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Measure of Devotion

Disguised as her late brother, Cooper, in the 19th
Massachusetts Volunteers, Catherine Samson fights to quell the
Confederate rebellion and preserve her nation’s unity. She believes
the Constitution’s declarations of equality and freedom apply to
everyone, and dreams that someday they will extend to her own
pursuit of happiness with a woman.

Helping her father raise her siblings on their
Gettysburg farm, Sophie Bauer likewise clings to hope for a woman
to love, but when she serves as an army aide and meets Cooper,
Sophie is confounded by her growing feelings for him. Catherine,
meanwhile, wrestles with her deception and the disguise she must
maintain. Disclosure could not only repulse Sophie but send
Catherine home a social outcast.

When the Battle of Gettysburg engulfs the Bauer farm,
Catherine and Sophie learn far more about themselves than they ever
expected. But first there’s a war—and hearts—to be won.
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Being a die-hard history buff, I always hoped to
visit Gettysburg National Military Park, but it took the Golden
Crown Literary Society’s 2019 conference in Pittsburgh to get me
there. My ever-understanding wife, Kathy, and I took a roundabout
vacation that included three days at the historic site, and that,
of course, set off a cannonade of storylines in my head.

One idea kept recurring and, during a Pride Festival
that summer, fellow BSB author Jesse Thoma pressed me for
specifics, pen and paper poised to record details as they fell out
of my imagination. The story probably would have evolved
eventually, but Measure of Devotion is due in very large
part to her dogged insistence and unfailing support. So, a
heartfelt thank-you goes to Jesse, an author who lends as much of
herself to others as she devotes to her own remarkable novels.
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Kris Bryant, and readers Deb, Nadine, Val, and Jesse for all the
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Frank Creedon who landed at auction a priceless 1866 volume of
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No BSB novel gets into a reader’s hands without a
ridiculously talented editor having waved her magic wand over each
word, and, once again, I am ever so grateful for the wizardry that
is Cindy Cresap, my personal Merlin.

But Kathy took every step with me, lovingly and with
superhuman patience. No matter how many times I just
had to read her an author’s quote that became six tedious
pages; or drew battle maps on the kitchen counter; or spewed TMI
about disgusting camp conditions, her support held strong. I’m sure
it must have wavered now and then, but even though I fought my way
to victory on this campaign, she’s my Medal of Honor winner.
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To the women and men, very young to very old, who
lent their full measure of devotion to American democracy.

 

And, always and forever, to my wife, Kathy, truly one
of this world’s better angels.


To the Reader

The trouble with writing historical fiction is,
well, history. It’s demanding. It’s a copilot, not a backseat
driver. The author is obligated to remain respectfully attuned
throughout, to look history in the eye, and to hear its voice. When
I stood on the actual site of this novel, history sized me up like
a stern parent and demanded I respect, remember, and learn.
This place is not a simple backdrop for fictional escape.
What happened here to families, citizens, and governments in 1863
is just as critically important today. A viscerally divided nation,
feverish with patriotic fire, fell upon itself here in the Battle
of Gettysburg, a climactic death match between one hundred fifty
thousand Americans.

Measure of Devotion is a fictional tale of a
fictional woman soldier, Catherine “Cooper” Samson, who happens
upon love through the course of very real battles, including the
greatest engagement ever fought on American soil. At stake, that
July 1-3, 1863, is her very survival, not to mention the
preservation of American democracy. Her courage is tested like
never before. Our nation’s identity begins turning on this vast,
bucolic farmland.

Building a story around the Battle of Gettysburg in
America’s Civil War often felt like an overwhelming constitutional
challenge unto itself—my constitution. While the storyline
and main characters are my creations, all locations, action, dates,
and conditions, as well as the majority of events, characters, and
details, are as accurate as my research-addled mind could handle.
There are no embellishments or exaggerations.

Many of the thirty-eight farms on and around the
battlefield at the time are now the property of the Gettysburg
National Military Park, and some are private residences, but the
Bauer farm in Measure of Devotion is a fictional property.
It is an incorporation of location and construction held by several
farms of that day. Caught “in the middle of it all” during the
battle, farming families and their homes were subjected to horrific
conditions far beyond what any of us could imagine today. I have
woven some of their experiences into those of the Bauer family.

Measure of Devotion is no lighthearted romp
through sunny wheat fields. It details two women’s hope and courage
through hellish times and their discovery of lasting love. Civil
War realities of hunger, fear, and danger, and societal realities
of conformity, family, and propriety are all their
realities.

I have sought to deliver a unique experience through
these characters, and to share how they are changed forever by the
profound significance of this event and place. Today, as back then,
walking onto the battlefield itself, some two miles wide and a mile
across, the vista beckons you with a church-like reverence and
humbles you where you stand.

Fellow citizens marched across this plain, actually
thirteen thousand of them, elbow to elbow, on July 3, 1863. Along
the distant tree line, you can picture them coming, shouldered guns
glistening, flags fluttering, advancing on drummer boy beats too
faint for your ears. Determination to dominate, to carve their own
nation from yours, to sacrifice their last breath, is evident in
their rigid, methodical pace. And here, behind a stone wall that
hardly reaches your knees, you stand awestruck by the sight, barely
cognizant of what it all means.

One hundred and fifty-six years later, I set foot on
that wall and an honest-to-God lump formed in my throat. Why? Not
because I recalled something from history class or was eager to see
the movie setting. But because I—and every American should—know
that “Fore score and seven years ago” originated here for a
reason. I looked down at my comfy walking shoes on the rock and
meadow grass where dead soldiers fell, piled four or five bodies
high. The magnitude of where I stood rumbled through me. Maybe it
was the touch of spirits forever cast in this stone.

The soil of this miles-wide acreage is enriched with
blood—literally. For several growing seasons after the battle, some
crops flourished like never before, grasses grew greener, oats
darker, corn more luxuriant than ever. Many years later, a simple
shovel could still turn up belt buckles, bullets, bones.
Reportedly, bodies remain to this day.

For at least seven months, resident farmers and
their children witnessed gruesome work on their land, as human
remains were moved from backyards, wheat fields, drinking wells,
and shallow battlefield graves to the new national cemetery. There
would never be another Civil War battle on northern soil, but the
Confederacy fought on for two years, defensively, until it expended
all its limited resources.

Today, Measure of Devotion feels complete at
last, and, admittedly, timely. For reasons beyond this author’s
gratification, I hope it leaves the indelible mark on you that it
has left on me. Never again will I be an innocent Gettysburg
tourist. I have walked and slept here and crawled through its
wheat. I have bled and cried here, faced and delivered death, and,
ultimately, found love and eternal peace here.

Truly, hallowed ground. It has been an honor.


Chapter One

Dying wasn’t unthinkable, but today would not
be that day.

Catherine Samson’s heart pummeled her rib cage as if
trying to escape, as if it knew better than to challenge death
again.

The bayonet at the tip of her long gun glinted with
bravado in the sunshine, undaunted by swirling clouds of smoke. As
much as it represented a last line of defense, it always seemed so
eager to lead the way, dutifully blind.

She tightened her sweaty grip as she tramped across
another unfortunate farmer’s second-growth hay crop. Part of a
human wave of blue uniforms, she advanced on the wall of
Confederate guns, thinking she probably should be praying right
now, because on this steamy September day, she was in hell.

Lead minié balls the size of acorns whistled by.
Continuous cannon fire shook the ground, buffeted her body, and
made her flinch. Dirt and rocks erupted, balls and chunks of iron
rained from the azure sky. She counted her blessings to be only
staggered, nicked thus far. Purpose and duty drove her forward,
outranking fear and exhaustion. She’d overcome so much to fight for
the Union cause, kept her gender hidden for more than a year, and
refused to consider her luck changing now.

Better to focus on love of country, to stand tall
for it, as tall as any man, just as resolved as her late twin
brother, Cooper, had been when he enlisted. She knew she risked
everything by adopting his identity, but she saw it as the only
significant means available to defend her nation. After all,
American freedoms hung in the balance, and she fully intended to
pursue happiness in a life of her own choosing. No matter how great
the cost.

As Cooper of the 19th Massachusetts Volunteers, she
quick-stepped through clouds of gunpowder and narrowed her itchy,
watery eyes against the sting. Smoke clogged her nostrils, so she
sipped at the air, even though it soured the back of her throat and
caused her to spit. Grit clung to her heated face and neck. Sweat
compounded the burden of her regulation wool frock, the blouse
beneath it, and the ever-present undershirt tight against her
skin.

Shells splattered against the sky, piercing and
concussing soldiers in groups, slaying them beneath hailstorms of
shrapnel. Screams rang out amidst shouts, commands, and bugle
signals as chaos intensified.

Just ahead, two comrades in the 19th regiment fell.
Friends, men she knew lay motionless. Keep going.

Dodging them on the run, she focused on a target
through the haze, paused for a half-beat, fired, and strode on. The
rebel soldier jerked and disappeared behind his stone wall. She
picked another cartridge from her pouch and stopped to reload, her
body bent into as much of a crouch as her Springfield rifle musket
would allow.

Dozens of bluecoats pounded past her as she bit off
the paper tip and poured. Bullets swarmed in all directions, and,
with barely a pop, one pierced the tail of her frock. With a
furious thrust, she rammed a minié ball down her gun barrel.
Another comrade spun to the ground within her reach and Coop fought
the distraction of his grotesque, fatal head wound.

Outnumbered two to one, the Confederates deserved
credit for their valor, but she knew the federals would win the day
and take this sunken Maryland road. After three hours, and a fourth
assault, this must settle things.

Cooper fired again, slammed a rebel officer from his
horse, and paused to reload.

Faster.

Now, at less than one hundred yards, she was an easy
target. She thanked the fates that, somehow, her steady hands, her
marksmanship, and her luck continued to serve her. With practiced
speed, she reloaded, took aim through the drifting smoke, and spun
another rebel from his battle line.

Hustling on, she again reached for a cartridge, but
came up empty-handed. Her heart skipped. The moment had arrived
when she faced the most vicious element of combat, the last resort.
She eyed the bayonet, knowing it would force her close enough to
deliver shock and agony with her very hands, to see a life stop
forever as she shivved her blade into a human body. Flashing upon
her own mortality, she rushed through the smoke.

The Union’s screaming charge crashed upon the enemy,
leaped onto the wall, shooting, thrusting, batting away rebel
rifles. Cooper’s ears rang from the close proximity of gunshots.
Stricken comrades tumbled against her. Blood splattered against her
cheeks. She hurdled the wall, prepared to lunge, just as the entire
Confederate line fell back with hands raised. In what seemed to be
the first time all day, she took a breath.

That night, Cooper and others from her exhausted
regiment sat around a cookfire and mourned the missing. Her friend
Timothy Doten was among the absent, and her heart ached for him.
With mixed feelings, she pictured that surrender scene: a moment’s
jubilation, quashed just as emotionally when word came of the day’s
other engagements. The list of casualties ballooned to unimaginable
numbers, far greater than any battle she’d fought to date, and made
this conflict at Antietam Creek feel like a draw instead of a
victory.

Fellow soldiers debated this outcome long into the
night, as a temporary truce allowed for the wounded to be collected
and the dead buried. Cooper knew she’d never unsee the hundreds of
bodies strewn about the fields. Talk around camp indicated
Confederate Gen. Robert E. Lee soon would withdraw his army and
leave the Union as the victor, but thousands had been killed or
disabled in the multiple battles of the day. She considered herself
incredibly fortunate to have emerged unscathed, again. Tim, it
seemed, had not been as lucky. Spiritually and physically drawn,
she left the camaraderie for her tent. It probably was time to
write a letter to the family of a fallen friend.

She stopped her regiment’s hospital steward as he
hurried by. “Hey, Paddy. Any word on Doten? We were separated this
afternoon and I haven’t heard a thing.”

“Haven’t seen him.” He pointed to the sea of
hospital tents at the rear of their encampment. “Stretchers are
still coming into C tent, though. That’s where I’m headed. A few of
ours could be there.”

“I’ll join you.”

Although bone tired, she kept up with Paddy’s speedy
pace and struggled to be patient.

Tim had become her dearest friend in the army, and
to lose his down-home wit and bear-like presence would knock her
spirit sideways. The confidences and family orientation he offered
so freely had tempted her to share her true identity, but too often
she lacked the courage to broach the subject. His had been the
first true, look-her-in-the-eye test of her disguise, back when
they had mustered in together fourteen months ago.

Inside the medical tent, she felt the crisp, subdued
autumn night surrender to the frenetic atmosphere of urgent care
and the agonized cries of the wounded. The air was heavy and thick,
too warm, and the scents of chloroform, blood, and scores of candle
lanterns hung in the humidity, enveloping everyone. Cooper rubbed
her nose and, as she scanned the dozens of injured soldiers, their
protruding bones and oozing tissue, their terrified and tortured
faces, she had to fight the impulse to run.

The setting’s grim aura aside, the threat it posed
to Cooper’s participation in this war bore down upon her. Hospitals
made her nervous and skittish, after many months of hiding inside
her twin brother’s persona. Obviously, disrobing for wound care was
out of the question, but these days, just being a visitor was a
challenge.

With steadied nerve, she offered handshakes and
encouraging words as she wandered between the cots and makeshift
resting places arranged by stewards, nurses, and volunteers.

“Who are you looking for, soldier?”

The woman questioned her with a soft voice and
vibrant eyes that belied her weariness. A spritely emerald green,
they soothed Cooper’s edginess as surely as a soft palm to her
cheek. The mussed blond hair framed a striking heart-shaped face,
far too lovely for such a setting as this, and her curious look
reached so deeply, Cooper’s nerves twitched.

“I…um…” Much to her own relief, she remembered her
manners and yanked the cap off her head, then swiped at her hair
when it fell forward. “Ah, Tim,” she offered, hoping this woman’s
intuition hadn’t somehow detected hers. “I-I mean, I’m looking for
Pvt. Timothy Doten, 19th Massachusetts. Do you know if he’s
here?”

The woman held Cooper’s gaze for an extra moment,
before her inquiring expression faded to one of concern. She
beckoned with a finger. “Come with me.”

❖

Cooper maneuvered along behind her toward the far
end of the long tent, a melding of two to accommodate operating
zones. She was glad to be led on a circuitous route around the
surgeons at work, but bustling personnel and pools of blood on the
plank floor made walking difficult. She tried to concentrate on the
view before her, the woman’s slim figure in the long, blood-stained
dress, its dirty hem frequently skimming the floor.

“I hope we can help you,” the woman said over her
shoulder. She looked back and her hair flared into a golden veil
against her cheek. Distracted, Cooper almost missed the woman’s
words. “We’ll inquire of Clara. She’s a one-woman machine here,
thank heavens. She’s keeping us organized, and we’d be lost without
her.”

“Is she a volunteer like you?”

The woman nodded as they walked. “She is, yes. From
Washington. I’m here with a group from our town, Gettysburg. It’s
north of here. Perhaps you’ve heard of it?”

“Seen it on a map.”

“By the way, I’m Sophie.”

“Pvt. Cooper Samson, ma’am, 19th Massachusetts. I
appreciate this.”

They arrived at a table littered with papers. An
older, stern-looking woman stood bent over the mess, obviously
busy.

“Clara?” Sophie called, and the woman straightened,
her frown dissipating. “This is Private Samson. He’s looking for a
Pvt. Timothy Doten, 19th Massachusetts.”

Cooper stepped up to the table and her anxiety
mounted as Clara turned from one page to the next. So many
wounded.

“Now, don’t despair if he’s not here,” Sophie told
Cooper, and set her fingers on her arm. “Try the other tents.”

Cooper tried not to think about any other
alternative. If Tim hadn’t been logged in for treatment yet… She
cleared her throat and let Sophie’s compassionate touch redirect
her thoughts. “I’ll do that. Thank you. And thank you for
all you’re doing here. It means everything, you know.”

Sophie smiled a bit sadly. “We do what we can.”

“I’m sorry,” Clara said, and set down her papers.
“Private Doten is not with us. Not here,” she added.

Cooper felt her chest tighten. Sophie touched her
arm again and that seemed to ease breath back into her lungs.

“Don’t forget there are A and B tents,” Sophie
reminded her, “and dozens of smaller ones.”

Cooper simply stared at Clara’s papers, exhaustion
threatening to overtake her rational thought. Sadness rushed at her
spirit like the 19th had charged the rebel line today.

“Cooper?”

Cooper managed to nod toward the table.

Sophie tugged at her sleeve. “Let’s get over to A
tent.”

Parting the heavy tent flaps, Sophie led them
outside, and Cooper halted at the scene. Wounded were everywhere,
on stretchers, blankets, propped against trees, simply lying on the
ground, waiting, crying, bleeding, praying, dying. She peered
through the darkness for a familiar face.

Sophie turned to her. “Take a good look around, then
I’ll walk you over to A tent.”

“No. I mean, that’s okay. You don’t have to. Your
work is more—”

“Hush. I’m done for today. Clara’s sent me ‘to the
rear,’ as she put it.”

“Then you must need to rest. Bet you’ve been at this
all day.”

“And I thank you for your thoughtfulness.” Sophie
patted Cooper’s shoulder. “Now, please take a breath of this air.
Take a few.” She stepped away to snatch a lantern off a tree branch
and Cooper marveled at her energy, her generosity.

The lantern shed little light on Cooper’s search for
Tim among the wounded. Instead, its dim glow shone brilliantly on
the scores of grotesque injuries, the suffering. She swallowed
hard, hoping Tim already had been doctored and released. It was
highly unlikely, but the best she could hope for.

“I imagine you have experienced this before,” Sophie
said as they left the area.

“Never in numbers like this.” No previous battle
she’d seen had taken so many men from so many units. And all in far
less than a day. Inconceivable. She figured this amounted to a
living nightmare for Sophie. Yet this woman’s kind spirit still
seemed to prevail undaunted. With growing respect, Cooper
considered Sophie’s deportment, her calm and steady approach to
work of this magnitude. “You handle yourself so well.”

“Thank you, but all the volunteers owe a great debt
to Clara for her patience and instruction.”

“She’s your teacher?”

“You could say that.” Sophie leaned closer. “We’ve
heard that folks in Washington call her Miss Clarissa Barton.
Knowing they lend her that courtesy makes us all quite proud.”

“Well, your work is vital, to say the least, ma’am.
How long have you been volunteering?”

“Hm. Almost a month now, I suppose. We all had some
training with Clara first, and then we were split up and some went
to Harper’s Ferry and some to South Mountain. That’s where I was
before coming here to Sharpsburg.”

“We were at South Mountain, too, although held in
reserve. The men had a tough time of it. Being your first action,
it must have been hard for you, too. Dealing with all this isn’t
easy.”

“I think, next to the passing of my mother, those
first hours at South Mountain were the worst experiences of my
life. Sights I never imagined seeing, the sadness.” Sophie’s voice
softened. “I confess, we frequently cried on each other’s
shoulders, and I’d like to say it helped prepare us for something
like this, but nothing could have done that. This…You just have
to…to train your focus. A tragedy like this, it’s almost impossible
to keep count, the numbers are so great.”

“Today was very bad, you’re right. Makes us all miss
peacetime.”

“I definitely do. My father and Greta and Karl, my
younger sister and brother, weren’t keen on my leaving, but so many
women want to do what they can for the cause. I trusted that my
siblings would fare well, helping Papa in my absence, so when the
Ladies’ Aid Society formed, I joined.” She sent Cooper a quick,
proud smile. “We filled a wagon with ladies and four more with
donations.”

“Four? Gettysburg sounds like a very generous town.
Will you continue with the army now, after this?”

“Some of us will. I haven’t decided yet. A lot of us
are needed at home for harvest, and even though Papa would prefer
to have me there, I know he and the children can manage. Here,
though…If I can provide comfort, maybe even some medical
assistance, I feel compelled to do so.” She released a slow sigh.
“I do know that I need to make up my mind soon.”

Cooper nodded. She’d certainly enjoy having Sophie
in the volunteer group that accompanied the army. Spending time
with her seemed to reinvigorate Cooper’s spirit, warmed her blood
from the flat, lifeless cold that empowered her soldier livelihood.
What a gift it would be, to have more of her company beyond this
dark moment.

She could remember only once in her life, being so
moved by such a compassionate friend, although Peggy had been much
more than that. Their friendship had blossomed into a love each
believed would last a lifetime. That is, until Peggy’s father took
a railroad job and moved them out west. How vividly Coop
recollected the months of heartbreak that ensued, and how her late
twin brother had somehow understood.

Now as they walked by lantern light, Cooper sensed
Sophie, too, would understand, and she wondered if this Gettysburg
lady had a special friend of her own. Are you betrothed? Do you
entertain gentlemen callers at home? Would you renounce a woman in
uniform?

She shook herself mentally. How unearthly is this
moment, she wondered, to be here on such a classic autumn night,
strolling across a grassy field, an ocean of sadness, all in the
company of a charitable soul as fetching and graceful as
Sophie.

“And what about you, Cooper? What’s home like in
Massachusetts? Are you a fisherman?”

Cooper snickered. So many teased Massachusetts
soldiers that way.

“Farmer,” she said. “Mostly wheat and hay. In
Plymouth, south of Boston.”

“Is there a Mrs. Cooper Samson and little ones?”

“Unattached,” she mumbled, and flashed upon the
image she frequently concocted of her late brother. In it, he
ultimately survived this enlistment to enjoy married life on the
family farm.

She thought of him so often—in fact, every time
someone called her name. It was his name. The name she screamed
until her voice broke on that fateful day, climbing through the
rubble of the barn to find the bodies. She still fought the
heartache, the horrific loss of both parents and her twin. The day
after he’d enlisted.

She hadn’t hesitated to abandon her own name, to
honor him by fulfilling his obligation, and take up the cause in
which they both fervently believed. It was a duty she, Catherine
Samson, had ached to accept but from which women were legally
barred. As twins practically inseparable since birth, their spirits
soulfully blended, their likenesses had always been virtually
indistinguishable, even as they entered adulthood. Carrying on in
his name kept him alive in her soul, would make them both
proud.

Cooper tensed as she geared up to offer the tale
she’d come to live by. “There was a…Well, right after I enlisted,
I-I lost…See, there was a barn collapse.” She took a breath.
This is so hard for so many reasons. “I lost both parents
and my twin sister.”

Sophie reared back. “Oh, good heavens, Cooper! I’m
so sorry.”

“It was really difficult at first, but army training
and action came fast.” She waved a hand at the scene of wounded
surrounding A tent ahead. “You have to concentrate elsewhere or
die.”

Sophie stopped them before entering the tent. “I can
see why you’re determined to find your friend. We’ll find him,
Coop.”

Sophie’s compassion, her familial use of Coop’s
shortened name, struck a warm chord.

They held open the tent flaps for a steward exiting
with a two-wheel cart, his load a heap of severed hands, feet,
arms, and legs, and Coop appreciated Sophie tugging her away from
the sight.


Chapter Two

Sophie Bauer had seen so much in her month
volunteering, she could write a book about the tragedies she had
encountered, but she couldn’t relegate Cooper Samson to “another
experience.” She sought success for him and his search, and despite
the late hour and the sixteen she’d already spent on her feet, she
focused harder on his quest.

The A tent search proved unsuccessful, however, and
it pained her to see defeat shadow his face. He appeared to be a
thoughtful sort, considerate and kind, selfless at this horrendous
time when self-preservation was one’s top priority and far from
guaranteed. Alone now, without a family, his heart deserved at
least the victory of finding his friend.

“Let’s get over to B tent,” she said, pausing to let
him take one more desperate look around. “There are lots of tents
out there. Don’t lose hope.”

Coop nodded and followed her out.

Sophie raised the lantern and its candle flickered
madly in the breeze. Coop moved to her side, and they carefully
worked their way through the maze of wounded. His scrutiny of every
face slowed their progress.

“You said he wore a red neckerchief?” Sophie
asked.

“And has a wide beard, not quite to his chest.”

“Sorry, Coop, but half the men here have those
beards.”

“Oh. Yeah.”

Sophie smiled at the ground as they completed a trek
around the tent. “You prefer not to grow a beard?”

“Eh.” Coop removed his cap and wiped his brow with
his sleeve. Sophie watched his dark hair dangle at his shoulders
and wondered if he’d done the rough cut himself. When it swung
toward his face, he combed it back with his fingers and held it in
place with his cap. “A family trait, I guess,” he added and
shrugged. “The guys tease me, but I don’t mind.”

“Makes you look young.”

“So I’m told.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-four. How old are you?”

Sophie raised an eyebrow. “Asking a lady her age,
are you?”

“Forgot my place, ma’am. No offense. My
apologies.”

Sophie almost giggled. “I’m just teasing. I’m
twenty-three. Contrary to custom—and I am quite often, I dare say—I
do not take offense at most direct questions.”

“Well, then.” Coop stopped walking. His face
brightened, the weariness lifted slightly. “I-I wish to say, ah,
that is, I’d like you to know how much I appreciate your kindness
to me tonight. Um…” He looked away as if searching for the proper
words. “Forgive me, but, there must be someone special in
Gettysburg clamoring for your return.”

Sophie’s emotions swelled and she almost relented
and set them free. She longed to express them, to ease her heart’s
demand, but this definitely was not the place, and she certainly
didn’t know this Cooper Samson well enough to speak of such
intimacies. Besides, she simply couldn’t even consider confiding
anything to a man. But the honesty in his eyes drew her in, his
sincerity and humble manner, even the set of his mouth with that
silly dirt mustache below his nose. He was as compelling as his
query.

Undoubtedly, Coop was a handsome soldier, perhaps
the most alluring man she’d ever met. He stood slightly taller than
she, his wiry build unimposing yet projecting strength in his
battle-worn uniform, and she enjoyed gazing upon him. Ragged and
dusty, he wore his cap low over his forehead, deepening the depths
of his brown eyes, and despite the day’s grit and smudge that
blunted his sharp features, Sophie found herself intrigued and
longing for a smile. She imagined it would be dazzling.

“I think you used the most appropriate term
earlier,” she said. “I, too, am unattached.”

“I hope that is by your choice, Sophie.”

“It is.” A choice freely made, she thought, for
while many gentlemen callers had tried, none had succeeded in
stirring her romantic interest. Her closest companions through the
years had been women, and Sophie had no regrets. “My mother, rest
her soul, would have had me married at sixteen, I’m afraid.
Thankfully, Papa just lets me be.”

“You choose not to marry?”

“Do you?”

Coop squared his shoulders. Maybe the question
probed too deeply.

“I-I take each day as it’s given. No more, no
less.”

“Then I see we are kindred souls.” She extended her
hand. “I’m honored to meet you, Private Samson.”

Coop smiled, finally, a slash of white against his
gritty, sun-stained skin. The sight caused a surge of warm,
unexpected pleasure to course through her. Then, absent the
expected dominant grip, the tenderness with which his hand enclosed
hers sent heat shimmering up Sophie’s arm.

“Coop! That you?” a gruff voice shouted from the
trees at B tent.

They spotted the scruffy soldier waving his arm from
where he sat.

“It’s Tim!” Coop said and spun to Sophie. “Let’s
go!”

He hurried ahead, and Sophie did her best to keep
up, lantern and hem of her dress in her hands. She hopped over the
handles of a stretcher but lost her balance and teetered
precariously over an unconscious soldier. Suddenly, Coop’s arm
wrapped her firmly about the waist and swept her forward.

“Can’t lose you now,” he said, and Sophie exhaled a
thank you, relieved to be saved, taken by his thoughtfulness.

They dropped to their knees beside Tim, who pushed
himself with one arm into a taller sitting position against the
tree. Naked from the waist up, his upper chest and right bicep were
bound together by a long, filthy strip of blood-stained bandage,
and a ribbon of caked blood disappeared at his waistband.

“Took you long enough,” Tim said, and socked Coop’s
arm but almost toppled onto his side.

“Quit whining,” Coop said, setting him upright.
“You’re lucky I had help.”

Tim grinned at Sophie and pulled off his cap.
“Ma’am. Pvt. Timothy Doten. Pardon my present attire.”

“You hush about that. We’re just glad to find you.
I’m sure the doctors will get to you soon.”

Tim sent Coop a sideways look. “With such a fine
lady, I’d have taken my time, too.”

Sophie felt her face heat, but the brotherly
interaction made her grin.

Coop gestured to her. “This is Sophie, you mule
butt. She’s been nursing all damn day and if it weren’t for her,
you’d be out here crying like a baby. Now, what’s going on with
you?”

“Ah, horseshit.” Tim’s eyes then flashed at Sophie.
“Apologies for the cursing, ma’am. Caught a bayonet across the arm,
halfway across the chest. Just deep enough to bleed like a stuck
pig. Confounded thing won’t stop unless it’s wrapped up tight.”

Sophie handed the lantern to Coop and inspected
Tim’s bandage. “Not too bad for a field dressing, but surely soaked
through and needs to be changed. Can you move your arm all right?
Your hand?”

Tim swayed where he sat and tried to catch himself
with his good arm. Again, Coop straightened him.

“Hurts, but things still move.” He winced as he
flexed his arm and fingers.

“Good. Very good, in fact.” As she tightened the
knot of cloth at his chest, Sophie could feel his eyes roaming her
face. “This is still bleeding badly. When were you wounded?”

“Late afternoon.”

“By the looks of this—and you, I’d say you’ve lost a
lot of blood. But you’re a lucky man.”

“Oh, I am a very lucky man, indeed.”

“A very married man,” Coop added, still
holding Tim in place. He swung his own canteen from around his neck
and pulled the cork with his teeth. “Here. You’re going to need
help for a while now. Lucky we’re not chasing those rebs. And did
you hear? We think Lee’s pulling out. A truce is on.”

“Truce?”

“They’re still bringing in wounded. We’ll all be on
burial detail for a while, but I think you’ll be fit to march when
we move out.”

“I imagine a large part of our hospital complex will
have to follow along later,” Sophie said.

Tim stared down at his chest and nodded. The
solemnity of his situation obviously struck him. “So, where to
next?” he asked Coop.

“Never you mind,” Sophie answered, and glanced
toward the hospital entry. “Once they tend to you, you’ll be moved
to the healing tents. You might even warrant wagon transport when
the time comes.”

“And here I’ve been wishing for new shoes.”

“You’re stuck with your old flappers, I think,” Coop
said.

“Looks like they’re coming for you now.” Sophie
stood, and Coop sat back on his haunches as two drummer boys set
down a stretcher. Coop helped them situate him onto it, over Tim’s
objections. “Stop your fussing,” Sophie said. “You’re too woozy to
walk. Be a good patient.”

She knew he might spend a chilly night under the
stars once his wounds were treated and bandaged, and she felt bad
about that. The smaller tents for the recuperating had been filling
up at suppertime, so there might not be room for him now.

Coop must have been considering the same thing as he
studied the distant acreage, where torches and cookfires lit
pathways throughout the tent settlement. Abruptly, he turned back
when the two boys grunted, lifting Tim for transport.

“I’ll wait for you,” Coop told him, “get you back to
our unit.” Tim raised a hand in acknowledgement as they took him
away. “Somehow,” Coop added under his breath.

“He won’t be out for a while,” Sophie said, “and
they won’t let him go right away.”

“If he’s able to pull on a shirt and walk, the army
will give him back to us.”

Sophie frowned. “He won’t be able to load his
rifle.”

“He’ll manage.”

“One step at a time, soldier.”

Coop shook his head. “No. He’ll be back with our
company soon. Sorry to sound bitter. Guess I’m just tired.”

“I certainly understand. Honestly, I don’t know how
you have any energy left at all, after what you’ve been through
today.”

Coop flexed his shoulders, as if he’d just realized
he needed it. “The same goes for you.” He took the lantern off the
ground and offered his arm. “May I escort you to your quarters?
Um…Wherever they might be.”

Sophie linked their arms. “Very chivalrous of you,
Private Samson.”

The compliment appeared to take Coop back, for he
fell silent during their walk, studying the ground, the matted
grass, the trees, the passing horses and wagons, even the stars.
Sophie wondered if he pondered the setting, the tragedy of the day
and its aftermath, or the triumph of locating Tim not too seriously
wounded. Truly, all those things struck Sophie deeply, but, for
her, this moment in particular registered in a special place. And
it was remarkably welcome.

Maybe her own weariness had set her mind adrift, she
thought, had made her emotionally susceptible to a man’s supportive
gesture. Considering she’d always deferred, maintained her
self-sufficiency and avoided unwelcome advances, her acceptance of
Coop’s offer left her rather confused. But he posed no threat or
insinuation. Quite the contrary. He fostered comfort and honesty,
compassion and respect in a combination Sophie had never before
encountered in male acquaintances. All of which rattled her
constitution. She enjoyed Coop’s company, that much she knew, but
he was a man, after all.

“It’s that one,” she said. She pointed to the
covered wagon ahead and drew them to a stop. “At the outset, we
were assured of lodging in town, but apparently every boarding
house, every home not filled with soldiers was taken by other
groups, so we’re making the best of things in our wagons. I imagine
the ladies are asleep inside now, so…”

“It is very late,” he said, nodding, and handed her
the lantern. “This is yours.”

“You keep it for the walk back.”

“No, ma’am. I insist. The hospital will need it,
anyway.”

Sophie accepted. “I’m happy we found Tim. It’s been
a successful night.”

“Thanks to you. I don’t know if I would have had the
spirit to keep looking.”

Sophie smiled at his hapless expression. “Oh, I do.
I think you would’ve walked through your shoes till you found him.
But I’m glad that wasn’t necessary.”

“And I’m glad I met you.” He removed his cap and his
hair again shadowed his face. “I don’t know your last name, Sophie,
so… May I inquire?”

Sophie bit back a smile, taken by his propriety.
“It’s Bauer, Private Samson. Sophie Bauer. And it’s been my honor
to assist a valiant soldier such as yourself.” She offered a quick
curtsey.

Coop bowed slightly. “The pleasure has been mine,
Miss Sophie Bauer. You’ve been my personal angel on this
battlefield, the brightest light that’s shone upon me in many a
day, and I’m sincerely thankful.”

Sophie knew a blush had overtaken her cheeks and she
appreciated the lantern’s dim light. Her heart thumped at the
sentiment. Oh, how he could turn my head. A man, no
less.

“Perhaps,” she began, immediately wary of emotion
pouring forth, “we could meet again to sit and talk.”

He fumbled with his cap. “I’d like that very
much.”

Sophie delighted in the hint of shyness rarely seen
in men. “We ladies brought along plenty of coffee beans for
roasting. You might like that.”

“There’s no limit to your kindness. Yes, I’d enjoy
that almost as much as your company.” Coop’s earnest, forthright
gaze held Sophie in place, lost for words. She couldn’t look away,
even when he reached out and squeezed her hand. The gesture
threatened her composure. “So,” he added, and edged back a step,
“Well, if it’s at all possible, if we’re not breaking camp, that
is, I-I’ll call upon you.”

“I look forward to it.”


Chapter Three

Her basket of supplies refilled for the third time
since breakfast, Sophie continued to administer to soldiers resting
in the village of small tents. Visiting one after another, row upon
row through the day’s constant drizzle, she wiped brows, checked
bandages, emptied buckets, wrote letters home for those who
couldn’t, and jotted notes for the doctors, all while patients
groaned, flirted, or offered tales of home, of bravery beyond
imagination. She smiled throughout, maintained an optimistic
attitude, and soldiered on. And more than once during the day’s
labor, she wondered if she’d cross paths with Coop again.

As darkness fell and she doled out coffee, bread,
and cups of broth to those who could partake, she heard the news
that the army would break camp at dawn. Already, artillery
batteries limbered into formation along the main road, while
orderlies and stewards packed miscellaneous items from the medical
tents, dismantled whatever could be spared in advance. A
considerable number of patients had left since the supper meal,
either transported to hospitals or released to their units, and she
hoped Private Doten had been returned to his because she hadn’t
come across him yet. Coop’s smile came to mind and she wished she
could see it again but doubted that would happen now.

Back at C tent of the 3rd Brigade’s hospital, to
which her Ladies’ Aid Society had been assigned, Sophie found
activity persevered uninterrupted from the previous night. Surgeons
still worked doggedly, stewards shuffled patients in and out,
nurses and volunteers administered care, and privates still dug
graves behind the site. Rumor circulated that, although the army
would move out tomorrow, the hospital would remain in operation
here for some time, until every wound had been addressed and the
last wagon train of the most seriously injured had left for the
major hospitals in Frederick City or closer to Washington.

She still hadn’t decided if she would take a leave
or continue with the Society when the hospital moved on. No one
spoke of the army’s next destination, so she had no idea how far
away or for how long she’d be from home if she stayed. Regardless,
there was so much still to do, so much life-or-death work that
mattered. And an inkling of the right decision began to emerge.

Beneath a canvas three-walled tent, she stoked the
firebox of a bulky iron cookstove and set about roasting pans of
coffee beans. The all-quiet bugle sounded from the army encampment,
affecting all soldiers, except officers, special details, and the
medical teams who, like everyone else, existed on gallons of this
coffee. The volunteers welcomed time assisting the hospital cooks,
especially when field equipment rated as luxurious as this. Stove
smoke elbowed its way around and above the canvas ceiling, while
warmth radiated toward the open end of the hospital tent
nearby.

“A chilly night tonight, Miss Bauer.” A fellow
Society member, Mrs. Eliza Schmidt, appeared at Sophie’s side and
rubbed her hands together over the cooktop. Lantern light cast her
jowls and short, stout frame in silhouette. She’d been delivering
water buckets to the surgeries for the past several hours, and
Sophie knew that, for a woman along in age, Mrs. Schmidt had to be
worn and wet clean through. “I just never thought army hospitals
brought along stoves like this. I don’t recall ever being told so,
anyway.”

“I was surprised to see it, too,” Sophie said. “Glad
it’s here, though. Maj. Letterman has made such a difference since
South Mountain.”

Mrs. Schmidt drew her shawl across her chest. “And
couldn’t we have used this beast then?”

Sophie groaned in agreement as she shimmied the
browning beans. Mrs. Schmidt hailed from Gettysburg’s neighboring
town, Taneytown, Maryland, and made sure everyone knew that she had
recruited two of her friends to their group. Although generally
well-intentioned, Mrs. Schmidt rarely had no opinion or nothing to
say. Sophie mourned the loss of her solitude and forced a bit of
polite conversation.

“These beans are almost ready. There’ll be more
coffee for everyone soon.”

“Lovely, my dear. You’re remarkably efficient,
always thinking ahead. No one’s had a chance even to dream of
coffee lately over at A and B tents.” With due caution, she settled
her weight on a short keg of salt and sighed toward Sophie’s pans.
“You know, Dr. Hathaway predicted two more weeks before we’re ready
to go.”

“Two more? Did he say where to then?”

“South is what I heard, but there was a whisper of
Falmouth.”

“Isn’t that the little town outside Fredericksburg?”
Sophie stopped and stared at her, hoping she’d misheard. She had
hoped their next assignment would bring her closer to home, not
some one hundred miles farther south. “That’s what he said?”

“I happened to pass by as he was speaking to a
doctor I didn’t know. Dr. Hathaway’s a captain, so I expect he
knows something.”

As Sophie prepared the coffee pots, her shaky
decision to remain with the Society, a debate she had put to rest
only today, resurfaced in full force. It will take days to get
there and then all the way back. And who knows how long we’ll stay?
Being away from home for at least another month is a lot to ask of
Papa, Greta, and Karl.

Mrs. Schmidt rose with a moan and began gathering
tin cups onto a tray. “I’m sure your siblings will be of great help
to your father in your absence. I bumped into him at the train
depot prior to our departure, did you know? He expects your fall
harvest to be lighter than the summer’s, so that should ease the
children’s workload, don’t you think?”

Sophie could only nod. Her mind insisted on
wandering. Yes, the summer’s harvest of wheat and rye had been
hardy and thankfully so, but the family always doubled its efforts
to replicate the crop in the fall. She really didn’t know if Karl
and Greta were up to the task, and worried about Papa overextending
himself.

“I’m still concerned for them.”

“Ah, Sophie. Such a devoted daughter you are.” She
patted Sophie’s cheek. “Your father is a wise man, not one to
overlook the needs of his children or work them like slaves. Don’t
fret so.”

Sophie hoped Mrs. Schmidt wouldn’t resort to the “if
only you had a husband” rationale. The various ladies’ circles at
home wallowed in such discussions, which kept Sophie from regularly
attending any of their meetings. Fleetingly, she wondered how many
Gettysburg single ladies would become soldiers’ wives, driven by
novelty, desperation, loneliness, or social pressure. She knew of
two who had wed hurriedly as their men prepared to march off.

But her choice—of a woman as a life partner—would be
different, she believed without hesitation. She didn’t care how
many saw her as resigned to a spinster’s life, not even courting at
her advancing age. She would have her independence, freedom from
the constraints of marriage to make her own choices, to be her own
person, not a husband’s accessory or property. Her father seemed to
respect that, and she was helping raise her siblings to do the
same.

“They’re young, Mrs. Schmidt, and always aiming to
please.”

“Sweet children, certainly, but you must be
practical, dear. They are safe, healthy, well fed, and enjoy the
comforts of a fine home. And thousands of men are giving of
themselves to preserve that way of life. Their efforts must be at
the forefront of your concern right now.”

Sophie lacked the energy for debate. Perhaps because
Mrs. Schmidt was right.

At the sound of footsteps, Sophie stopped filling
coffee cups to see Coop emerge from the shadows. He doffed his cap
quickly, a sly grin offered to both of them.

“Good evening, ladies.”

“This is a pleasant surprise.” Sophie gestured with
the coffee pot. “Mrs. Eliza Schmidt, this is Pvt. Cooper Samson,
19th Massachusetts Volunteers.”

“How do you do, Private Samson?” She offered her
hand and Coop stepped forward and shook it.

“One of the lucky ones so far, ma’am,” Coop said.
“I’m honored to meet another of the hard-working battlefield
angels.”

“We met last night,” Sophie explained to Mrs.
Schmidt, “located his wounded friend.”

“I see.”

Sophie turned to Coop, his appearance still
disheveled and dusty. No doubt he’d slept in his uniform, if he’d
had much time to sleep at all. “I hope Tim’s back with your
regiment.”

“He is and doing much better. He’s weak but plodding
along, trying to keep up. Our sergeant let him lay low for much of
today so he’ll be ready to go tomorrow.”

Without moving her head, Sophie could tell Mrs.
Schmidt looked back and forth between them. “Tomorrow is the day,
then?” She opened the stove and jabbed a poker into the waning
coals. She added two logs and returned to filling cups on Mrs.
Schmidt’s tray.

“It is,” Coop said, “and that’s why, tonight,
I…um…”

As Sophie finished pouring, Mrs. Schmidt adjusted
her grip on the tray and caught Sophie’s eye with a wink.

“I’ll go deliver all these before they cool,” she
said. “Nice to meet you, Private Samson. May the Lord keep you
safe.”

“Thank you, ma’am. Thank you for your service.”

Sophie quickly poured coffee for him. “We wondered
about tomorrow. I really didn’t expect to see you.”

He tucked his cap behind his belt buckle and
accepted the cup with both hands. “This is a fine treat, Sophie.
Thanks. Such a damp day makes for a cold night.” Their eyes met as
he drank. “I’d love to spend the time, you know, sit and talk a bit
as you suggested, but I’m afraid I’ve already been gone a
while.”

“I heard the night bugle. You’ll be in trouble if
they find you missing.”

“Everyone sneaks out now and then. It just took a
while to get here. This hospital camp that Letterman set up is huge
and poking around brigade tents so close to division headquarters
is risky.” He set the empty cup down and looked around nervously.
“But I wanted to say good-bye.”

Sophie immediately shook her head, surprising
herself with the impulsive response. “No, not ‘good-bye.’ Something
tells me we’ll meet again.”

“You’re staying with the army?”

“I had thought so, until Mrs. Schmidt said she heard
Second Corps is headed quite a distance south. Is that what you’ve
heard?” Coop’s nod made Sophie sigh. “So, I haven’t decided
yet.”

“I understand your family must need you.”

“It’s true, but I know the army does as well. That’s
why it’s such a difficult decision.”

He nodded at the ground and Sophie wondered if he
reflected on his own lack of family, having no one yearning for his
return. The impulse to hug him almost pushed Sophie closer, and the
reflexive nature of such an intimate gesture rocked her. How
does this man elicit so much from me? She busied herself with
another check of the fire.

He scanned the area again, obviously concerned that
a sentry or, worse, an officer would find him out of place. “Well,
if you do decide to stay on,” he said, “I’ll do what I can to say
hello. Maybe we’ll have another coffee chat after all.”

Sophie bit her lip at the finality in his voice.
“Perhaps we could correspond?”

“I’d like that.”

“As would I.” And she meant it, even if still taken
aback at hearing the suggestion pop out. Volunteers wrote many
letters for the wounded, but she had never initiated
correspondence with a soldier. The furrows across his brow
dissipated and his expression relaxed, an easy curl formed at his
mouth, and Sophie took note of how the simple offer of a letter
could lift a soldier’s spirit.

But now he fumbled with his cap again. “I need to
go, I’m afraid.”

Without thought, Sophie placed her hand over his.
“I’m very glad you came. I’ve enjoyed seeing you.”

He entwined their fingers with a gentle grip. “Maybe
we’ll meet again, Miss Bauer?”
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