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			1 
Leaving Home

			

			The early glow of dawn merged with the light of a hovering moon, and blushing red clouds cast faint shadows over the open meadow beside the farmhouse. A barred owl called out in echo of herself, with only a rooster answering.

			In that dim beginning of the day, William emerged from the wood line holding two rabbits hanging stiff by their feet in one hand, and the traps that he pulled in the other. He was a thin man with the hint of a beard. He walked with short, stiff strides as if carrying an invisible sack of feed at all times.

			Stepping into the field, he looked uphill toward the stone farmhouse bathing broadside in the sunrise. The window where his wife may have been watching from was a golden mirror of the eastern sky. With a slight tilt of his head, the broad brim of his straw planter’s hat cast his face in shadow.

			The shortening of the days, the recent rains, and his evolving understanding of raising crops had yielded a disorganized patchwork of fields that had not yet produced their potential. He worked the whole growing season in the hopes that his family would be able to rely on the harvest while he was gone to the war. If winter lingered, they would need wild fare to sustain them. He knew this well and laid in bed at night hoarding imaginary food stores in the damp corners of a springhouse in his mind. Between this imaginary work and dreaming, he could never find the words to tell Hannah of his plans to enlist. Somehow, though, she already knew.

			They had come to this plot through Hannah and her father, Charles. Her dowry was significant, and Charles contributed what his son-in-law could not. These negotiations had taken place inside their future home, at their future table, with Charles leading the discussion and William sitting outside on the porch. From that vantage point, he could see the potential of the property, but he had much to learn.

			William now approached the two outbuildings that represented his education in carpentry. The first, a small tool shed, looked as though it would not survive the next winter. It slouched more into the soft soil with every rainfall. Its companion, a much larger and sturdier success by comparison, stored the primary ploughs and farming equipment, with an overhung stable to protect the two mules from the weather. They were barrels with legs, knock-kneed but dependable, indifferent to him moving about in and around the barn.

			He splayed and skinned the rabbits at a thin workbench. After placing each mouthful of meat in a wooden bowl, he pulled the two thin hides over fur stretchers and hooked them under the brim of the overhang. Wiping his hands clean of blood and fur, he stowed the last of his traps away. He paused at the base of the ladder to the hay loft, feeling the rungs sanded smooth from usage. In the loft above he sat amidst plumes of dust and stale air splintered in bars by the morning light.

			In this quiet place, the world around him settled back into a still sleep. She would not understand his reasoning for leaving. “It’s not my father’s farm,” she would say again. “It’s ours. He helped in what way he could.” The same couched phrases that ran through his head in the fields and made him feel like a sharecropper on his own land. To be a soldier was something greater than a farmer; to risk one’s life for the land rather than giving one’s life to it.

			He was born into the Hauck family but believed in an American future for his offspring more than a German past. When he married, he sought to change the spelling of the surname to Howe, becoming the deep-rooted trunk of a new family tree that would one day spread well beyond his personal proving grounds of these few fields with fruit trees turning orange-leaved in July.

			Their firstborn, a son, was named after Charles. William hoped the second would be another boychild, to be named after himself. Working the land that Charles had paid for, living in the house that Hannah had selected, William would have to accomplish something on his own for his eponymous gift to carry any value as the Howe family sapling began to branch.

			Through the rough-cut window in the loft, the rising tide of sunlight on the ground had reached the far stone wall of the property. A large granite boulder that marked the property at the roadside turned its shoulder up in the light and tucked its head down and away into the cool darkness that hung in the woods. The stores of food were substantial. The variety of animals were well fenced and housed. While he was gone, he could write to her, a discharged soldier had explained one night at the local Perkiomenville Hotel. “Now, I wasn’t writing my family every week,” he had said, “but there is a lot of downtime if you need a way of getting into a local town to find a postmaster.”

			William hesitated to respond. “I’m not sure I can do it. She’ll be having a baby this winter. She can’t start the growing season with the infant.”

			“You know what? I’ll give you the honest truth.” The soldier glared at William. “Plenty others have figured it out.” He stood and in doing so revealed to William that they were not only similar in age but also similar in build. “This war has dragged on so long; I can’t imagine it lasting six months more. How much longer can it go?”

			William considered the man’s words knowing full well he had already made up his mind. Looking around the tavern through the cigar-laden haze he saw very few men in their early 20s. The older famers barked and laughed at one another sharing clumsy gossip and debating prices for the harvest season.

			The soldier added, “I’d imagine that if she cares at all about the union, then she’ll understand.”

			And yet William knew Hannah’s focus was only their small family. From the window of the hay loft he peered out to the farmhouse to discern if anyone was yet stirring. A great blue heron was in flight, glowing red in the sunrise, crossing clouds and croaking as it went.

			He produced a small booklet and a worn pencil. With quiet concentration, he peeled single shavings from the tip of the pencil with a penknife. The booklet was slightly larger than his hand, leather bound with faded yellow pages, half filled with rough measurements and unfinished thoughts in diagram. He was out of practice with his handwriting, yet he began drafting the words he had not been able to say.

			He touched the tip of the pencil to his tongue and began: I worried over telling you for weeks. I only want what’s best. I’ll write you. The letter was labored over yet primitive; short phrases straining and buckling under their message.

			He paused, itching the straw away from his leg. One of the mules crossed the view of the window and the other followed. They headed toward the light in the field. The granite boulder was now glowing white.

			I aim to be back before the baby is born. “December”, he said to himself in a whisper. Tucking the booklet into his chest pocket, he looked around the barn as if he were seeing it for the first time or the last, then descended the ladder.

			William filled two pails from the pump at the base of a massive black walnut trunk supporting two gnarled limbs that held their knots and burls up and out. He cranked the buckets down one at a time. Every day’s a bucket, he thought. He laughed to himself, and his breath rose in visible wisps. The air was growing colder with each morning. He hoisted a full bucket onto the lip of the well.

			When he had filled both pails, he leaned his chest against the stone ring and let a rock fall from his hand. He watched the ripples kick up light and settle back into the darkness.

			“Plenty deep,” he said.

			He released a larger stone, which stirred the well again.

			“Water. That’s about all that I know for sure. We’ve got water.”

			The worn state of the ropes and buckets assured him after a tug that they would withstand the change in season.

			The mules stirred. They kicked up doves that had huddled in the sun, and as William watched them rise, he could sense his wife looking out one of the second story windows. She would be up by now, and likely their son, looking out at the sunrise and the weather. A few more tugs on the well rope were to assure her, if she was watching, of what he already knew. Everything’s been left in working order.

			William toted the water to the back door of the house trying now to breathe patterns into the air. He did not worry over marching or camp life, indeed it was not far off from his preferred back country way of life. He was known for his marksmanship, and so he had naive over-confidence for when he might need to raise an arm. He returned to the outbuildings once more to retrieve the bowl of rabbit and a small basket where he had placed a few chicken eggs the day before. He counted seven eggs and made his way inside for breakfast to face what had become his greatest fear.
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			Hannah was cradling a small toddler with one arm and directing a poker at the logs in the fireplace with the other. Her brown hair hung tangled, tied up in the back like an abandoned nest. William had started the fire in the dark.

			“Morning,” he said as he filled a large cauldron that hung over the fire. The second pail was set aside for drinking water.

			Raking the coals into a flat, even pile, he placed a grate over the rising flames with two cast iron pans. He emptied the rabbit meat into one and, kneeling low, he broke the eggs into the other.

			His eyes watered ever-so-slightly as he studied the eggs simmering in the pan. “How are you feeling?”

			Hannah stood behind him, rocking young Charles with both arms now, as he rode the rise of her belly. Her gaze was fixed on the baby’s face, as if she had not heard William at all.

			“I’m a little nauseous,” she said. “I’m fine. This little one’s got a fever that I can’t help him break.”

			When Hannah and her father had negotiated the purchase of the farmstead, Hannah had not known then that she was already pregnant. William would have to learn the labor of farming and fatherhood simultaneously. Over the period of a few years, he was able to cut down a meadow and turn it over into several different crops. A flattened patch of earth was manicured into a small orchard. The land offered what he was willing to earn from it, and now with him leaving he worried how it might call in a debt. Hannah’s father owned it, and lived nearby, but it was William who strained to bring it to life. Short, stiff strides from one corner of the fields to the other, rain or shine, wanting to make something of his own that his children could take pride in. When that dream lost its momentum, he turned to the idea of enlisting.

			Hannah lifted the baby up and held him out in front of her at eye level, her belly picking up the front of her dress. “He’s just burning up.”

			She draped Charles against her shoulder as she exited the room, returning with a loaf of bread.

			“When did you bake this?”

			“While you were down the river yesterday.” She placed it on the table without eye contact. “What all did you catch? You were gone quite a while.”

			William picked up his son and carried him to the highchair at the table.

			

			He struggled to put it into words for her. He worried that she would feel abandoned—worried more that they would get along fine without him. The neighbors were kind and beckoned to each other with their cast iron bells in times of need and times of plenty. Her family would swarm with the birth of the second child, just as they had with the first. He had whittled his temporary absence down to being inconsequential; it was the risk of a permanent departure that kept the words from forming in his mouth.

			“Well,” she said. “Were you even at the river?”

			The pans sizzled and steamed. He removed them from the flame.

			“Bill, you ain’t fooling me.”

			He placed helpings on each plate, pushed Charles’s chair closer to the table, and ate his share straight from the skillet as he stood between the fireplace and the door.

			 “I know you were at the courthouse.”

			The pressure of her gaze squeezed an awkward grin out of him.

			“Bill, you can’t go. I need you here. What sort of soldier would you make, anyway? You might be a good shot at a squirrel, but we both know that is not the same as killing a man.”

			William wiped the skillet with the broken end of the loaf and paused for a moment. He exhaled through his nose while chewing. Charles gripped and released a stuffed doll of a soldier at table, squeezed it tight in his grip, then dropped it again.

			“I’m going, Hannah,” he said without looking up. “I’m heading to Philadelphia tomorrow. It’s something I’ve got to do.” He filled his mouth with the egg-soaked bread to delay his next response.

			For a moment, it was as if nothing had changed. Charles now swinging the stuffed doll against the edge of the table, the wooden head knocking. William was standing and chewing with the skillet still warm in his hand. A damp log in the fire popped and rolled over with a hiss.

			

			The toddler sensed the stillness and began to cry but neither parent moved.

			William could only shrug to himself, punctuating his admission. “I’ve worried over telling you for weeks,” he said. “Weeks, now. They are offering as much as sixteen dollars a month.”

			Seeing his mother in distress, Charles now began to writhe in his highchair.

			“It’ll only be three months’ time. I aim to be back before the baby comes. Most people don’t think this war will last much longer—”

			Her plate struck William high in the chest, and she pounded up the stairs clutching her son who squeezed the soldier doll tight.
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			Outside, William mustered up an extended dialogue with Hannah while she remained inside, upstairs. He rounded up both mules, yoked them together, and set out to pull what ears of corn were ready for storage.

			He hitched the two mules to a small wagon, hardly bigger than a wheelbarrow, which could fit only a few boxes—a large one for corn and two smaller ones for any late berries or apples that had ripened. William kicked the mules up into a trot and they dragged the wagon like a sled through the mud. It was quick work filling the crates. From this far field it brought him comfort to see the property alive but mostly tamed, a quilt work of subsistence skirting the farmhouse perched on a hill. With a soldier’s salary and name, their children would know this plot and this country was theirs.

			Leaving the field, the mules struggled to drag the wagon back through the slough. The thin wooden wheels locked up and slid, creating deepening ruts. As he urged them to continue on, one mule bucked wildly, jolting the yoke and the wagon. Fighting to get to drier ground, it only worked itself and the wagon deeper.

			“Get up,” William said. “Get up. We’re more than halfway there.”

			The calmer of the two took slow, patient steps, leaning away and sinking less. Eventually all three, man and mules, took to standing and testing the depth and density of the soil. The mules lifted their front hoofs, feeling the tug of the muck creating a seal. William poked a stick about, surveying the size and shape of the wallow.

			 He rocked the wagon forward and back, straining to torque the wagon free and failing. He paused for a moment, shook his head, scratched the back of his neck and recognized that he could hear the baby crying from afar—or was it a catbird? The wind was picking up and the sky above him had become one uniform layer of gray cloud that glowed with the light of the hidden sun. Again, he sensed Hannah watching.

			Prodding with his fingers, he cleaned the muck out of the wheel spokes. He lodged a branch, about four feet in length, between the ground and the tail end of the wagon. With a flick of the reins, the mules began to pull. William pushed up on the branch. The wagon rocked up to the cusp of the ruts. The livelier mule, sensing firmer ground beneath her, kicked hard, twisting the yoke and the second mule backwards, wrenching the wagon firmly back into the mud. As the wagon tilted, William’s branch lost pressure, and he was thrown onto his hands and knees in the soft, wet earth.

			Under Hannah’s watch, he left the mules and walked up to the larger outbuilding. There he retrieved two sets of panniers from the barn and returned to transfer the crops from the wagon to the packs on the mules. The calmer mule was the first to be unyoked, loaded up, and led to the main corral. The second remained tethered to the bogged-down cart.

			A cold drizzle started as William marched back for the second mule. After loading the mule with the crops, it refused to move. William tugged at the reins, calling, “Come on. Get. Get.” The mule was unflinching.

			He dropped the reins, circled round the animal, placed his hands on its hindquarters and pushed. Snorting and shaking like a dog in the rain, the mule planted four hooves in the mud and tilted its head to see what the commotion was behind it.

			 William relaxed against frustration. He leaned on the animal to peer at the window where Hannah may have been. He saw only reflected panes of a gray sky. I am going, he thought. This is something I’ve got to do. The children have to know I’ve made something for them.

			All at once, the mule came to life. Low pulls and short steps quickened to a trot, freeing the wagon and knocking William into the slop once more. He watched from his knees as the runaway mule sought its companion in the corral, wagon and all.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			On the morning of his departure William pulled Charles from the crib at daybreak and carried him downstairs, shuffling his feet to keep the floorboards from creaking. He took up a page that had been torn from his notepad and folded once. He opened it and read it in murmurs to the baby before tucking it into the egg basket on the table.

			He carried Charles down along the far fields to where a creek trickled across the property. Together they checked the muddy pass between the orchard and the crops where he had lain two boards to bridge the wallow. In the outbuildings, his tools were all tucked away and nearly two years’ worth of firewood had been cut and stacked beside them. The baby caught a shiver in the springhouse where William checked the store of meat and fish. As he climbed out, low sunlight was casting tall shadows that reached out into the fields in columns.

			The coop had been lined a month early with hay for the coming cold. The baby tracked the hens as they rushed out into the yard and scattered. William gathered enough eggs for breakfast, dropped them in his coat pockets and carried his son inside.

			Hannah was on her knees stoking the fire. She didn’t look up as William entered the room, and he watched as she wrung her lips together and tended to the kindling.

			The moment settled around them as they sat and ate their breakfast.

			He could barely see his wife at the other end of the table— the light spilled through the window wrapping around her and pressing his eyes away.

			“I haven’t been looking forward to it,” he said.

			The baby bobbed up and down on his knee.

			“You know they offer good pay,” he said.

			Hannah’s breathing was deep. She never looked up.

			He sat silent with one arm wrapped around the baby, his other hand flat on the table where the steam rose from his untouched food.

			“December,” William said, and took up his fork. “I’ll be back in time for the baby.”

			He shared the full list of preparations. As Hannah listened, her face took on the blank resignation of a widow.

			She remained at the table as William retrieved a small bag with a spare set of clothing, a heavy coat, and a canvas tarp to be used as a tent. As he said goodbye it was no bigger ceremony than leaving for town. He hugged Charles, nuzzled his warm cheek, and dropped a kiss on Hannah’s head with his hand pressing on her belly.

			Before leaving, he climbed up the shoulder of the granite boulder at the roadside. The windowpanes hung reflecting portraits of the sunrise. He held his hand up to Hannah, if she were watching, and whistled to the mules with no acknowledgment. After one last survey of his Perkiomenville farm, he started off on foot to the city of Philadelphia some thirty-five miles away.

		

	
		
			2 
Recruiting Philadelphia

			In a hall that had been emptied and poorly furnished, an enlistment office was proving to be big business in Philadelphia. The hall itself was a towering brick edifice, with tall lean windows that pinched the natural light into the building, hanging in dusty rectangular columns. Tables were scattered about, and the tall ceilings amplified the boot steps and shuffling, the knocking, the hollering and calling of names. The volunteers herded into the building like cattle at feed time, only to exit out the other end looking somewhat the part of the soldier, dressed in blue and equipped with arms.

			Mr. Morrow stood tall, nearly six and a half feet, and in the dust and the shuffling he moved with precision through the tangle of young men around him in the manner of a heron in a marsh. He would shepherd the men along, “Lines, boys. Lines. Won’t make any sense of the lot of you unless we’re in some semblance of order.” The tobacco in his bottom lip urged him to suck against his teeth.

			The volunteers were filtered toward Morrow, with his disheveled red hair crowning his lean frame. By his side, seated at their table, was Robert Young. His sharp blue eyes gleamed from his too fat face. Young tilted his head back to peer through circular glasses perched on the end of his nose.

			At the enlistment office, they were the conduit through which a citizen would become a soldier. Some boys came through nervous as hell, some with the makings of honor, but Mr. Morrow handled them all the same. And on this day, near the end of August 1863, he was feeling fatigued by the ongoing war and the lack of suitable soldiers to send to it. In between volunteers he would say to his colleague phrases like “Mr. Young, I have my concerns”, and “What are we sending them, Robert?”

			Young would document their height, weight, age, and location of origin. Mr. Morrow would inspect their teeth and put them through a small battery of physical tests that included leaping vertically into the air, running in place, or receiving a strong thump on the chest or back. If a man passed, he’d be sent to the back of the factory, where they’d further document specifics about him, so the payment would be correct if he lived, or, if he died. A man could leave this hall in an hour or so, fully equipped with a musket and some version of the Union Blues. This was the product of the factory.

			“Next!” Mr. Morrow would call, and another man would step up in a long line that wrapped along the inside wall and out the door, down the outside wall and up the block. The army needed able bodies that were bated with bills that read To Arms, to Arms and promises of a three-dollar premium added on to the first month’s pay. Before entering the recruitment process
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