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She stared into my eyes. “The things you could see on that 
battlefield...” She shuddered. “Don’t you want your last memories 
of Isaac to be happy ones?”

“If Isaac is going to die out there, I want to be with him, try-
ing to save his life,” I quickly responded. Our engagement hadn’t 
been one of love in the beginning, but, after many long afternoons 
spent walking the gardens of his parents’ Pennsylvania estate, we 
had grown to love each other, and he was the only man I’d met 
who supported my dreams of becoming the first female surgeon 
in Maryland. Shots fired on Fort Sumter might as well have been 
shots fired on our relationship, though—the moment the call for 
soldiers came, Isaac dropped his law books, picked up his gun, 
gave me a kiss, and promised to return in a few weeks for our 
wedding.

That was one year, five months, and five days ago.
Clara sighed. “Hannah, I know you are upset about the con-

tinual postponement of your wedding...”
“It’s not about the wedding, Clara, so please don’t try to make 

it about the wedding.” In fact, I was delighted at the wedding’s 
multiple postponements—I loved Isaac and wanted to marry him, 
but I didn’t want the pomp and circumstance of a large, Pennsyl-
vanian, aristocratic wedding. “I want to help, and I want field ex-
perience in the career I’ll be pursuing. You said I’m the prime can-
didate for Chief of Surgery at your hospital; how can you let me 
hold such a position after only learning from books?” I searched 
her eyes for some fragment of understanding, some signal that she 
knew I was right, and then saw her resolve falter.

“Alright. I have an extra apron in the upstairs closet.” 

The ride to Miller’s Field was bumpy; my head ached from the jos-
tling of the road, and my fingernails left marks on my palms from 
anxiously clenching my hands into fists. I sat between two nurses 
about Clara’s age, both with faces set in stone. From the few words 
I had pulled from them, I gathered that they arrived at the field 
immediately after the battle ended yesterday and knew that our 
journey today wasn’t a rescue mission—it was a gathering of the 
dead. I shifted anxiously, and that’s when the smell hit me. A mix 
of sweat, gunpowder, blood, and something unbeknownst to my 
young nose drifted towards us relentlessly, and I looked to Clara 
for answers, her eyes sparking with determination the moment 
the stench hit her nose. The nurses next to me tensed as the smell 
reached their noses, and, when we reached the crest of the hill, I 
understood.

I took in the scene before me. Men were strewn everywhere, 
some in one piece, others not. Some moaned in pain, and others 
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“Let me come with, Clara. You know I have sufficient training 
for this.” Standing in the morning light of Sharpsburg, I anx-

iously eyed my cousin’s back and prayed she would understand. 
She stopped arranging medical supplies in her wagon, contemplat-
ing the request I had made hundreds of times the night before and 
twenty times since we woke this morning. The Battle of Antietam 
ended the day before, and the reports arriving from the field one 
mile away weren’t positive. Clara’s hospital had been flooded with 
soldiers, and she had spent the entire day and half the night in the 
hospital.

I, on the other hand, hadn’t been allowed in.
“Hannah,” she began, turning around. She didn’t show her 

forty-one years like others her age, but, in times of stress, the 
shadows of future wrinkles appeared around her eyes and on her 
forehead. “I love you dearly, but I am responsible for both your 
physical and emotional well-being. The death that’s taken place 
on that field...” she trailed off, her eyes traveling to a far-off place. 
“The people still on the field lie there for a reason, Hannah. It’s too 
much for a nineteen-year-old girl to see, even one in training to be 
a surgeon.”

I walked towards her, begging, “Clara, you know as well as I 
that I’m at the point where I can’t learn any new material from 
books. I need real, high-stakes experiences.” I swallowed hard, 
stomaching my emotion as I prepared for the next sentence. “And 
I need to see Isaac. I want to be the one who tries to save him.”  
Clara had been watching the hospital beds for the dark, wavy hair 
and cool, blue eyes of Isaac Ashlock, but he hadn’t appeared yet. 
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laid there, silent, their uniforms a rusty shade of brown. I realized 
the source of the putrid smell burning my nostrils: death.

It was like nothing I’d ever seen before.
“Hannah.” My cousin’s steady voice beside me shook me from 

my shock as the nurses sitting next to me sprung out of the wagon, 
grabbing their kits and sprinting towards the battlefield. I tore my 
eyes from the gruesome scene before me and looked at Clara as she 
said, “Now is not the time to panic. Get the kits out of the back, 
and let’s go. They need us.” 

I nodded and did as she said. Grabbing my medical kit, I 
rushed onto the field where the men lay helpless. The numbers 
had to be in the thousands; I had no idea how to even begin help-
ing them. I internalized my emotions to maintain a professional 
attitude, but more feelings were running through my body than 
ever before in my life. Fear coursed through my veins as I realized 
how great the possibility of not finding Isaac was; it burned as I 
doubted my medical skills, something I had never done before.

“Hannah, what are you doing?” Clara, carrying a box into the 
medical tent, yelled from across the field. I didn’t want to disap-
point her, so I gulped nervously and walked towards the field. I 
approached a man lying face down in the dirt, and I suffocated a 
scream as I rolled him over. An eye rolled onto the ground be-
neath him, and his cheek, marked by a single hole, now served as 
a window to his mouth. His shoulder was torn to pieces.

He was dead.
Shaking, I stood up, looking for someone who showed signs 

of movement, praying to God that Isaac didn’t meet this fate, that 
he still laid somewhere, waiting for me, on this field. Twenty feet 
away from this soldier lay another, retching into the grass beside 
him, his gray uniform pants covered with red splatters. He looked 
twenty-five years of age, with muscular arms and legs, and an 
unwrinkled face that grew paler by the second. As I got within 
speaking distance of him, though, the retching stopped, and he 
grew still.

I sprinted the remainder of the distance, breathless by the 
time I reached him. “Sir?” I examined him, felt his cold, clammy 
skin, and addressed him once more. “Soldier, can you hear me?” 

He summoned the strength to raise his head and look me in 
the eye, his eyes the same ice blue as Isaac’s. “Tell...tell...”

“Tell what, soldier?” I looked down at his legs and saw the 
cause of his pain—his femur was protruding from his leg, the skin 
torn open, exposing his body to hundreds of infections. I turned 
around to grab the water, used as a disinfectant, and bandages 
from my bag, and when I turned around, he was still staring at 
me, attempting to croak out his sentence.

“Tell...Elizabeth...” Before his sentence was over, his entire 
body went slack, his head falling to the ground and his eyes glass-
ing over.

He was dead, too, and I didn’t even know who Elizabeth was 
or what he wanted me to tell her.

I fell back onto the ground, sitting next to this dead man, as 
tears formed in my eyes. My practical exams were going so well—
in school, I could help people. In school, I could inform people 
why they were sick and do something to cure them. No one ever 
died in class, and now, in a matter of thirty minutes, two people 
had died under my care. Nothing was in my control.

Just then, one moan rose above the others: my name. “Hannah 
Barton!” I turned my head, trying to see where it came from. The 
call came again, weaker. “Hannah!” I stood, surveying the field of 
lifeless men, and then, weaker yet, my name flew towards me on 
the Maryland wind. “Hannah...” Whipping around, I pinpointed 
the sound: lying in the center of the field, his arm bent like the 
broken branches on the trees lining the field’s edge, was Isaac. 

I burst into a run, and threw myself onto the ground next to 
him the moment I reached his mangled body, my knees digging 
into the dirt beside him. I didn’t think about why the ground was 
so soft or dark beneath me, for all I could see was Isaac’s condi-
tion—his blue coat was turning the same rust color as the others 
lying around him, and his face was a ghastly shade of white. The 
fear in my veins turned to panic as I realized that, although his 
condition was better than the previous two soldiers’ I’d met, with-
out immediate medical attention, he would die.

“Oh, Isaac, I’m so happy to see you,” I touched his dirty, tired 
face as he tried to gather the energy to speak.

“Hannah...my chest...” I immediately tore off his heavy coat, 
and my hand flew to my mouth as I took in his condition. His arm 
wasn’t the most pressing medical issue, for a Confederate bullet 
had left a single, ominous hole in his white shirt, and blood slowly 
seeped from it. 

“Hannah, we have to take him to the surgeon’s tent,” Clara 
came up behind me and grabbed Isaac’s shoulders. I nodded 
determinedly and grabbed his feet. Together, Clara and I carried 
him from the battlefield to the surgeon’s tent, the large, red cross 
on the side matching the blood staining his white shirt. As we set 
him on the table, I prayed the surgeon’s techniques were sophis-
ticated enough to save him, that they were as sophisticated as the 
surgical methods I dreamed of performing. The surgeon in the tent 
looked at us with shock as Clara wiped her hands on her dress.

“Ms. Barton, you have an assistant?”
Clara nodded. “My cousin, this soldier’s fiancée.” I was always 
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being introduced as his fiancée, as “the Future Mrs. Ashlock.” Usu-
ally this bothered me, but in this moment, I didn’t care—Isaac was 
dying, and my mind was running through the hundreds of things 
I had seen in the hospital, trying to find a way to save him. 

The surgeon, a man about Clara’s age, eyed me up and down 
and shook his head. “Get her out of here. She’s too young for this.”

Hearing this, I turned and flung the tent door closed and then 
looked the surgeon in the eyes. “I am this man’s fiancée, yes, but 
I am also a medical student studying under Clara and the next in 
line to be the chief surgeon at her hospital. Now,” I walked over to 
stand next to Isaac and crossed my arms defiantly, “operate.”

The surgeon eyed me suspiciously, but my gaze didn’t falter. 
Shrugging, he walked to Isaac and ripped the remaining shirt 
off of him, extracting a guttural scream from him as he did so. 
Clumps of blood matted down Isaac’s chest hair, and his chest 
heaved sporadically around the hole left by the tiny piece of metal. 
“Clara, bring me the water.” I watched as my cousin obediently 
retrieved a jar of rusty water from the top shelf and handed it to 
the surgeon. He screwed the cap off, never once taking his eyes off 
of Isaac’s wound, as if he could will it to heal. Then, he dumped 
the entire jar onto the wound.

“Ahh!” said Isaac. He squeezed his eyes shut and breathed 
through clenched teeth, the pain overwhelming his features. The 
doctor stuck his hand out, prompting Clara to set a long tool with 
a hook on the end in his open palm, and then he inserted the tool 
into the bullet hole. I rushed closer to Isaac’s side, muttering what 
I hoped were soothing words, but he didn’t even know I was there. 
The doctor pulled the tool out, a tiny bullet in tow, and handed 
it to Clara. He dumped more water on the wound and stared 
at Isaac’s chest for a few seconds, and as he stared, the heaving 
slowed to a normal pace, and Isaac’s whimpers grew quieter and 
quieter. Pleased with those results, he turned his attention to the 
arm that swelled more and more as each second passed.

He poked around, causing Isaac to cry out in pain, and then 
looked at me. “Stay there. It’s not broken, just out of place. We 
need to snap it back in to its correct position. You stand by his 
head and talk to him; Clara and I will fix this.”

“But, Doctor, can I help with any of the—”
“Do as I say!” the doctor barked at me, and a glare from Clara, 

who was wrapping Isaac’s chest in bandages, told me to push the 
matter no further.

“Fine,” I obeyed, and I looked down at Isaac’s face, distorted in 
pain, and smiled gently. “Hello, dear.”

“Hannah, the pain...”
“I know, Isaac, but it’s going to get better.” Out of the corner 

of my eye, I saw Clara put the remaining bandages away and walk 

over to the surgeon. “Then, once it gets better you can come home, 
and we can—”

“GAH!” He screamed again, his back arching, as Clara and the 
surgeon snapped the arm back in place. I jumped at the sudden 
movement, silently questioning their methods—weren’t shoulders 
supposed to be snapped back into place?

“It’s alright now, Isaac. We’ll just need you to go back with 
Clara and Hannah, so you can be put in a real hospital. You need 
better care than I can give you in a makeshift tent.”

Without warning, Clara and the surgeon picked Isaac, still 
crying in pain, off the table and started walking to the cart. They 
pushed through the heavy, canvas door without muttering a “fol-
low me” in my direction, and a strange cocktail of emotions over-
took me. I felt relieved that Isaac would get the care he deserved, 
happy that he was alive, but, yet, I was disappointed in not helping 
with the procedures. What the surgeon did seemed barbaric—
rusty water as an antiseptic? Snapping arms back into place? But 
the surgeon’s attitude toward me, the look of disapproval he gave 
me when I said I was both a fiancée and a student...that chilled my 
bones.

“Hannah, come on,” Clara yelled from outside the tent, and I 
followed her voice to the wagon, piling in with the other nurses 
and few patients we had retrieved, my resolve stronger than ever: 
I would finish medical school, take over the operation room at 
Clara’s hospital, and discover improved operation methods, all 
while training the next generation of female doctors.

Our arrival at the hospital turned into three hours of blurred 
activity. Clara ran around, performing her duties as president of 
the hospital, herding nurses with live patients into operating and 
recovery rooms and nurses with sheet-covered patients toward the 
morgue. Nursing students ran from room to room handling the 
sudden influx of soldiers, and I delivered supplies to the operat-
ing rooms, all of which were in use. I finally took my post at 
Isaac’s bedside around midnight, ensuring he wasn’t laying on his 
wounds incorrectly, and slipping more medication through his 
mouth when he whimpered in pain. After he was sound asleep, 
I sat studying my medical school books, searching for improved 
methods for battlefield healthcare.

This was my daily routine—help out around the hospital during 
the day, sit by Isaac at night—until he woke up two weeks later.
 
He coughed loudly and squinted around the room, taking in his 
surroundings. Finally, his eyes reached me as I put my books on 
the table beside his bed. “Hannah?” 

I smiled and leaned my elbows on his mattress, scooting for-
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been promptly stifled with dress fittings and housewife lessons.
“They’ll also be furious when I move the law firm’s headquar-

ters to Maryland, but that’s not stopping me.”
“Moving the law firm to Maryland? Isaac, what are you talk-

ing about?”
He sighed. “Look, Hannah, I know you aren’t happy about 

returning to Pennsylvania, and, to be honest, I’ve always wanted 
to get away from those money-hungry aristocrats my parents call 
friends. The market for lawyers is booming up here, and, with the 
name attached to the business, people will follow it. Hannah,” he 
paused to make sure I was listening, “I want to move here so you 
can have the career you deserve.”

“You’re moving the law firm to Maryland?”
“Yes.”
“So I can take the position at the hospital?”
“Yes.”
“You want to get married right now and break every rule 

we’ve ever been taught to follow?”
“Yes, and all it will take is your consent.” He smirked, enjoy-

ing my speechlessness. 
He was never like this—he was a lawyer; he did everything 

by the book. When we courted, the butlers were our chaperones. 
When we went out, he opened doors and pulled out chairs for me. 
When he proposed, he did so in typical aristocratic fashion—told 
my father his intentions, and then had my father tell me that I 
was getting married. This suggestion of uprooting the family busi-
ness was so unlike him that I didn’t know what to say.

“Isaac, I don’t know what to say. You’re never this...this...spon-
taneous!”

“Going to war teaches you something, Hannah,” he said 
quietly, and I looked at him, noting the new sense of sadness and 
maturity in his eyes. “I watched men be blown to bits and never 
have the chance to say goodbye to their loved ones. I listened to so 
many men tell me, ‘Isaac, tell my wife I love her,’ that I don’t want 
to take anything for granted. Let’s get married, right now. I’m 
tired of waiting.”

Tell my wife I love her. The words of the Confederate soldier 
flashed into my mind: “Tell Elizabeth...” That’s what he’d been 
trying to tell me, to tell his wife that he loved her. That could’ve 
been Isaac, was so close to being Isaac that I almost burst into 
tears at the realization.

“Hannah?” Isaac looked at me with loving eyes. “Hannah, what 
do you say?”

I smiled and nodded. “I say yes.”

ward in my chair. “Hi, Isaac.”
He struggled to sit up, so I reached behind him and adjusted 

his pillows. He smiled sheepishly at his weakness, and then spoke. 
“Where are we?”

“Clara’s hospital.”
He looked around, seeing the place in a new light. We sat in 

one of the private rooms of the recovery unit, and the walls were 
painted a light shade of ivory, so light it looked white at some 
moments during the day. The floor, only two months old, shone 
with the cleanliness special to new floors, and the window looked 
out over the quiet meadow behind the hospital. The stars shone 
through the window, and Isaac looked back towards me. “So this is 
where your job offer is?”

I nodded. “Yes.”
His eyebrows shot up. “Hannah, you have to work here.”
I blushed. “Yes, but with the wedding approaching...” I looked 

down, my sentence trailing into silence. With Isaac back from the 
war, the wedding and our life together would take precedence 
over any of my personal plans. I wanted this job more than any-
thing, but the pressures to marry and begin a family would win. 
Isaac would take over his father’s law firm, and I would return to 
Pennsylvania to stay home and take care of the children I didn’t 
even want that were sure to come sooner rather than later. It was 
unheard of for a woman, especially one from such prestige like 
me, to give up her status, move across the country, and become a 
surgeon. Girls from my social class went to school, yes, but it was 
all in vain—they only went to buy their fathers more time to find 
them an acceptable, wealthy husband.

“Forget the wedding.”
I snapped my head up from my thoughts. “Excuse me?”
“We don’t need a big wedding. Let’s get married right now.”
I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Right now?” I looked around 

the room, surveying our surroundings. Construction on the room 
finished only two months ago, but dust was accumulating in the 
corners. The window was smudged. I looked at Isaac. His hair was 
messed, his arm was bruised and in a sling, his chest was heavily 
bandaged, his face was puffy and tired. “You want to marry me 
from your hospital bed?”

“Well, it’s not preferable, but given the circumstances...” He 
motioned towards the bandages wrapped around his chest and the 
sling holding his left arm.

“Isaac, our parents will be furious.” In my mother’s absence, 
Isaac’s had thrown herself into the wedding planning more vigor-
ously than I’d hoped. I didn’t want a big wedding—I didn’t like 
crowds, and I despised the classist attitudes of his parents’ and my 
father’s friends. Any attempts to voice my opinions, though, had 


