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Looking for the dead
and the wounded in a country scarred and burnt by the recent
battles was not a glamorous job for Captain James McCarthy and his
men, but at least it gave them a break from the front lines. After
four years of fighting battle after battle, it gave him a rest.

The Union troops were
advancing fast now and everyone knew that a victory was inevitable
but he was having mixed thoughts. Being safe was one thing, but
being left out in the final push after being in the forefront for
so long was a letdown.

He shook the thoughts
as he was at least happy that the ten men that were following him
would be able to get home safely to see their families. His thought
was interrupted by the crack of a rifle and the whiffing sound of a
bullet passing his head.

He and his men all
turned their horses toward the protection of the trees as more
bullets came flying their way. When they were concealed he made
sure that none of his men were hit and then poked his head
carefully over a fallen tree.

He put his glasses on
the burnt-out ground before him and at first, he didn’t see
anything. The trees ahead of him had been burned by a fire that
must have been caused by the exploding mortar fire. There was no
doubt they were being shot at…but by how many and where were they?
It was quiet now with no more firing to give away their
position.

He didn’t think it
could be a large group because this area had been a battle site two
days earlier and the Confederate army was pushed back so far that
they could barely hear the cannons now. So who and where were they?
He ordered his men to stay down and he did the same, occasionally
peering over the log. There was no sense in getting killed by a
straggler who might be wounded and just wanting to take someone
with him when he died.

Then he saw a slight
movement, it was a boot and there was a foot moving it. He waited a
little longer and then he decided to make a movement.

“Hey Reb, if you’re
wounded let us help you.”

The officer in gray
laying behind the burnt-out logs looked at the six men huddled
around him. He knew they were in a tough spot but the thought of
surrender was the last thing on his mind. He knew how many he was
up against and he was hoping that they had no idea how many men he
had.

Captain McCarthy
waited for a response, and when none came he made one more
plea.

“The war ain’t going
so good for you so how about coming out for a palaver?”

Suddenly the man
behind the burnt-out logs stiffened. He was sure he knew that
voice…he should he grew up with it. He took the biggest chance he
ever took and stood up exposing himself in front of his shocked
men.

He laid his rifle down
and started slowly walking toward the advancing Union officer and
when they were close enough they jumped into each other’s arms for
a long hug. Captain James McCarthy and Captain John McCarthy were
in an embrace that covered the four years since they had seen each
other.

Men on both sides, who
would normally be shooting at each other, lowered their weapons and
stood looking on in wonder…this is what they all inwardly hoped for
the north and the south eventually embracing each other in peace.
It had been a long grueling war for all of them and now for the
first time, they saw a glimmer of hope that there could be peace
between men of both sides.

James pushed his
brother out to arm’s length and looked into his face. They had not
seen or heard from each other since they rode off to war and now
all that emotion came flooding back.

“Brother, I didn’t
know if I would ever see you again.”

John’s face was lit
with the biggest smile.

“I always knew if I
lived long enough that I would see you because you are too stubborn
to die. You always were stubborn cuss,”

James relaxed now.

“That’s not the way I
remember it… what are you doing here?”

John turned and
pointed to the men standing and waiting.

“This here is all I
got left of my command, there are seven of us. The charge was so
fast and furious that somehow it just passed us by and we are
hoping that it might come back our way.”

James slowly shook his
head.

“It doesn’t look that
way brother, I think we all know that things are going badly for
the south, if you and your men want to surrender I will guarantee
you a safe passage.”

John turned and looked
at his men.

“We know things are
bad, we haven’t eaten in two days, but there is no way that we can
surrender.”

James nodded in slow
agreement.

“I figured it that
way. We are getting ready to bivouac for the night and you and your
men are welcome to come and share our meal with us. I’m sure these
men can set aside their feelings for one night.”

James hollered to his
men to lower their weapons and John did the same as men from both
sides drifted cautiously from undercover.

The mention of food
made John’s stomach churn and he turned to the men and motioned
them forward. The men came willingly knowing that their captain
would not lead them into trouble if he could help it and the men in
blue standing along the treeline watched in wonder.

When they reached the
confused men James quickly cleared the air.

“Men these fellows
from the south are going to be our guests for the night. I want
everyone to attach their weapons and just for tonight and there
will be no talk of the war, tonight you talk about your families,
hunting, fishing, or such.”

It took a minute for
it to sink in but it wasn’t long before the power of the brother’s
embrace was overcoming the rest. John and his men stacked their
rifles and took off their ammunition packs and laid them in a pile.
James’s men seeing this began to do the same and soon they were all
just standing looking at each other and slowly, although there was
no hugging, there was some handshaking and back-slapping, and
before long they had all settled in with a fire going and a pot of
coffee on.

It was James again who
broke the ice.

“Sergeant Rafferty you
grab one of those rifles and go and see if you can scare us up some
kind of game for supper.”

Then one of the rebs
grabbed his rifle from the stack.

“Hang on Sergeant,
I’ll go with you…I know this country a bit.”

James and John stood
shoulder to shoulder as they watched the two men disappear into the
woods, and behind them, the others did the same. They soon had a
fire going and were sitting around…blue and gray side by side.

James had hoped that
John would accept his offer because he wanted another chance to try
and convince him to surrender. He knew how dangerous his position
was to be this far in enemy-held territory, but his pleas were all
rejected, and as usual, James respected his brother’s decision.

When the hunters
returned the Sergeant held up two rabbits and the Reb soldier,
Sullivan, proudly displayed five large grey squirrels. They all
excitedly clapped but they knew that feeding the twenty men was
going to be slim pickings at best.

They had passed by a
farm earlier and had scrounged some vegetables from the garden but
they were short of meat so while the designated cooks proceeded to
skin and prepare the catch the rest looked on like children waiting
for a Christmas dinner.

Everything was in the
big pot when several wagons with a soldier escort appeared on the
road leading into the burned-out woods. James quickly grabbed the
sergeant, mounted, and headed for the wagons and when they stopped
the first wagon a lieutenant from the escort approached them and
saluted.

“Good afternoon
Captain what can I do for you?”

James smiled
broadly.

“Well, Lieutenant you
can unload enough of that food to feed twenty men for three
days.”

The lieutenant looked
shocked, but quickly regained his composure.

“I’m sorry Captain,
but my orders are to deliver these wagons to the front lines.”

James stiffened in the
saddle.

“I am fully aware of
what your orders are Lieutenant and those orders more specifically
are to see that the supplies in these wagons get to the soldiers
that need them. We are not in need of any of the ammunition, but we
are in need of some of the food that is in this wagon and I
strongly suggest that you do as I have asked…and that is an order,
do you understand.”

The lieutenant slowly
wavered and then ordered two men to begin unloading the supplies
while James sent Sergeant Rafferty to get some men to carry the
supplies back. When they were finished James handed the lieutenant
a note.

“Lieutenant, if there
is any question about the shortage this will help you explain and
you may continue on with your mission.”

When the food arrived
back at the camp the men were ecstatic to see all the goods and
that night was a feast that none of them had had for a very long
time. They even ate the rabbit and squirrel stew which the
southerners loved.

As James and John
talked the men seated around behind them were doing the same, and
just as James suggested there was not a word about the war as they
passed tobacco back and forth and watched the fire burn down, and
the brothers were the last two to fall asleep. After a lot of
handshaking in the morning, a final hug by the brothers was watched
by all, just as the first hug had been, and the two groups split
and went their separate ways.
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The McCarthy brothers
were born ten months apart but they were as inseparable as twins.
John was the fun-loving devil may care while James was more
studious and careful of the pair. They rarely disagreed on anything
and when they did they still respected the other side’s point of
view.

Growing up on a large
ranch in Texas kept them busy with chores when they were big enough
to dress themselves, and when they were old enough to ride they did
the duties of a ranch hand. Their father was proud of them and
watched them as a loving father would do, being careful not to let
them know his concern for their safety.

With the birth of the
two girls, things were finally going well for Frank and Maude
McCarthy. Their family was perfect, they were seeing a road to
success ahead of them and they were proud that their children were
becoming a part of that dream.

Each year they drove a
small herd to market in New Orleans and when the boys were old
enough they became part of the drives. Arriving in the excitement
and glamour of New Orleans from a ranch in the backcountry of Texas
was an intimidating sight for the boys and their father kept a
watchful eye on them.

When James was almost
fifteen Tom Bell took him into New Orleans for a final night on the
town. Although Rod was only a few years older Frank had faith that
he would not lead James too far astray.

The nightlife of New
Orleans was spectacular to a young boy from the wilds of Texas and
Tom did not disappoint. They made the rounds to all the sights
before dark and when the sunset the people came out in all their
finery, many in carriages drawn by magnificent teams.

The final lesson of
the evening was his first drink of whiskey which burnt all the way
down and then came the highlight of the night at Madam Tussauds Den
of Delight. With Tom’s instructions, not to pay more than ten
dollars, he was led upstairs.

When they rode back to
camp everyone was asleep although Frank had not actually closed his
eyes he made no effort to talk to them until the morning and even
then he didn’t ask any questions. When they were on the trail John
wanted to know everything about the night and James took a long
careful time explaining everything they had seen and done, even the
tasting of the whiskey, but there was never any mention of his trip
up the stairs.

Frank smiled as he
listened to the stories and he knew that it would soon be John’s
turn but it was something that was not necessary to discuss with
Maude. He always felt good when he saw the brothers getting along
so well, in fact, he had seen very little of anything else with
them, even when they disagreed there was always an amiable
solution.

The only thing that
they really disagreed on was which one of them would end up with
Allie Donovan. They had grown up with Allie but somewhere along the
line she developed into someone more that the freckle face girl
with the pigtails. For the first time the boys saw her as more than
the little girl living on the next ranch.

She was young, but she
was blossoming into a young woman and she loved the attention that
the boys gave her. The brash, devil-may-care, approach of John’s
swept her off her feet while the quiet shyness of James intrigued
her. She enjoyed the company of both of them and they were
inseparable while visiting her, as they were with everything else,
and she was careful not to give either one more hope than the
other.

In time, it was
understood by everyone that one of the boys would end up winning
her hand and each of the boys hoped it would be him. She was
seventeen when the boys rode off to war and she felt that it would
not be fair to let them know which one she really wanted, so they
rode away with the same hopes they always held.
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For the next month,
James and his men continued their grave-digging duties and each
time they found a Confederate body he prayed it would not be his
brother. When the news came about General Lee’s surrender at
Appomattox they were all jubilant, but although the surrender was
announced there were still some holdouts who were not willing to
surrender.

He and his men were
happy when they were relieved of their duty and returned to the
front line. It was much easier now that more sensible leaders were
prevailing. The consensus was that it was not worth losing any more
lives by making charges that in a matter of days would not be
necessary.

The line of men in
gray dug in before them must have thought the same as they made
none of their famous ‘rebel yell’ attacks. Although they were not
attacking they were also not surrendering and it was only the lack
of food and supplies that made that decision for them.

While the Union
soldiers were getting a constant supply of food and medical
supplies the remaining Southern army facing them was totally cut
off from any form of resupply, and that meant food. Finally, they
sent an emissary to discuss the conditions of surrender, and that
put an end to the fighting.

As the line of
gray-clad uniforms made their way to the staging area it was soon a
scene of pandemonium. The general had agreed that each man who
swore allegiance to the United States, and that they would never
again bear arms against the union, would be allowed to keep his
rifle and a horse…but there were no more horses, they had eaten the
last one a few days before.

James took the
opportunity to try and find John but the moving crowd of soldiers
was hard for him to scan. As each man was processed he was taken to
the side and provided a much-needed meal and then most of them went
into an adjoining field where they ate it with relish. He finally
ventured to the edge of the field that was now covered with gray
uniforms. Some of them were still eating while others were laying
back soaking up the warm sunlight on their full bellies.

James looked over the
large mass of beaten soldiers and then with an impulse he shouted
out.

“John McCarthy! John
McCarthy!

His heart leaped when
he saw a man stand up at the outer edge of the field and he headed
out, making his way carefully among the lounging men. As he neared
the standing man his initial joy faded. He could see now that it
was not his brother, but he did recognize the man standing
waiting…he had been with his brother when they last met.

When he finally stood
in front of the waiting man he could read the disappointment on his
face.

“Well Captain, it
mighty nice to see a friendly face in a blue uniform.”

When they finished the
handshake he looked toward the ground.

“I have some bad news
about your brother…he was hit a couple of weeks back but we were
overrun so fast that we didn’t have time to do anything for him. I
know he was not killed right off because we watched as he was
picked up by some of your men. I’m afraid that’s all I can tell you
about it.”

James took a deep
breath wondering where to turn to find out what had happened. He
was not sure what kind of care his doctors would give to one of the
enemy.

“How about the rest of
your men?”

The sergeant pointed
to the mass of men.

“After we left you
things got real bad. Sully, he’s the one who shot the squirrels,
your brother and I were the only ones to make it back to our
lines…and now I’m not sure about him.”

James suddenly came to
a decision.

“See if you can gather
Sullivan up and we’ll see if we can find him.”

The man stood up right
behind him.

“I’m here Captain, and
I’d be honored to help you.”

The three men hurried
back through the lounging men and were soon in an area where they
could make some plans. James soon learned that the two men with him
were also from Texas and he knew he could count on their help.

The first step was to
find out where the field hospitals were located. There had not been
any wounded for a week or so but during the heavy fighting there
were hospitals set up wherever possible. The Union had been well
supplied with medical supplies and doctors and now all they had to
do was find out where they were situated.

They found out that
there were three hospitals set up in local farmhouses and after a
fruitless search of the first two they approached the third with a
feeling of apprehension. The doctor stood in the doorway as they
approached.

“What can I do for you
gentleman…are any of you wounded?”

The others let James
do the talking.

“No, no wounded, but
we are looking for a wounded man. He would be in a Reb
uniform.”

The doctor wiped his
forehead with his hankie.

“Well son, it doesn’t
make any difference to me what color the uniform is if a man is
hurt…and I do have a couple dressed like you say but all the men in
here were very badly wounded and I can permit only one of you to
come in…because of the spread of infection, you understand.”

He stepped back into
the house and James slowly followed him as he led him to a room
that held several men some laying listless staring at the ceiling,
others moaning, and still others with their eyes shut. Two of the
men were dressed in gray but neither of them was his brother, and
then the doctor took him to another room where laying on a cot with
his face turned toward the wall in the corner was another gray
uniform. James walked slowly toward the man and gently turned his
head and looked into the face of his brother.

“John, John! It’s me
James.”

The doctor put his
hand gently on his shoulder.

“He can’t hear you
son, I’m afraid that he will never be able to hear anyone again…I’m
not sure what had kept him alive this long.”

James turned to the
Doctor.

“Is there nothing you
can do for him?”

The doctor looked down
at the feeble body in front of him.

“I’m afraid I have
done all that I can do…if he had the constant care, which I can’t
give him, and he was away from all the disease and infection in
here he might have a slim chance. I’ve dressed his wound but that
dressing will need constant care.”

James looked back down
at his brother.

“Doctor, I’m his
brother…will you release him to my care.”

The doctor looked up
from his patient to the man standing in front of him.

“Well, as I said there
is nothing more I can do for him, so I will grant your request and
I wish you luck.”

Before they moved him
the three of them went to the next farmhouse where a stout woman
opened the door. She was first taken back by the blue union uniform
but when she saw the other two dressed in gray James notice her
look softened. He understood the feeling of the local people would
be on the side of their own soldiers but he continued.

“Pardon the intrusion
ma’am but I was wondering if you have a room that we could rent for
a while.”

He went on to explain
the situation and the woman, whose name was Grady, listened
intently, and then she invited them in and took them to a back
bedroom which she said they were welcome to use.

It wasn’t long before
they had John comfortably in the narrow bed and John hadn’t opened
his eyes or muttered a sound since they moved him. Soon Missus
Grady came in with some hot water and some material for a fresh
bandage and began cleaning the area around the wound. James stood
and watched as she gently applied something that he assumed was
some local cure and when she finished he thanked her.

She hustled the men
from the room and closed the door behind them and when James looked
around at the meager kitchen, there was no sign of meat anywhere so
he knew what they had to do. Sergeant Branson and Sully knew also
as they gathered their rifles and headed into the nearby woods.

When James looked
around it was plain to see that there was no man in the household
so he set about splitting some wood from a small pile beside the
house and he made up his mind that no matter what happened he would
see that the wood pile would be sufficient to keep the old lady
through the winter.

When he sat on the
porch to take a break the door opened and he stiffened thinking he
was about to hear the worst, but when he saw her face he knew
things had not changed for John. She sat in the chair beside him
and they both watched quietly as Sully and the Sergeant came
walking across the field with a deer slung over the sergeant’s
back. Then she let a big sigh.

“My husband Grady
himself used to sit her in the quiet evenings. He weren’t as tall
as you boys are but he was all man through and through…only his
heart weren’t all heart through and through. He’s been gone nigh on
ten year now. He came from the old sod of Ireland and dropped the
‘O’ off when he found that there were many who didn’t like it…if
you know what I mean.”

She struck a match,
lit up her pipe, shook the match out, and continued.

“Our boy junior were
twelve year old but he kept us in small game until he was old
enough to tote a deer like that. Then junior went off to war and
got hisself
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