did not allow time to stop his quest 
and soon he was back out in the open and witnessed another volley. 



 
More of the Union cavalry were down but the rest were right on top of them.  Sonny 
jumped to the ground and lifted the saber into the air. As the first horse came though the 
lines, he swung the blade and the rider was toppled to the ground.  A swift turn and a 
flash of metal were the last thing the rider saw as Sonny buried the saber into his chest.  
He lifted it just in time to parry a blow from another soldier.  Knocking Sonny off his feet 
with the force of the enemies cut, Sonny rolled and was quickly back and ready to do 
battle.  He looked up long enough to see the rest of his company following his lead. 
 
Many had been trampled and run through. Others shot.  But those that remained were 
fighting tooth and nail, using their muskets with bayonets attached to cut horse and man 
alike.  Had it not been for the arrival of two other companies fresh from the victory at 
Mechanicsville, the entire thing might have ended as a last stand, but with the added 
numbers, the rest of the Union cavalry gave up.   
 
As they maneuvered their charges to exit the melee, Sonny followed after one and was 
able to cut him off as he tried to retreat.  The horse almost trampled Sonny under it’s feet 
as he refused to move out of the way of the oncoming rider, but at the last minute, he 
jumped to the side and swung the saber knocking the man from his horse.  The horse 
continued on as the rider tried to find his weapon, any weapon, but it was too late. Sonny 
was on him and hacking with the saber wildly.   
 
Four…five…six blows were landed before the sound of a pistol shot aroused Sonny from 
his maniacal slaughter of this obviously dead man.  He looked up and the remainder of B 
Company, as well as the other two, were standing there watching him.  He stood and 
wiped his face, now covered in blood.  He did not say a word, but turned back towards 
the wagon.  As he passed another dead Union soldier, he stopped, tore the sash from the 
soldier’s side and used it to wipe the blade clean. 
 
After returning the saber to the box in which he found it, he exited the wagon once more.  
Captain Monroe walked towards him and slapped him on the back when he climbed 
down. 
 
“Son, that was one hell of a show.  Don’t rightly know what got into ya, but we could use 
a hell of a lot more like ya.  Course, you’d do well do keep this to yerself.  I’ll make sure 
the other boys do too.  I doubt the General would care for such.” 
 
Sonny nodded and waited for the Captain to say anything else.  Sonny did not smile, and 
it seemed to the Captain that he did not even care for the compliment. 
 
“You all right, soldier?” Monroe asked. 
 
Sonny shook his head to signal no.  The Captain could see he would get nothing further 
from Sonny, so he gave a salute and yelled to the bunch that it was time to get these 
wagons back to where they belonged.  Sonny returned the salute and took a quick look 
back at the wagon.  Jackson would have been proud, he thought.  Once again, his boys 



stood just like a stonewall.  Dead for barely a month, and Jackson still saw victory.  His 
boys would see to that.  Tomorrow they would move back to Richmond and hope to be 
able to hold off what they all knew was coming.  Today, however, Sonny and every man 
there savored their victory, for it was well earned. 
 

* * * 
 
The horns and fifes made the music soar as the drums kept the marching beat.  Joyous 
music climbed to the rooftops as the proud Confederate Army marched down the streets 
of Richmond to the welcome throngs of onlookers and women happy to have a chance to 
see their husbands and sons. 
 
As the parade rounded the corner and Generals Lee and Hill came into view, the band 
suddenly broke into The Bonnie Blue Flag and the crowd erupted in excitement. 
 
Bah, bum bum, bah bum bum, bah bum, ba da da bum, 
Bah bum ba bum ba bum bum bum, bah bum da da bum! 
 
As the music began to crescendo into the chorus, the entire crowd began to sing, 
 
Hurrah! 
Hurrah! 
For southern rights, hurrah! 
Hurrah for the Bonnie Blue Flag 
That bears the single star. 
 
Sonny was not sure of what to make of the scene. He had never seen such a reception in 
any town he had yet been in, and it seemed almost too much for an army that was barely 
holding on by the skin of their teeth.  But he had to admit, it was impressive.  He 
wondered if all of these people that cheered so loudly now would still be cheering in a 
years time…or even a month. 
 
Suddenly, a pronounced hush came over the crowd.  Jackson’s caisson came into view 
and all there knew who it was and what it might mean for their ultimate survival.  The 
band ceased their celebratory music and the solemn sounds of a dirge filled the air 
instead.  Men and women held their hands over the hearts and the men removed their hats 
to pay tribute to their fallen General.  There was not a person there that was not aware of 
the great deeds of General Thomas Jackson, nor did they assume his loss would be easily 
overcome.  Over the music, Sonny heard the sound of weeping.  He would not do so 
himself, but he understood their grief. 
 
As the marchers made their way down the street, many of those that had come out to 
cheer the arrival of their boys in gray, followed after Jackson’s caisson in the hopes of 
spying his grieving widow. As the entire procession arrived near the house of a cousin of 
Jackson’s wife, Mary Anna Jackson, Sonny removed himself from the column, as were 



his orders.  He walked up the front steps to gather Mrs. Jackson and stay with her as her 
late husband’s caisson rolled by. 
 
She walked from the front door, and immediately Sonny was awed not only her beauty, 
but also her seeming resolve to carry out her duties as a wife.  In her corseted and black 
shrouded figure, he saw the perfect picture of grace and elegance.  Though she had been 
grieving, he could see through the thin, dark veil covering her face that not one hair was 
misplaced, not one noticeable sign of the sure tears that must have come forward when 
she heard the news. 
 
He held out his hand to assist her to the front of the porch.  Taking it, she said softly, “My 
deepest gratitude, Corporal.  I am lost about my place.  Do I acknowledge the officers as 
they pass?” 
 
Sonny replied as best he could.  “Ma’am…ya jest watch as they go by.  They’s the ones 
that’ll acknowledge you.” 
 
“Bless ya,” she replied as they stood and watched the procession. 
 
Soon, the caisson carrying the flag draped coffin of Jackson went passed, followed by his 
horse, Little Sorrel with a pair of Jackson’s boots placed in the stirrups backwards as a 
sign that no other would ride him into battle again.  Mrs. Jackson began to get weak in 
the knees, but Sonny held her arm firmly and she placed her hand over his to signify her 
thanks. 
 
As the rest of Jackson’s “Stonewall Brigade” marched passed, each turned and saluted 
her to show their respects and soon the entire procession was ordered to halt.  The 
Sergeant in charge of the cortege gave the orders for Jackson’s casket to be removed and 
placed in the front parlor of the house.  Both Mrs. Jackson and Sonny moved to the side 
to allow the soldiers past.  As they went into the house, Sonny led the grieving widow 
behind them and into the front parlor. 
 
Officers gathered around them and stood at attention as the Reverend Major Robert 
Lewis Dabny spoke a few words, 
 
“Our dead hero is God's sermon to us...to inculcate upon us the virtues with which he was 
adorned by the Holy Ghost; and especially those traits of the citizen, the Christian, and 
the soldier, now most essential to the times.  He is the bravest man who is the best 
Christian. It is he who truly fears God, who is entitled to fear nothing else. This strength 
General Jackson eminently possessed. He walked in the fear of God, with a perfect heart, 
keeping all his commandments and ordinances, blameless. Never has it been my 
happiness to know one of greater purity of life, or more regular and devout habits of 
prayer.” 
 
He looked around the room and cast his eyes on Mrs. Jackson.  She held her head low 
and the Reverend continued, “Let us pray for this man.” 



 
Everyone bowed their heads, except for Sonny who began to but then stopped so he could 
see what the others were doing.  The Reverend began his prayer,  
 
“Servant of God, well done!  Rest from thy loved employ, the battle fought, the victory 
won, enter thy Master's joy. Amen.” 
 
The room filled with others repeating the final “Amen” and raising their heads to pay 
respect to Jackson’s wife.  Slowly, the men moved past her and spoke a few words before 
leaving her to her grief.  General Hill moved past and could barely utter, “My thanks to 
ya for your courage, Madam.  It is truly a hardship to be borne.” 
 
She nodded her thanks and Hill moved on, casting a slight glance at Sonny as he did so.  
General Lee followed and grasped her hand in his, “I cannot express my own grief and 
thus yours must be tenfold.  There are no words for me to say that will cause ya less pain.  
Allow me to merely say that I am grateful, for the both of us, that the Almighty gave us 
what few moments we did have before this brave man was called home.” 
 
“General,” Anna Jackson replied, “Though I must lament at the loss of a husband and 
friend, you must lament the loss of perhaps more.  I feel that I should be offering you 
some possible words of meaning for the occasion.” 
 
“It is true, madam.  Your husband lost his left arm…and I have lost my right.  But I dare 
not suppose it compares with anything you must feel at this moment.  I pray that 
Providence will allow you some form of healing after this and please know you are in my 
prayers daily.” 
 
“Thank ya, General.  I…” Anna Jackson stopped as she began to tear up.  She grasped 
Sonny’s hand harder and Lee bowed to allow her a moment of silence.  He walked on and 
left Mrs. Jackson with Sonny and the remainder of the family that was present. 
 
Seemingly out of politeness or confusion as to what to do next, Anna Jackson turned to 
Sonny. 
 
“Can I get ya somethin’ to drink perhaps?  Lemonade?  It is fresh.” 
 
Sonny did not know how to reply, but nodded a yes to seem polite himself.  She curtsied 
slightly and walked out of the room, leaving Sonny to look over the casket by himself.  
The other women had followed behind her.  He walked over and ran his hand along the 
edge of the flag that covered the coffin, thinking as he did about the last few words 
Jackson had been able to say to him.  Unable to put them to use, he turned in time to see 
Anna return with a glass of cold lemonade. 
 
He thanked her as he took the glass and sipped.  Finding it too sweet for his taste, he 
forced himself not to grimace, instead lifting the glass as if to say he enjoyed it. 
 



“I am pleased, Corporal.  I am aware of ya, ya know?  Thomas had mentioned ya in his 
letters to me.” 
 
Surprised, Sonny responded, “I cannot believe it, ma’am.” 
 
“Oh yes,” she answered as she went to a sideboard and pulled a stack of letters from it.   
 
“Here is one from not long after he met ya.  He says ‘the boy is an interesting one, but not 
so hard to understand.  He has suffered great misery.  I can only hope to be of solace to 
him in these days of what surely must be further hardship.’  And in this one not long 
before he passed, he even suggested that had the war ended with the both of ya still with 
us…”   
 
She stopped to look down at the letter as she began to read, “Our brave soldier has lost 
his only brother and last vestige of family.  I fear I was too harsh on him in retrospect.  
As he has none to care for, I wonder if you, my darling, might consider bringing him into 
our home.  We have our beautiful Julia, and surely she could use a brotherly influence in 
her rearing.  Could it be possible, my esposa?”  She looked up at Sonny with a slight 
smile. 
 
He knew no words to answer, but tried, “I…that is far too kind…I cannot…I know not 
what to say.” 
 
She put her hand on his shoulder, “You need not say a word, dear boy.  Come…sit down 
and rest for a moment.  I know ya have other work to do, but I would be grateful to keep 
your company for a moment longer.” 
 
“Yes, ma’am,” he answered as he allowed her to lead him to a sofa.  As they sat and 
talked for a time, she discussed her final wishes for Jackson’s burial.  He had desired to 
be buried in Lexington, their home and close to his beloved Virginia Military Institute.  
She expressed her sadness that Sonny would be unable to be there for the occasion, but 
gave herself solace that he would be fighting to protect her and all others of the south. 
 
“My husband would have done no different were it his own family.  His first duty was to 
God and his second to his country.  He would expect nothing else from his soldiers.  And 
he would certainly be grateful to the comfort you have provided for me this day.” 
 
“Mrs. Jackson, I cannot have been much comfort to ya,” he started to protest but she 
stopped him. 
 
“Knowing the feelings my beloved had for ya, Corporal, I know he would ask the Lord to 
watch over ya as you have done for me now.  That is all that can be done, no?” 
 
“I…I suppose,” Sonny answered. 
 



As the hour grew late, Sonny finally begged her forgiveness as he suggested he needed to 
report back to his Company.  She led him back to the front porch and helped him with his 
coat.  As he turned to say goodbye, he found himself at a loss for words.  Instead, he 
fumbled around with something less meaningful. 
 
‘You have a lovely house, Mrs. Jackson.” 
 
“Oh…it is not mine.  Our home is in Lexington…” and she stopped when thinking about 
it.  It was too painful.  Sonny felt stupid and tried to change the subject,  
 
“I hope that your travel is safe as ya follow the General to Lexington, ma’am.” 
 
She nodded and put her handkerchief under her eye to dry a tear.  “And I hope yours is 
safe as well, Corporal…wherever the end of your journey finds ya.  I know not if I shall 
ever see ya again, but this day has been quite kind to me…that is all of you have.  My 
thanks to ya again, Corporal Gamble.  And as I am sure my husband would remind ya, 
the path of the Lord will keep ya steady and on the right course.  Trust in He that trusts in 
you.” 
 
Sonny nodded and bowed to her as she held out her hand to be kissed.  He knew not the 
protocol for such a day or for a grieving woman, but somehow felt it out of place.  But 
neither could he refuse her seeming request.  A gentle peck on her gloved hand and then 
he was down the steps and gone.  He did not look back for fear of wanting to fly into her 
arms and be cared for as the mother he no longer had.  Her tenderness and obvious loving 
nature was entirely what he desired, but his time was not now…not here.   
 
If only the General had lived.  Sonny might have found himself protected by two 
incredible and certainly caring souls.  But the war was not over, and soon he would find 
himself right back in the toughness that was battle.  He could not spend time pining for 
that which was not his to have.  He wished for it, but cast that aside.  Instead he moved 
with purpose, as that was his only recourse to finding his way through what remained of 
this fight. 
 

* * * 
 

Virginia, April 1863 
 
Sonny and Gus held their place silently under the bridge. They waited for one of two 
sounds, either the order from Captain Monroe, or the sound of horses on the bridge.  
They hoped it would be the former since the latter would indicate their chance was lost to 
intercept the messengers they understood were moving far too easily to the east of 
Richmond. 
 
“What in hell is this gonna do for us anyhow?” Gus asked. 
 
‘Shh,” Sonny whispered back. 



 
“I mean, we’s gonna have to leave from here soon as it is…” Gus continued, but Sonny 
turned to him and Gus could see the serious look on his face even in the darkness. 
 
“SHH!” Sonny answered. 
Gus didn’t say another word, but then he did not have to. The sound Sonny now knew all 
too well was approaching.  Softly at first, but then slightly louder, the seconds seem to 
tick away far too slowly until finally the sound was clear.  And then the order,  
 
“STOP!  Who comes there?  Answer quickly or we’ll shoot!” 
 
The sound of the horse and rider stopped as ordered and the answer quickly given, “Just a 
farmer.” 
 
Sonny and Gus came out from under the bridge as they were supposed to and approached 
the rider from the rear.  Captain Monroe slowly did the same from the front, flanked by 
two other soldiers. 
 
“Mighty late for you to be out riden’, ain’t it?” he asked. 
 
The rider stammered for a moment and then answered, “Gone down to see my aunt.  
She’s been sick.  Hear tell them Feds are on the way too.” 
 
Monroe walked up next to the rider as Sonny and Gus closed in on his back, their 
weapons pointed straight at him. 
 
“Yeah…that’s why we’re out here.  What ya got in the satchel?” Monroe asked the 
visibly shaken rider. 
 
“Just letters,” came the reply as he took the moment to look at the others surrounding 
him. 
 
Captain Monroe took the satchel from his shoulder and the rider gave little fuss.  
 
“Go ahead and look if ya like.  Been riden’ for a bit.  Legs are a might sore,” he said as 
he began to bend down.  But Sonny saw his right arm go for his boot and as the metal 
blade came out, Sonny was on him.  He quickly cracked him upside the head with the 
butt of his musket and stood on his hand when he hit the ground. 
 
Stunned, the rider tried to get out of it, but it was no use.  Sonny picked up the knife and 
stood him back up.  Sonny grabbed his arm and held the knife at his throat asking, 
“Maybe want to change that story, fella?” 
 
He did not reply.  Captain Monroe produced some papers from the satchel and started to 
read through them as much as he could in the moonlight.  When he got the answer he 
knew to be true, he confronted the rider. 



 
“A farmer, huh?  Sick aunt?  Looks like ya lied to the wrong folks tonight.” 
 
There was some laughing from the others, but Sonny remained silent as he kept the man 
and his knife steady.  The Captain looked at a few more papers and looked back up the 
rider. 
 
“These papers got the signature of Grant on ‘em.  And this’un here got Sherman written 
on it.  Sounds like a messenger to me.” 
 
“Or maybe a spy,” Gus chimed in.  He got up in the man’s face and spit at him.  The rider 
let it go. He was not about to try anything with his own knife just inches from his throat. 
 
“Ya best tell me what these are or we might just have to take care of ya…spy,” Monroe 
followed trying to move Gus out of the conversation, but deciding his theory could be 
useful. 
 
“I don’t have to say a word.  You can kill me but it don’t change anything.  I ain’t the 
only one out tonight.  They got three more movin’ the distance over this stretch.  I don’t 
come back?  They will,” he answered as though he was begging them to kill him.  Sonny 
decided he might try and oblige him. 
 
“If that’s what ya want,” Sonny said as he moved his arm further around the man’s neck 
and was just about to pull the blade across… 
 
“OK…OK…” he quickly answered.  Sonny stopped, pleased by the called bluff. 
 
“Then give me an answer…who’s to the south?  Grant or Sherman?”  Monroe asked him. 
 
He thought for a moment, perhaps trying to find the best answer that would not give 
anything away.  Then he realized it didn’t matter. 
 
“Grant,” he finally said.  “Grant is to the south and it won’t be long till you boys are dead 
and gone and we can finish this damn war.” 
 
Sonny pulled his hand in to the man’s neck, touching skin and making it bleed. 
 
“Corporal!” Monroe responded.  “We don’t want him dead jest yet.” 
 
Sonny did not budge, but did not cut any further. 
 
“How many ya got down there,” Monroe asked the rider. 
 
“Don’t know.  Enough.” 
 



“How many,” Monroe asked again.  The knife pushed against his skin and finally the 
rider answered, “It’s in the papers.  They don’t tell me figures!” 
 
Captain Monroe ordered the men to stand down, but Sonny did not budge. 
 
“Corporal.  I said to stand down.  We’ll take him in,” Monroe ordered again. 
 
“But he’s a spy,” Gus interrupted.  Sonny still would not lift the blade from the man’s 
neck, and his face pulled in closer so the man could hear Sonny’s heavy breathing.  
Monroe pushed Gus out of the way and stood next to Sonny. 
 
Calmly, he ordered once more, “I said to stand down.  Either do so or be shot for 
disobeying orders.” 
 
Just as the man pissed himself, Sonny let the knife fall to the ground.  He kept a hold of 
him, but turned him to face the Captain, saying as he did so, “Yes, sir.” 
 
Monroe called the other two men over and ordered them to escort the rider back to the 
camp outside of Richmond.  As they moved off, Monroe turned back to Sonny and Gus. 
 
“Soldiers.  I’d like to kill him as much as the both of ya combined.” 
 
Sonny knew that not to be true.  It was not possible.  But he did not reply.  Monroe 
continued, “These here papers discuss an army down to the James.  And they’s headed up 
to White House.” 
 
“So what does that mean?” Gus asked.  “Sounds natural for the man to bring word to that 
Ape.” 
 
“No, fool,” Monroe corrected.  “White House is one of Marse Robert’s plantations on the 
other side of the Chickahominy.  That’s where Sherman is.  The damn Feds are gonna 
surround us and take Petersburg.” 
 
Sonny knew what he said to be serious.  They might even have to flee.  He picked up his 
musket and stood waiting for orders while Gus still tried to add two and two together.  
The Captain motioned for them to follow as they headed back to camp, but before they 
got far he turned on Sonny and got up in his face, “And if ya ever disobey an order 
again…or take five seconds to respond even…that’s it for ya, Corporal.  I ain’t got the 
love for ya like some do.  And it wouldn’t bother me none to take ya out. I don’t care 
how many men we lack.  I don’t need a jackass in my Company.” 
 
He turned and continued on without waiting for a reply, leaving Sonny and Gus to 
follow.  As Gus tried to catch up once more, Sonny walked on.  He knew the Captain was 
right.  He needed self-control.  He’d have to work on that. 
 
 



* * * 
 
People, carts and animals were slowly making their way out of the city of Richmond.  
The sound of Union artillery fire cast a heavy cloud above the people of the city, both 
figuratively and literally as they fled their beloved capital.  Not everyone had left or even 
planned to leave, but the large masses in front of Sonny and Gus said to him that plenty 
had decided not to wait for what Grant and Sherman had in store for them when they 
finally broke through the defenses north of the city. 
 
The government had fled already.  Jefferson Davis had called his cabinet together and 
discussed trying to fight it out, but the counsel of General Lee and especially General 
Longstreet had made them change their mind.  Alexander Stephens, former Congressman 
from Georgia and the Confederate Vice President, was the only member of Davis’s 
cabinet that stayed.  In a speech given to the city before it began the evacuation, he had 
claimed he hoped to persuade the Union Generals to spare the people of the city, but 
many inwardly thought he hoped to parlay his reticence to secede in the first place into a 
possible pardon. 
 
Though Davis had left, he had given strict orders that surrender was not an option.  He 
was planning on setting up the new government, as best he could, in the original capital 
of Montgomery, Alabama since it was still very much in southern hands.  But many of 
the soldiers, who would not announce it publicly, felt privately that the war could not 
possibly last much longer.                          
 
Gus and Sonny were part of a detail sent to ensure an orderly evacuation to the south as 
much of the city decided north or east would do them no good.  Few went west, hoping to 
make it to Lexington or Lynchburg, but the bulk were making their way to the Carolinas 
or even Georgia, and some even hoped to follow along after their President, all the way to 
Montgomery and it’s surroundings.  There were certainly no lack of relatives to stay with, 
but food shortages and poorly worked land meant that crises was looming. 
 
“I got to wonder what in hell we’s doin’, Sonny,” Gus announced as he sighed and leaned 
on his musket. 
 
“What we was told,” Sonny answered without much thought. 
 
“But look at these folks,” he said as he pointed to a family that had gathered as much as 
they could into a wagon, now piled high with furniture, paintings and other valuables.  
“What they figure to do with that?” 
 
“It’s currency, I guess.  Their money ain’t gonna be worth much when this thing is 
through.  I spect they figure that’ll buy ‘em some food.” 
 
Gus snorted a bit of laughter and turned to see how long the line weaved its way across 
the bridges that crossed the James River.  A man fell to the ground as he passed in front 



of the two soldiers and Sonny did not move.  Gus looked at him for a second before 
walking over and helping the man up. 
 
“Might as well let ‘em fall.  Best get used to it,” Sonny said to Gus as he stood next to 
him again. 
 
“What’s got into you?” Gus replied.  “Thought you was still thinkin’ to win this thing.” 
 
“Things are different now.” 
 
“Different?  I don’t see no difference.  The boys at the top take off runnin’ and leave the 
work to the likes a you and me.  We’s just fodder for the guns, ain’t we?” 
 
“I guess.  Don’t really care,” Sonny answered. 
 
“Even so,” Gus started to vacillate in his thoughts, “I still don’t understand why we don’t 
put up a fight.” 
 
Sonny turned and looked at Gus as if he were a five year old child and responded, “I 
spect you’ll figure that one out when they finally get us surrounded.” 
 
“You sayin’ we’d lose?” Gus asked with indignation. 
 
“Yup,” came the answer without a beat. 
 
Gus started to get into Sonny’s face to challenge this obvious lack of respect for their 
force but was stopped by Captain Monroe as he rode on a horse to check the line of 
evacuation. 
 
“You boys workin’ or playin’,” the Captain scolded as he stopped at their side. 
 
“Workin’ sir,” Sonny answered, standing at attention. 
 
“Well then quit gabbin’ and do what ya been told to do.” 
 
Sonny and Gus said not a word in response, turning to face the crowd.  They stood at 
attention, but a look came across Sonny’s face that the Captain obviously caught.  He 
jumped down off of his horse and stood in front of Sonny. 
 
“You got a problem with that order, Corporal?” he demanded to know. 
 
“No sir,” Sonny replied quickly and forcefully. 
 
Apparently not liking Sonny’s tone, the Captain answered back, “Then wipe that damn 
look off your damn face before I wipe it off for ya.” 
 



“Yes sir,” came the reply once more. 
 
The Captain walked around Sonny, sizing him up as if he’d never seen him before.  
Standing next to him, close enough for his sour breath to invade Sonny’s nose, he replied, 
“I got to tell ya, boy.  I don’t like ya.  Not when I first met ya, and not now.  There was a 
time when I thought ya might be an asset to us, but that time’s done gone.” 
 
When Sonny did not respond, he kept on, “See…it seems to me that you can’t handle not 
havin’ one of them big men watchin’ after ya.  Back when you was Jackson’s boy, I 
figure ya thought you’d keep on livin’.  But now that he’s gone, ain’t nobody to keep ya 
out of the line.  And ya best not look to me to do it.” 
 
Still not getting the rise out of Sonny he was looking for, he walked in front of him and 
stood in his face, “Fact is, Hill didn’t want ya neither.  That’s why he put ya down here 
with us. And I’ll be damned if you’re gonna get off so damn lucky with me.  I don’t care 
who ya are or what ya done in this war.  Don’t care what’s happened to ya, cause ever’ 
man here has a story of woe to tell.  Ya disobey orders.  Ya stand there all petulant.  
You’re taken to distemper and just all around unfavorable to me.” 
 
He started to walk away and turned once more as he pointed out to the people walking 
by. 
 
“Ya see those folks?  They care ‘bout this here war.  They care ‘bout livin’ and dyin’.  I 
don’t think you do.  And I’m gonna do ever’ thing in my power to see that ya get that 
wish it seems ya want.  Make ya happy?” he asked. 
 
Sonny did not answer.  He remained at attention and stared forward waiting for the 
Captain to finish.  When it was clear that Monroe would not tempt Sonny on this day, he 
snorted and walked away saying behind him, “Don’t let me catch either one of ya messin’ 
around again.  If I do, you can be sure that Granny Grant’s guns’ll be the last thing ya 
see.” 
 
After he was out of earshot, Gus waited a few moments more to speak up. 
 
“What in hell was that?” 
 
“Shut it,” Sonny answered.  “We got work to do.” 
 
Gus whistled to show his disbelief and turned back to the crowd.  He shook his head a 
few times to reinforce it but kept quiet.  Sonny looked ahead and secretly was proud of 
himself for maintaining his composure at the Captain’s tirade.  He felt like knocking his 
block off with each and every word, but he would not let a petty man like Monroe get 
him killed. 
 
But then he focused back on the crowd again, and he could not shake the feeling that 
many of these people were the same ones shouting their cheers barely a month ago when 



the army arrived back into Richmond.  And most likely the same ones found weeping as 
Jackson’s caisson rolled through the city.  But where were the tears now?  Probably too 
shocked to cry, he thought to himself.  Possibly.  Stunned they were, but he figured the 
Captain was right in one respect.  They still cared about this fight, unlike Sonny.  If he 
ever did believe in it, that time was passed.  Now he was simply marking time until the 
war was over or he was killed. 
 

* * * 
 

Wyoming Territory, 1881 
 
Sonny had slept peacefully over the last night, but as the early morning hours 
approached, and Corrina had finally been convinced to lie down for a few hours, Sonny 
began to tremble once more.  Doc Foster noticed it but allowed it to pass.  He would 
check on him later and if the trembling was still there, he would give him some more of 
the laudanium.  
 
Sonny’s body went back and forth between sweats and chills, the fever still trying to take 
him away from all that he had worked for, all that he wanted to still see and feel…yes 
feel in the world.  Finally he had found a woman like Corrina and he allowed this past 
vendetta to possibly come between that.  Had he learned nothing?  Had his experiences 
not taught him anything?  These thoughts were largely silent in him as he slept, if you 
could call it sleeping.  Instead, the dreams and nightmares running through his head 
became disjointed…confusing…disturbing.  Like a huge wave of water, they poured over 
him as if to drown him. 
 

* 
 
Sonny looked back as he and his fellow soldiers were marching out of Petersburg and 
became frightened as what seemed a massive wall of gray water rose above the city.  He 
almost turned to Gus to see if he saw it too but before he could, it became smoke…smoke 
from the guns of the mighty ironclads that had made their way up the James and turned 
towards Petersburg on the Appomattox River. 
 
Orders were shouted from every commander with a voice and the Generals were already 
south of the city trying to decide the next step.  Their artillery had not held the Union at 
bay from coming upriver and now Virginia was quickly becoming lost to the 
Confederacy.  Sonny averted his eyes for a moment, but then forced himself to look.  He 
glanced up at one of the houses that was still in his sight and spied Nellie and Margaret 
cowering at a window, hoping someone would come save them. Ida Snow walked up 
behind them and put her arms around their young shoulders without saying a word. 
 
He turned… 
 

* 
 



He tried to turn in his bed, but the pain in his shoulder was nearly unbearable.  He did not 
register the pain, but his body quickly told him, NO!  Instead his mind drifted again… 
 

* 
 
“Don’t leave a one in workable condition, ya hear,” the Captain bellowed.  “If one 
Yankee rides this rail, I’ll see to it that ever’ last one of ya is shot!” 
 
Sonny minded the Captain as he and Gus went about the difficult work of destroying the 
railroads leading out of Virginia.  Days and nights of marching led to this spot at 
Hicksford Junction, the last major railhead before the Carolinas.  If Davis meant to keep 
up the fight, his boys were going to do all they could to slow the Union down.  But little 
had worked.  Grant and Sherman seemed too determined to make their way south and 
finish it once and for all. 
 
The work being done now would not compare to what would later be termed Sherman’s 
Bowties, but it was serviceable, or rather not.  Sonny finished his work on a stretch and 
was pleased.  The approaching horse was unmistakable however, and he heard Captain 
Monroe’s voice calling after him in disapproval. 
 
“Don’t ya stand around soldier…not while there’s more work to do.” 
 
He was not going to look back at him but could not help himself.  Through the sweat 
pouring down his face, he saw his father.  Kinchen’s face was white as a ghost, but his 
look was not harsh, just hard.  Sonny turned back to his work and allowed Monroe to 
keep going.  Best not even acknowledge it. 
 

* 
 
Corrina walked in the room as the clock struck four in the morning.  Two hours was 
enough sleep.  She stood next to Sonny’s bed and felt at his face.  He was burning up.  
She was plenty schooled at this by now.  Retrieving a wet cloth, she placed it on Sonny’s 
forehead and left it there while she went to find the Doctor.  She didn’t like his fever’s 
seeming return.  Neither did Sonny. 
 

* 
 
The marching cadence seemed in lockstep these days.  Every soldier that had a pair of 
legs was able to keep time with every other around him.  Goodness knows they had been 
through enough practice over these past weeks.  What would old Stonewall think – now, 
after the major battles seemed over and time was all that kept the Union from winning – 
and his boys were almost perfect soldiers. 
 
Sonny put it out of his mind as they marched through town.  As they past the storefronts 
and houses, Sonny looked to his right and passed a solitary woman watching him pass.  
She stood on her front porch with sad eyes, disheveled hair and a bullet hole in her head.  



His mother.  He started to call out, “Ma” but Mary did not answer.  She could not cry 
anymore.  None of them could.  What was the use? 
 
The troops kept up their march through Raleigh.  They had finally made it into the 
Carolinas and fixed the rails all the way to this major hub.  No Union army could surely 
use them as their own now.  Except that the Union did not seem to need them.  Just the 
day before, word had reached Lee’s army that landings had been made on the outer 
banks, securing the coastline.  Soon, large armies would be marching into the 
interior…and they would be wearing Union blue. 
 
Did the state know what would come next?  Did the South?  As they walked past a 
church, Sonny could hear a preacher inside, giving what sounded to him a funeral 
service.  It sounded so close to his own grandfather’s voice that every instinct in Sonny’s 
body made him leave the marching line and run to the front steps.  He threw the doors 
open and his Uncle Mac took his arm and led him down the isle.  Not another soul was 
inside the church.  The sound of preaching was silenced. 
 
“Where’d it go?” Sonny asked. 
 
“Gone…swept away…away with the wind,” Mac answered. 
 

* 
 
The rain beat down outside as Corrina returned with Doc Foster.  He had tried to calm her 
down and explain that it was perfectly natural for the fever to keep trying to take hold, 
but she would have none of it. 
 
“Can’t you give him some medicine…something to help him sleep?  Look at him.  He 
must be dreaming something horrible.” 
 
“Now, missy…you just calm yourself and let the body do its work.  This one here is a 
strong one.  We’ve seen that over these past days.  If the initial wounds didn’t take him 
with infection, then he stands a good chance.  He’s working through this young lady.  
Please…you must allow it enough time to work itself out.” 
 
Doc Foster helped her to her familiar chair and sat her down as he patted her shoulder. 
 
“If you can’t sleep then sit next to him and hold his hand.  Talk to him, even.  I doubt 
he’ll wake up the way he’s carrying on tonight,” the Doc said with a slight chuckle. 
 

* 
 
Rifled muskets made their loudest crack yet as Sonny’s line marched their way down the 
hill.  It felt almost as if he were the only man in the line, but the bodies that fell beside 
him told him that he was not.  The smoke on the battlefield would clear for a moment to 



allow him to see what was up ahead, but then screen the advance as quickly as it had 
lifted. 
 
Captain Monroe shouted orders to his Sergeants who relayed them to the men as they 
kept up their assault.  Why the Union had even tried this test was beyond the Generals, 
but Lee must have laughed at their boldness.  Far outnumbering the Union troops that 
dared strike, he gladly took up the sword to throw them back.  Once beaten, it would give 
the Confederates a moment to catch their breath from their harrowing retreat. 
 
Sounds had been heard the entire way to Charlotte that Lee meant to split his forces once 
more.  If the entire coast were taken, then it seemed all was lost.  But cooler heads had 
prevailed and instead they kept moving towards a rendezvous with an army of the west. 
 
“Keep movin’, men.  Show your steel!” shouted Monroe. 
 
Sonny looked over towards him as they moved faster now.  Monroe was at the lead as any 
brave officer might be.  No respect was felt for him, however.  Instead, the blur of rushing 
gray busted through a blue line and pushed them back into a cavalry assault on the flank.  
The melee that ensued was a mess of torn uniforms, severed limbs, blood, dirt and smoke.  
But Sonny fought on.  He had become deft at hand-to-hand combat but still preferred a 
weapon.  He loaded and fired as many times as he could…one…two…three down. 
 
Turning to check on Gus, he watched Will take one in the chest.  He began to scream and 
ran towards him, using the butt of his pistol to knock a Union man out of his way.  But as 
he reached the spot that Will had fallen, there was no body.  Only the stench of 
blood…iron…death. 
 
He turned back towards the heated confrontation but everything seemed to stop.  Before 
him stood his brother.  Sonny couldn’t say a word.  He tried, but nothing escaped his lips. 
 
“Why did you leave me there, Sonny?” Dinny asked, his eyes wide and his cheeks as 
white as a sheet. 
 
Still no words left Sonny’s mouth. 
 
“Why could you not cry for me?” 
 
And then Sonny spoke, “You told me not to.” 
 
This time, Dinny did not speak. 
 
“You said I was too old to be cryin’,” Sonny screamed. 
 
“It’s happenen’…ain’t nothin’ you can do about it,” Dinny replied softly. 
 

* 



 
Tears began to flow down Sonny’s face and a soft whimper filled the room.  Corrina 
stood and looked over Sonny, feeling the cloth and noticing that it had gone warm.  She 
quickly went to the basin and gave it a few twists to cool it down again, returning as 
Sonny’s body was trying to turn over. 
 
“Doc…Doc,” she said as she motioned with her arms, “Come here.  He’s going to hurt 
himself.” 
 
Doc Foster walked over calmly and placed his hands on Sonny’s shoulders, careful to 
avoid the gunshot wound. 
“Just bad dreams, Corrina.  You clean his face off and wash it again.  Then put a cool one 
back on his head.  It’ll be over soon enough.” 
 

* 
 
Through the night, much of the army had made their way through the woods.  The 
mountains of North Georgia had been a tough slog but they had finally made their way 
towards the large plateau that was the main part of the large state.  Soon they would be 
moving through Roswell on their way to Atlanta, but it seemed as if Sherman had been 
given strict orders to follow regardless of terrain, weather or death.  The Union army 
would not give up their chase. 
 
The crack of a twig could be heard in the distance.  Sonny had been split up from Gus a 
few moments before and turned to see if it was him.  He thought he could see movement 
behind him, but the woods were too thick and the night too cloudy.  He started the call 
out but then thought better of it.  Could be the enemy.  He turned to keep moving forward. 
 
Then he heard it again.  He raised his weapon and the clouds lifted so that his bayonet 
sparkled in the moonlight that broke through the trees.  The sound of a slow but steady 
hoof beat said to him a rider was out there...somewhere. 
 
Sonny turned and found himself running down a hill.  He tripped at the bottom and 
splashed into a shallow creek.  Turning over, he saw a horse and rider standing over 
him.  Who was it? 
 
“Sonny?” the rider asked. 
 
The clouds drifted passed the moon once more, but when they passed the other side, 
Sonny clearly saw the face of his father. 
 
“Da!” he screamed out. 
 
The rider started to spur his horse away. 
 
“No!  Don’t go!” Sonny hollered. 



 
The rider steered his horse into a patch of undergrowth and around a tree before turning 
back to look at him.  Slowly trotting passed the tree and back into a small clearing, he 
turned his face back just long enough for the moonlight to shine on General Jackson. 
 
“Do ya see, Corporal?” he asked, turning his horse again to ride away. 
 
“See what?  What should I see?” Sonny asked after him, trying to stand. 
 
Jackson kept walking his horse slowly away.  Sonny dropped his gear and started to 
follow, losing sight of him for a second.  Suddenly, the horse and rider stopped.  Sonny 
ran up behind and stood there, dripping wet and scared.  Turning to face Sonny, the 
rider’s face was covered by the darkness around them.  But once again, the moonlight 
seemed to respond in kindness, or in this case, horror.  Sonny found himself looking up at 
none other than Bill Tanney.  His hair still long and black, his face in a natural frown.   
 
Through pursed lips, Tanney said, “Well, what’s keepin’ ya?  You yella?” 
 
Sonny could not move.  He stood frozen and found himself unable to utter a word.  He 
wanted to rush at the apparition…surely that’s what it was.  But he could not.  Tanney 
moved on past another group of trees, and stopped for one more moment.  He looked 
back just before the moonlight became covered in clouds once again and Sonny saw that 
it was Captain Monroe. 
 

* 
 
Sonny opened his eyes… 
 

* * * 
 

Georgia, July 1863 
 
Sonny leaned on a fence, his left leg bent and steadying his body.  He cut at a piece of 
knot-wood with a knife as he watched the engineers preparing to blow up the covered 
bridge over the Chattahoochee River.  He paid little heed to the other soldiers rushing 
past doing their own duties.  As far as Sonny was concerned, this was his duty now.  
Either fight or wait to do so. 
 
 He did not notice Gus Fannin as he walked up behind him. 
 
“Look like they gonna get her done, don’t ya think?” 
 
Sonny did not turn to Gus as he responded with a stoic, “Yup.” 
 
“How long you figure it’ll slow them Union boys up?” 
 



“Not long,” came the answer as Sonny took another cut at the piece of wood. 
 
Gus looked down at what Sonny was playing with and immediately recognized the knife. 
 
“Hey – that’s that knife you took off that rider what damn near cut ya,” he said half 
impressed and half confused. 
 
“Yup.” 
 
“Well, how’d ya end up with it?” 
 
“I picked it up ‘fore we left.  I wadn’t about to leave a souvenir like this behind.  Figure it 
brung me good luck so far,” Sonny answered as he looked down at the weapon.  The 
blade was not polished, nor was the silver inlay that covered the top and bottom part of 
the handle.  But Gus could tell that Sonny could use it and use it well without it having to 
look pretty.  He knew that a weapon did not have to look good to work. 
 
They both stayed silent for another few moments and finally Gus spoke up again. 
 
“Sonny?  What you think you’re gonna do when this is over?” 
 
Sonny looked over at Gus for the first time.  “Over?  Gettin’ ahead of yerself, ain’t ya?” 
 
Gus looked down at the ground and then back towards the bridge, as he answered, “No.  
Don’t guess so.  I figure it can’t last forever.  I done right well holdin’ on this long.  No 
reason I can’t make it all the way.  Figure the same with you.” 
 
Sonny started working on his piece of wood again. 
 
“Spect your right.  Ain’t really thought on it much.” 
 
“I hear tell Texas is gettin’ right wild.  Ain’t no law down there to speak of.  Might be the 
best place fer a couple of rebels,” Gus thought with a smile. 
 
“If Texas is so wild, they’s bound to break with us.  You know what happens then, don’t 
ya?” 
 
“No,” Gus answered genuinely. 
 
“That means it’s done sure lost.  That’s it.  Ain’t much more to fight on.  New Orleans 
next, then Montgomery.  All gone…quick as that,” Sonny said as he threw his knife into 
the dirt. 
 
Gus didn’t say a word as he thought on it.  Sonny decided not to dwell either.  He got a 
small running start and then chucked the piece of wood as far as he could.  With a soft 
splash in the distance it landed in the river and Sonny walked slowly back towards Gus. 



 
As he bent down to pick up his knife, Captain Monroe rode up and told them both to get 
in order. 
 
“Marse Roberts got somethin’ to say.  Get on.” 
 
Neither of them stood around to wait for more, but Sonny could feel the eyes burning a 
hole in the back of his head.  He kept walking and finally they reached a small field that 
sloped gently downward to allow Lee’s entire army to stand side by side with what was 
left of Joe Johnston’s beleaguered forces. 
 
Meeting up with them had been long coming, and Johnston had had his own problems 
dealing with Union troops pushing down from Tennessee. There was rumor that John 
Bell Hood stood a good chance of taking over that command with one more misstep, but 
for now, the old men of Davis’ army stood next to each other atop horses at the crest of 
the small hill. 
 
When the men had finally gathered, Lee began moving his horse up and down the lines of 
men so that all could hear him.  The speech he wanted to give was not the one he was 
able to.  After all, victory had been few and far between of late. Now, his job was to try 
and find one last rallying breath of his brave soldiers to try and repel them away from the 
major railroad center of Atlanta, not twenty miles to the south. 
 
“You courageous men.  You steadfast soldiers.  None of ya have ever given my heart 
anything but strength and I cannot imagine more pride than I have lookin’ upon ya today.  
We, who have put foot to earth to travel these long distances.  We, who have fought back 
against a numerically superior foe.  We, who have left all that we are and all that we shall 
ever be there…on the battlefield.” 
 
Lee trotted back up the hill slightly and looked out in the distance before turning around. 
 
“I cannot ask any more from ya than you have already given me.  But I must.  There is no 
question that if we should depart this field and make way for the enemy to march into 
Atlanta unmolested, then we shall have failed.  And we never fail.  We may lose a 
battle...we may lose a man...but in our hearts we win because we are true, we are brothers 
and we are men…men of God who would rather lay down their lives for their country 
than allow some foreign invader to trample on our rights and on those that we love so 
dearly.” 
 
He looked back at his Generals and then trotted once more amongst the men looking at 
one or another as he did so. 
 
“I know each of ya has lost someone that will forevermore stay in your heart.  I cannot 
replace that grief with anything other than a call to repay their debt with your strength 
and courage.  Our backs are up against a mighty river and the level grows with each 
passing day.  The sun sets and it feels as though we may never see daylight again.  But I 



tell each and every one of ya today.  We hold this city and we hold the keys to that day.  
The sun will shine again and we shall bathe in that river and cleanse ourselves of the dirt 
of these past years.  This is not for your President.  This is not for your brother or sister.  
This is not even for your parents or family, nor either for me.  This is a day for you – the 
single soldier who has done everything he has been able to do to protect, defend and 
serve this great country of ours…this land we so love.  Yes, men, this day is upon us and 
we must grasp it and never let go.  That is all I can ask of ya, for all else is up to the glory 
of God. Follow me men, and ye shall find it.  Let us make this stand and protect this city, 
and in doing so, protect this entire effort…for now and forever more!” 
 
The entire crowd erupted in cheers of adulation for their great leader, this white haired 
seeming God of his own.  Never had General Lee sounded so desperate but still, he 
somehow managed to remain confident and brilliant, in mind and in brightness.  These 
men would follow him through hell.  As the sound of the bridge over the Chattahoochee 
blowing averted their attention with the sparks of flames and a loud boom, they were 
little aware that this was precisely where they were headed. 
 

* * * 
 
After four days and flank move after flank move, the Confederates were pushed south, 
five miles outside of the center of the city of Atlanta.  To the east, Sherman’s men had 
taken Decatur, and to the west, they were moving quickly south to cut off a possible 
Confederate retreat into Alabama.  Both the Decatur and Lickskillet roads were full of 
Union troops, and the only thing holding off a complete collapse was a temporary pause 
by order of Union General Sherman to allow the people of Atlanta the time to evacuate 
the city. 
 
He had told everyone to get out, taking what little they had left with them.  The cease-fire 
had only lasted for five days, and the queue of people that made their way south was a 
sad sight indeed.  No one knew when the fighting would begin again, but even with the 
seeming kindness of Sherman, General Hood had said of the ordered evacuation, “This 
unprecedented measure transcends in studied and ingenious cruelty all acts ever before 
brought to my attention in the dark history of war.”  He would not yet know what those 
words truly meant. 
 
Sonny was in a tent made up for the wounded.  Gus had taken a shot in his left arm and it 
brought back many dark memories.  As he sat with Gus, he did not say much except to 
answer when Gus asked a question.  Usually, his queries were along the lines of “have 
they started fightin’ again” or “do ya think I’ll lose it?”  Sonny’s answer to both was 
“no.” 
 
Darkness had come with the night and Sonny briefly began to doze off before Gus 
himself woke up and prompted Sonny to do the same. 
 
“You ain’t got to sit here with me, Sonny.  I’m sure I’ll be back up in no time.  Jest a 
scratch, that’s all.” 



 
Sonny nodded and shuffled the dirt under his feet as he sat.  He looked out of the tent for 
a second, and then back at Gus.   
 
“Look here, Gus,” Sonny finally spoke out, “I jest want to tell ya somethin’.” 
 
“What is it, Sonny?” Gus asked, perplexed. 
 
“Ya know how ya said you was thinkin’ of headin’ down Texas way when this thing gets 
over?” 
 
“Sure,” Gus beamed for a moment, “But it ain’t over yet.  You set me straight on that 
one.” 
 
Sonny looked down at Gus with a serious look on his face.  Gus had never seen such a 
look before from Sonny.  Usually he was calmer, silent and somehow way too serene, 
especially these last months.  But the look on Sonny’s face this night told him something 
was up.  Especially when his only answer was a short, “Yes it is.” 
 
“What’s got into ya?” 
 
“It’s jest this…you head west.  Don’t wait fer them boys to come and make ya take no 
oath or nothin’.  Jest get up and go, ya hear?” 
 
Gus did not know what to think about Sonny’s words.  He scratched his head with his one 
good arm and then grabbed Sonny’s to get his attention.  Sonny was increasingly more 
agitated and nervous, and he kept looking back out of the tent. 
 
“You ain’t thinkin’ of doin’ nothin’ dumb, are ya?” Gus asked. 
 
“Don’t know what ya mean,” Sonny answered without thinking about it. “I’s jest given’ 
some advice is all.  Ya ain’t got to take it.” 
 
Sonny didn’t wait for another question from Gus.  He stood and picked up his hat and 
weapon and started back outside the tent before giving Gus one last look.  Gus tried to sit 
up in his cot and as he began to speak again, Sonny was out the flap and into the night. 
 
He walked a few steps before a strange sound begged him to stop.  He had heard this 
sound before, but this time it was more muffled…far off.  He walked a bit further and 
reached the edge of a tree line and saw several of the officers and many troops just 
standing there, looking towards the city. What were they looking at?  Sonny turned. 
 
What he saw almost made him turn again and run, run as fast as he could in any direction 
but back towards the city.  High up into the night, yellow, orange and red streaked 
through the air and smoke lifted itself into the cloudy night sky.  He knew exactly what it 



was now.  The city of Atlanta was burning and the flames seemed to have engulfed the 
entire town. 
 
Sonny stood, frozen for a few seconds more before he spied General Hill standing a few 
paces away, his mouth open in awe and horror.  Stepping up to him gently, Sonny quietly 
asked, “General, sir?  What have they done?” 
 
Hill did not look at Sonny at first.  Nor did he answer immediately.  But before Sonny 
could ask again, Hill turned to him and replied, “My God.  They’ve destroyed it.  The 
town…it’ll be gone before morning.” 
 
Sonny thought he could see tears forming in Hill’s eyes.  The only other time he’d seen 
that… 
 
“General?  Why?  Why did they do it?” Sonny asked. 
 
“I wished I knew, soldier.  I wished I knew,” was all Hill could think to say. 
 
They were startled by a group of horses that quickly rode up from the northwest.  At their 
lead was a sight Sonny had not seen for some time, General Joseph Shelby, cavalry 
commander for Johnston’s western army.  He quickly dismounted and ran up to General 
Hill. 
 
“Sir.  I regret to inform ya that our raid on Whitehall was not a success.  Further, sir, I 
fear our efforts have spurred on this awful mess.” 
 
Hill stared Shelby in the face and was about to lay into him before he stopped himself.  
Rather, he grabbed the cavalry commander’s arm and turned him to the flames. 
 
“I fear that it was not your efforts that caused this…I fear it was…” and then he stopped. 
 
Shelby was taken aback at first but then realized that Hill was too shocked to say 
anything of coherence at the moment. He turned and started to gather his men up, but 
Sonny quickly ran over to him. 
 
“General Shelby, sir.” 
 
Shelby turned and saw this young corporal that he thought he recognized.  ‘Yes, soldier?” 
 
“I was wonderen’…my cousin was riden’ with Forrest and the boys. I don’t suppose ya 
seen him lately.” 
 
“And your cousin was?” Shelby asked officially. 
 
“Will, sir.  Will McElderry.” 
 



“The name sounds familiar.  One of the boys here might know.  We’re about to head 
back out, but I’ll permit ya a few moments to ask around.” 
 
Sonny did not wait for another word and quickly began to question every cavalryman in 
sight.  He finally got an answer that suggested that Will was still somewhere out west 
with Forrest, but no one knew if he was still alive or not.  It had simply been too long 
since they had seen that group. 
 
Sonny turned back towards the flames of Atlanta that by now were rising higher into the 
sky as if to build a flaming bridge to the heavens.  To Sonny, the image was more a fire 
slide to hell.  And one that he was far too familiar with.  One that he seemed to be living 
out, over and over again.  He started to walk back towards the tree line and out of sight of 
the inferno. As he looked up to the tall pine trees that littered the area, he could swear that 
the needles began to brown. 
 
But then a sound brought him out of his nightmare for a moment, “Corporal!” 
 
Sonny turned to see a shaky hand from Hill handing him a note. 
 
“I want ya to take this to General Lee down to Hopewell Church.  He will need to know 
of this if he does not already.  He will need to know that Shelby has returned.  He will…” 
and Hill stopped again.  Words were not coming easy to him tonight. 
 
Sonny did not waste a second and took the folded note from Hill’s hand.  As he did so, 
General Hill said, “Ours.” 
 
“Sir?”  Sonny asked. 
 
“I fear…I fear the fault was ours,” was his reply before he turned back to suffer the 
offense. 
 
Sonny let it go and began to walk towards the west, towards where Lee and his staff were 
held up trying to find a way to retreat out of this mess.  Halfway there, Sonny stopped.  
He looked down at the note in his hand and thought about the number of times he had 
done this before.  How long had it been? 
 
He allowed his mind to go back and think of the many days he spent taking notes 
wherever General Jackson had told him.  He thought about the many words Jackson had 
said to him.  He thought about the things he had seen.  Seen because of Jackson.  And he 
thought about a cold day in the mountains of Tennessee.  A day that was forever 
imprinted on his mind.  And those words…“Do ya see?” 
 
Yes, he did see.  But not what Jackson would have wanted him to see.  Not the lesson that 
Jackson had presumed he had taught his young protégé.  The road in front of Sonny split.  
One way led down to the church and Lee.  The other led to the west and Alabama.  One, 
to more of the same and possibly worse.  The other, to what he did not yet know.  He 



looked back at the note for a few seconds more, and then quickly as if the idea had just 
suddenly struck him, he crumpled it up in his hands and threw it to the ground, stepping 
on it as he walked away.  Away to the west. 
 
But he was not able to get far before he heard the sound of a horse.  Just one.  He turned 
and in the night’s darkness, aided by the still visible flames of Atlanta, he saw Captain 
Monroe riding up to him.  A stream of obscenities escaped the Captain’s mouth as he 
brought his horse to a stop and jumped down. 
 
“What in blazes do ya think you are doin’ out here, Gamble?” Monroe asked without 
really caring about the answer. “The whole army is in disarray and ya choose now to pull 
another of your acts of disobedience?” 
 
But then Monroe stopped berating Sonny.  He looked into his eyes and saw 
something…something he fully recognized. 
 
“So that’s it.” 
 
Sonny did not say a word. 
 
“Got no answer for me, soldier?  Jest thinkin’ of taken a leisurely stroll through the 
woods?” 
 
Monroe went for his revolver and still Sonny did not say a word. He did not move.  He 
stood straight and tall and waited for Monroe’s next action. 
 
“I knowed you was a coward.  I knowed ya wasn’t a man for this here army.  If’n I didn’t 
despise ya so, I’d even let ya go on off.  But not now.  Not after this.  Worst thing a man 
can do in war.  And you fit the book for a deserter from page one.” 
 
That was the first time Sonny really thought about the word itself.  Desertion.  To leave 
an army in the middle of the fight.  But was there more fight to leave?  He didn’t think so.  
Monroe could call him a deserter, but Sonny was only doing what he had to do. 
 
Monroe leveled his revolver at Sonny and pulled the firing pin back.  Sonny remained 
still, but his hand slowly went for the knife tucked in the back of his pants.  Monroe could 
not see it because of the darkness.  It seemed as if time slowed down, and Sonny almost 
thought he could feel the slight breeze of the hammer as it went to strike and send him to 
his grave.  But nothing happened.  Instead of a blast, all Sonny heard was a click.  A 
misfire. 
 
Without thinking, Sonny rushed the Captain and buried the knife into his chest.  He 
pulled it out and stuck him once more for good measure.  He looked into Monroe’s eyes 
as the life flowed from his body.  No words escaped the Captain’s lips, but the look on 
his face was complete surprise.  Sonny allowed him to slump to the ground slowly.  He 



looked down at the bloody knife and did not move for a moment.  He had done it. He had 
killed a man in cold blood.  And now he was free. 
 
Wiping the blade on the Captain’s coat, he gathered his own gun and satchel and went to 
get the Captain’s horse.  He would worry about appearances later.  All he wanted to do 
now was leave, get out, get away.  Lifting himself into the saddle, he took one last look at 
the raging inferno that was Atlanta.  How sad that it had come to this.  But he had seen 
worse…much worse.  War was hell, and this the perfect visualization of that.  He glanced 
back at the dead Monroe on the ground, and then turned his horse to move.  With a quick 
spur in the horse’s side, Sonny left the war, left his fellow soldiers and left this life 
behind.  Instead, Sonny headed west. 
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