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This is a work of fiction built on a framework of solid fact. The Confederate prison at Cahaba, Alabama, has been nearly forgotten. The fate of the Sultana and its passengers on that last voyage up the Mississippi is a minor footnote in the bloody history of the Civil War. Both — the prison camp and the soldiers who survived it only to meet even worse horror on their voyage home — deserve a better place in American memory.
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Cahaba Prison, Alabama, April 1865

Finally, you learn to wait.

You learn to wait while the rain falls for four days and nights; wait as the rivers rise over their banks, carrying with them the town shit and your own; wait as this new sewer-lake begins seeping into the cotton warehouse that is now a prison, your home. And then you learn to wait in your skin and bones: wait as the sewer-lake-pond-river consumes your toes, your feet, your ankles — assuming you have no boots, and almost no one does; wait as it crawls up your shins and over your knees; wait until your balls and prick are sodden; and then wait some more because when you are standing in a flood and not allowed to leave (few bullets left anywhere, but maybe one for you?) there is nothing else to do.

George was six feet, tall by any standard: the water crested at his navel. Jake was shorter, squarer — even after a year of eating almost nothing still miraculously built like a boiler. (Or maybe not so miraculously since boilers were what Jake had built for twenty years before marching off to war one beautiful morning in that dire and losing summer of 1862.) On Jake, the water crested near to armpit high. 

“You think it’s going to get any higher?” he had asked, tiptoe on his old bum of an ankle. “It’s going to be a mite uncomfortable underwater.”

“Oh, hell, Jake, comes to that, we’ll just fit a sail to you and ride you on out of here.” That was Ephraim, who had never sailed a thing in his life, not even a paper boat. George thought of telling Ephraim to watch his tongue — once an older brother, always one — but held back. The circumstances were extraordinary.

“Our own ironclad,” Henry chipped in, chest high in the flood like Ephraim, the two of them Romulus and Remus, all but suckled at the same teat.

There’d been other floods. There had to be. The warehouse sat on a point of land where two rivers that couldn’t stay within themselves met a railroad that wasn’t anymore almost in the center of a town that had been resurrected from the dead and was soon to die again. Flooding is what Cahaba did best —its own art form. But whenever the rivers had overflowed their banks before, the men had been able to take to whatever high roosts and perches the warehouse afforded: the tiers of hammered-together bunk beds stuck off in one corner, the railings that surrounded the wood crib, the wood pile itself. The Muncie Men — George, Jake, Ephraim, and Henry — had slept one night like barn cats, strewn all over a pile of scraggly green logs.

This time was different. This time the water kept rising and raising everything with it. An artesian spring ran through the prison, filling three huge vats that had been sunk into the ground: one for drinking water, one for the men to wash in (though never anything like soap), one for washing clothes (though by then clothes were hardly that). From the vats, the spring ran beneath a water closet with six crappers, carrying the waste away to the river beyond. The flood slopped over the vats, adding their stale water to its own mix. It pushed through the crapper holes so that any man who had been allowed to use one — none were — would have found himself taking a shit underwater.

This time, too, Col. Jones was in charge of the prison, not Capt. Henderson, and Col. Jones as always had a bug up his ass. The men finally sent a delegation to him on Day Three: stood just inside the dead-man line that marked the warehouse door (any man crossing that, or even lingering there, to be shot without warning), screamed through the clattering rain for permission to advance, were so granted, and waded through the prison yard until they were standing beneath the walkway that ran along the stockade fence that surrounded the warehouse prison that was the men’s confinement and home.

Their request had the virtue of simplicity. High ground stood not far beyond the stockade. If the colonel would grant the prisoners permission to move en masse to said promontory until the rain had ceased and the rivers returned however temporarily to their banks, the prisoners would upon their troth and sacred honor vow not to attempt escape or any other matter of rebellion upon Col. Jones, his corps of guards, Cahaba Prison, the good citizenry of Alabama, or the sovereign nation (if that’s what it was) of the Confederate States of America. (The promise backed up by practicality, too: Not one man in fifty among them with the strength to slog through sodden fields much of anywhere, much less to Union lines, wherever in God’s name they might be.)

Regal upon that walkway, staring down at the soaked Federals below him up to their emaciated bellies and beyond in water, flanked on either side by his own armed cadres, Col. Jones barked out his answer loud enough for even the men in the back of the warehouse to hear:

“No! Not if every damned Yankee drowns!”

And so they stood, and stood some more. Maybe two, three thousand prisoners in all. No one bothered to count. There was no point. Suffice it to say: a vast, reeking lake-forest of skin and bone washed in this sewage-drenched and outsized confluence of the Alabama and Cahaba rivers.

There was food for the water men: a cracker a day, doled out from a rowboat moored to the warehouse door, and even that the weak lost to the strong unless they had the wherewithal to cram the cracker into their mouths the moment they received it, and the tenacity to keep their jaws clamped tight until the cracker was soft enough to chew and the cracker-mush finally soft enough to swallow. Humanity, small gestures of decency, flourished everywhere amidst their travail, but survival flourished, too. The wounded, the puny, the ones who couldn’t or wouldn’t make friends were cut from the pack, set upon, whittled down until only splinters survived. The Muncie Men covered each other’s back. Always.

On the third day, shortly after the delegation had visited him, Col. Jones ordered rations increased to a quarter cup of cornmeal a man — a barbed generosity that spoke to the man’s whole character. There was, of course, no way to cook the meal, and no way not to eat it, so the men held it in their mouth, mixed it with saliva and the filthy water that surrounded them, swallowed, and prayed to God for release. And God must have listened, for inside each of them, the cornmeal warmed, soaked in the stomach juices, swelled, bloated, turned digestive tracts into boilers, and finally exited in an explosion that would have been far worse had it in not been so commonplace and had they not already sunk so far below the baselines of human decency. 

A Congregational minister tried leading them in song the second day: “Lord hear us when we cry to thee, for those in peril on the sea.” A joke! Almost the rarest thing to be found in their confinement, much less among this Biblical deluge. Though only a corporal, the minister was said to be a college man, some school up in Maine state, a wild-eyed abolitionist who couldn’t wait to trade his surplice for the Union blue. If it was true, if ministers were college men and this infantryman was the minister he claimed to be, then George reckoned he might be the only educated man in the entire prison who still cared deeply about what he had set out to do. If the months upon months of prison hadn’t already leached them of conviction, the water finally did.

In the South, so George had been told, no man whatever his station could get out of fighting. The womenfolk wouldn’t allow it. George used to imagine prison camps back north where the Reb officers gathered in the evening to sip sweet French wines and talk in ancient Greek and Latin. Up Muncie way, his home, the gung-hos had come storming out back in the summer of ’61 when Jervis opened a recruiting office down at his supply store and began forming up companies. The Johnny Rebs had stunned the Union at Bull Run; time to teach the seceshes a lesson in return. Besides, it was only nine months — a chance to escape the Indiana winter. Everyone would be home for spring planting.

A year later, when Father Abraham issued his call for 300,000 new men good and true to join the cause, fervor had sunk among the would-be warriors of eastern Indiana. McClellan had failed at Richmond; Lee was driving the Federals before him, back across the Rappahannock. One more river to go, and he’d be in Washington City. Too many of those blithe spirits who had crowded around Jervis and his fellow graying patriots twelve months earlier had come home trimmed by the surgeon’s saw, or had been left swelling under the sun on the field of honor. Too many of the women who had cheered their sweethearts off were left to wait a widow’s pension, uncertain in the best of times.

George didn’t know of a single high-born man who had joined up that second time around. The one exception: old Effing the Banker’s son. The boy had taken a mule kick in the head when he was little and hadn’t made a lick of sense since.

High-born wasn’t George’s problem. He’d stood his ground a year earlier because, having almost never seen a Negro in his life and caring less for or against states’ rights than he cared for purgatives, he saw no advantage in it. This time, he put down his name and took the hundred-dollar bonus. That and the $11 a month he was to be paid for his three-year tour would keep a roof over Eliza and the children. So long as his Papa farmed and the soil wasn’t salted, there would always be food.

Besides, conscription was coming. That was plain as day. The rich would be able to buy their way out. The poor, the farmers, the mechanics, the mousy shop-clerks, the drovers and haulers and cartmen — those are the ones who would be ordered to fight, who would be marched into cannon fire. Better to go in on his own, George reasoned, when he could still command a price. Footloose and fancy-free, Ephraim and Henry had followed on a lark, the lark now long flown away. Jake had come in at the last minute — “to see the world a bit,” as he put it, and for “the hard specie,” but more so, George was certain, to keep a watch on his oldest sister’s two boys, now old enough themselves to kill and be killed.

Of course, not everyone stood four days in that deepening baptism of water. Not everyone could. It began before the start of the second day. Some wag would shout out “Timmmmmber!” and if you were close enough, you could hear the splash, a startled shout, maybe even the thrashing of someone staggering back to his feet. The men roared each time it happened, and they roared when one of the guards sent to stand upon the railing that surrounded the wood pen and fire upon anyone who attempted to clamber out of the water himself fell asleep and plunged forward face first into what had by then become a septic tank.

They laughed harder still when a Grayback cavalry colonel no one had ever seen before came prancing in imperiously a little after dawn on Day Three; shouted out, “Well, hello, boys. Y’all about through with your baths?”; and rode his dappled gray right into the sunken tub where non-existent laundry had only four days earlier been given non-existent soakings. By the time he scrambled back on his floundering steed and turned for the warehouse door, a little ball of shit had attached itself to his little ball of a goatee. The most farcical English comedy could not have been more funny.

The jokes had lost their luster by the end of that third day, after the fallen trees stopped righting themselves. Why? Why should it kill a man to stand in water? Because these weren’t whole men. No. No. If food was air, they all would have suffocated. George knew as little about medicine, he supposed, as any man alive could know, but what a lesson in breaking bodies they all received every blessed day of their confinement and never more so than when they were called to be water-men.

The prisoners would float the bodies that couldn’t right themselves toward the front of the warehouse — a natural current ran that way — and the ones at the front would push them over the deadman’s line (that threat, at least, muted for the floaters), out into the yard. There, guards in rowboats would pull the ex-prisoners in with long-handled gaffs, tie some more or less permanent part of them to the stern, and row them through the front gate to the high ground where living Federals were not allowed to assemble. Later, after the water had finally agreed to go down, some raggedy-ass group of survivors would be sent out to the meadow past the paling, over the river, to dig the shallow ditches to bury the men who had died because, while they had been deemed well enough to fight on land, they couldn’t stand in water.

Years later, former dwellers of the former Cahaba would claim that the prisoners dropped down among them like an unwanted load of something dire and contagious had actually enjoyed the Great Flood. “Why,” they would say, “we could hear them singing and laughing — roaring even — while we were still cooped up in the second floor! Yankees just strange, we figured.”

Strange, perhaps, but were the people who said such things mad? Deranged? Delusional? Had they tripped delicately down their soaked stairways, stepped ever so carefully across their submerged drawing rooms, set out perhaps in a rowboat or canoe of their own to the higher ground where it was possible to see inside the stockade, and had a look at the pathetic scene inside? Memory is the biggest liar of all.

The rivers did recede. They always do — even the Great Flood went down. By noon of Day Three the water was halfway down George’s hips; by midnight, to his shin bones. Before the fourth day was over, it disappeared altogether, and George and Jake, Ephraim and Henry — who had managed little catnaps by leaning in against each other like stacked bean poles — flopped down in the wet mud, curled themselves around one another for warmth in that March Alabama chill, and slept the sleep of the nearly dead. When they awoke, George and Ephraim’s hair was matted together, held in joint tenancy by large drying clots of that clay left by the decaying Appalachians, brother bound by mud to brother. And still Col. Jones was there — Jones and his command staff, Jones and his riflemen (the rifles still plentiful, even when ammunition was nearly gone), Jones and his guards, standing on that walkway at the top of the stockade fence, staring in at his charges, unwilling yet to walk among the pigs in their wallow.
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Water! It was the curse of the place and its cause, its reason and its ruination. The Alabama River curls its way for more than 300 miles south-southwest from the center of the state almost clear to Mobile Bay. The Cahaba, its chief tributary, winds down from the north, supplying drinking water to Birmingham, which didn’t exist at the time of the Civil War. Where the two join and the Cahaba becomes the Alabama, the state raised its first capital, all the way back in eighteen-hundred-and-nineteen. Mobile Bay had been under Spanish rule only six years earlier. The rest of the territory had been wrested from the Creek Indians about the same time by none other than Andy Jackson, Old Hickory. (And the Creeks themselves marched on to Oklahoma, 700 and more miles from any place they had ever known as home.)

A year passed before there was anything like a capitol to meet in. The first legislature convened in Huntsville, north almost to the Tennessee line. But build a statehouse they did in Cahaba and a town to go with it, filled with all the ambitions of a raw frontier. Giddy with the future and their stolen land, the new lawmakers passed a resolution on Christmas Eve, 1824, praising the French hero of the Revolutionary War, Marquis de Lafayette, and inviting him to the capital for a visit. Flattered, maybe just curious, Lafayette agreed. He entered the state from Georgia and traveled under armed escort through the remnants of the Creek kingdom until he struck the federal road, then proceeded grandly on to Cahaba. To celebrate the great man’s presence, the Lafayette Committee was awarded a budget of $17,000, more than the annual budget of the state itself. (Cost overruns added another $4,000 to the tab when the bills were finally settled. There’s nothing new in the world.) The highlight of it all, undoubtedly, was the banquet thrown at the Bell Tavern Hotel in January of 1825. Lafayette to dinner? Who next? What more? The sky was the limit! But it was water, not sky, that won.

One year later, floods devastated the place. Within weeks, what was to become apparent almost four decades further on to thousands of forlorn Union prisoners of war became inescapable to the citizenry of Cahaba and to Alabama at large: The site chosen for a state capital was in the floodplain of two rivers, neither of which showed any allegiance to its own banks. Cahaba, in short, was unfit for human habitation or much else living other than the legions of biting insects that spawned in its watery residues and the needle-fanged snakes that prowled its rivers and dozed lazily among the grasses.

Soaked and mildewed, dispirited from their scant half dozen years at Cahaba, legislators removed to Tuscaloosa, seventy miles or so northwest, on higher ground, which meant drier ground, which anyone sane would have wanted. Within a month, the old capital, still echoing with the tinkle of hundreds of glasses toasting the Marquis de Lafayette, was all but abandoned. Within a year, it was a ghost town. But progress of a sort intervened. The timberland of central Alabama was cleared; its black soil, tilled; black slave labor, brought in to work the land — to plant it and harvest it, to bleed on it and for it and of it. God was in His heaven. Cotton was King. Alabama’s “Black Belt” sat at the right hand of the Maker’s Throne. And all of its fruits — the bales and bales of what numbed and gnarled and raw fingers had pulled from the unforgiving cotton bolls — all of it got floated down the Alabama River, and from there to the docks of Mobile and the ports of New England, old England, and more.

Who could resist? The geological consequence that had created the first Cahaba — water flowing into water, the waters flowing to the sea — created a second one, but this time a railroad was added to the mix: the Cahaba, Marion, and Greensborough line, and a large brick warehouse, right where the two rivers and the railroad met: a place cotton could be stored waiting shipment. Work began on the warehouse in 1859 and was suspended in April 1861. War had come on. Worse, the bumper cotton harvest of 1860 had left English warehouses crammed with bales awaiting processing at the nation’s textile mills. Worst of all was the Union naval blockade. Even had there been a market in England for Confederate cotton, ships couldn’t get there. Growing the stuff played out the fields and left nothing to eat — an acceptable trade in peacetime but a disastrous one in war. Sometime in the spring of 1863, the warehouse meant to hold agricultural products began to hold human ones instead. By then, the railroad that fed the warehouse that fed the steamboats on the Alabama was all but gone, too: cannibalized to extend the Alabama & Mississippi Rivers line westward from central Alabama through Meridian, Mississippi, to Vicksburg and the great river itself. Again, as always, war had imposed its own priorities.

A June 25, 1862, communication from Special Agent A. S. Gaines in Demopolis, Alabama, to Secretary of War G.W. Randolph in Richmond particularizes the demise of the Cahaba, Marion, and Greensborough Railroad. 55,367 pounds spikes, 3,810 pounds bolts and nuts, 17,636 pounds fish bars, 1,276 bars of railroad iron had already been delivered to the Alabama & Mississippi, Gaines writes. Some 300 to 400 more bars of iron were yet to be obtained.

Still, Cahaba endured. By the fall of 1864, the writing was on the wall, but fortunes could turn. Lee could escape Richmond. Johnston could rise up in North Carolina. Nathan Bedford Forrest could rescue his beloved Alabama. Jeff Davis, genius or fool, might yet have one last trick up his sleeve, and he needed it for the economy was all but gone, too. Confederate currency was ridiculous, bonds and notes worthless. Once the war had turned, though, England would come in and the blockade be cleared by Her Majesty’s Navy. Surely, the textile mills of Liverpool were starving for cotton now. Accomplish that, and the warehouse that dominated the town could be a cotton warehouse once again, not a human one. Andersonville over in Georgia was built for the latter purpose; it could handle Cahaba’s load. Then came the floods, and everyone who knew anything knew that Cahaba was no more.

Within a year of the war’s end, the place had pretty much emptied out. Freedmen squatted there, broke down the old prison walls for shelter of their own, farmed what had once been town streets; but the floods defeated even them: people for whom there was no rock-bottom to life. Cahaba became a ghost town once more, slid backwards through history past what it had been to what God had meant it to be, disappeared until even its footprint was hard to discern. By century’s end, hunters squatted where Lafayette might once have held a scented handkerchief to his powdered brow. By the start of World War I, even that faint emanation was gone.

Finally, it all came down to water, to rivers, to geological flow, none of which would have surprised in the least those men who stood so long that early March of 1865 in what twice had destroyed the place. But if they survived to tell the tale, it was not the Alabama and Cahaba rivers about which they would have done most of the talking. Water was not through with them yet, not by a long shot.








3

How long ago had it been since the Great Flood? George pinched his eyelids tighter still, saw the score marks he had been making on the warehouse wall these many months gone by, and began calculating: five plus five plus five to what? Six weeks? Which made this the very opening of April 15 in the Year of our Inattentive Lord 1865.

They had left Muncie thirty-one months ago almost to the minute: at daybreak the 15th of August, eighteen hundred and sixty-two. A farmer’s cart had hauled them to New Albany, where the 66th Indiana was being organized. (Drummers and pitchmen had been dispatched statewide to dangle patriotism and coin, the failure to take Richmond stinging like lye in the Union wounds.) On the 19th, the Regiment was mustered in and set out for another Richmond, this one in Kentucky, where they arrived just in time to have their ranks picked apart by rifle shot, then blown to Kingdom Come by artillery fire. Two boys who had hitched a ride on the same farmer’s cart with them were mowed down by a single cannon ball, the front one splattered into the back one so hard that it was near impossible to tell which was which.

“Ain’t no need to see that,” Jake had said, shepherding his small flock away, green at the gills himself, while rifle balls crackled the leaves around them.

Most of those who weren’t killed were captured, only to be paroled and sent back to New Albany, tails between their legs. The ones who escaped death and capture — the Muncie boys among them — were marched back to New Albany all the same. They had been in the war less than a month and hadn’t netted a single mile.

Maybe, so George had allowed himself to think, his war was over, but no such thing, no such luck. On the 18th of November, they were moved on to Indianapolis, too briefly to send for Eliza and the children, and from there to Corinth, in the northeastern corner of Mississippi. Six weeks earlier, some 22,000 Confederate troops under Generals Van Dorn and Price had attacked the Union base there, pushing the Federals back almost two miles before being shredded on Day Two and retreating to the south. Now, there was mostly sickness to fight: The place had been a sump of disease ever since Beauregard had massed 70,000 Rebs there the previous spring, only to cede it without a fight in the face of Halleck’s greater force and resources. Four long months, the Muncie men sat on garrison duty. Then, in mid-April 1863, they joined General Grenville Dodge’s expedition into Northern Alabama — battle at last, although in the way of armies, not quite.

The 66th had no sooner marched out of Corinth than George, Jake, Ephraim, and Henry found themselves among two companies sent on ahead to Nashville to join the Indiana 51st under Abel Streight, the extra hands being necessary to drive into Alabama the pack animals that were to carry the ammunition that would blow up the railroads that would isolate the Alabama Graybacks from the Confederate armies to the West. Abel Streight might even have achieved his mission had the 250 mules he encountered in Nashville not been, on the one hand, sickly and mange-ridden and, on the other, unshod, unbroken, unusable. Once all the culling was done, what he had left to load on to the rafts waiting to carry his four-legged force across the Tennessee into enemy territory was hardly worth the casting off. Which is how on the evening of April 24, 1863, the four Muncie men found themselves a few miles west of Tuscumbia, Alabama, foraging not for food to feed their growling stomachs but for pack animals to please Gen. Dodge — a reversal of priorities that, as George had noted, went against the rules of nature and of mankind.

“That recruiter fellow in New Albany didn’t say nothing about being a mule-herd,” Jake allowed, stepping out of his boots stuck inches deep in the fresh russet mud. 

There was no element of surprise. Everywhere they went, the farmers had freed their pack animals, driven them into secret hollows, down into riverbeds, caverns, and declivities known only to them, it being better to lose an animal altogether than to have it fall even half dead into Federal hands. Now with the rain pouring down upon them, the Muncie men had finally cornered a stray Jenny — like them, up to its withers in mire. Nearly two full days into their foraging, this counted a victory.

“Well, it is a girl, Jake,” Ephraim noted as they leaned their rifles against a cottonwood tree and set out with rope to haul the miserable beast to higher ground. “Might be the closest you been to one in some time.”

“Like twenty years,” Henry added.

“Har, har, har!” The laughter not quite right, nor the direction it came from. “Yankee boy in looooooove!”

“Least we know how to shave,” Henry opined as the four of them slogged back to the tiny knoll they had set out from. (Little choice: The Rebs were armed by then with their own rifles, in command of the high ground; and molasses in January moved faster than they could have even if they had wanted to try to escape.) The Muncie men could see it now: They had gone and gotten themselves captured by a band of boys in Rebel uniforms, the oldest looking among them covered in peach fuzz and suppurating pustules.

“I’ll shave you a new face,” he announced to Henry, drawing his bayonet with a flourish while the others set out to string the Yankees into a trap-line. But, hell, they were boys, as excited as if they had turned over a rock and found a full-blown rattler wintering below. What’s more, being boys, they were no more capable of sustaining anger than they were of sustaining anything else that didn’t involve an excess of sexual energy. Soon, their captors were clapping the Muncie crew on the back and recounting tales of farm animal couplings that George even in his worst need had never imagined. The rain soon made the jokes depressing — that and the marching. Seeing Jake’s boots sticking out of a fat boy’s knapsack didn’t help either. Still, the Junior Rebs hadn’t shot them. Between dead and captive, no choice at all.

The four Muncie men had been in uniform for 969 days, George calculated, and prisoners for all but 247 of them. One other thing prison taught: counting.

Where did the war stand? He’d heard everything: that Davis was in chains, that Lee had ridden Traveler through the front door of the White House and left through the back with the Railsplitter split wide on the point of his sword. Johnston was marching. Sherman was burning. Philadelphia had fallen to the Confederates. Richmond to the Yankees. The Mississippi ran red with everyone’s blood: Reb and Federal, South and North, secesh and Unionist. The Potomac, too. England had committed to the Confederacy. And France. The French fleet was sailing on New Orleans, had broken the blockade at Wilmington and sunk the Union fleet at Hampton Roads. Russia, wherever in creation that was, would send reinforcements. So would Canada and Mexico.

“They’re closin’ in on ole Grant, Yankee boy,” the wall-eyed guard had shouted down to George and Henry the other afternoon as they paced the yard. “Got them pincers working from all sides. This here tac-ti-cal warfare! Gonna squash that nigger-lover like a melon,” the guard’s own bony hand squashing the air as he talked.

“You reckon?” Henry asked when they were out of earshot.

George shook his head. He accepted not a word of it, accepted not a word of anything and least of all from the disgraced Wall-Eye. Everything with him was discounted since the day (and night and day) of his undoing. Rumor — that was the third thing prison was good for: A new one spread like prairie-fire every morning, it seemed.

Morning. George had no sooner thought the word than he felt the first hint of light on his face, saw the world go minutely orange beyond his eyelids. It was the moment he disliked more than any other: this waking up to a new day that would drag on as every day did until the light at last died again and he could be reborn into the forgetfulness of night. George scrunched his body down into itself; prayed for more sleep; told himself that he was nestled in that tall river grass just where the East Fork turns through Muncie, the taste of Eliza still on his lips; gave up immediately (too dangerous, that route); and popped an eye open. A rat sat no more than a half dozen feet from where he lay, square on top of Captain Downey’s chest.

A surprise! The deluge had driven the rats out, sent them scurrying before the rising water on their rat legs, flooding into the yard and from there to who knows what burrows and holes. George hadn’t seen one since.

Maybe they had come back weeks ago. Maybe somewhere in the warehouse-prison, men were eating them, wringing little rat necks, ripping away rat skins, sinking teeth into warm rat flesh. George had no idea, and no censure for anyone who might have done so. This was a prison. You did what you did to survive. He simply had not moved down that rung on the ladder of humanity — or perhaps moved up it. If humans were nothing more than animals who could reason and talk, if we had no soul inside us, no residue of God (and where was that residue in war? where?), then rat-eaters were one step closer to superiority than he had allowed himself to become. He said it again, silent as a dream: This is a prison. I am a prisoner. I will survive. He could still taste the cornmeal mush they had cooked up two days ago. On the whole, he thought he preferred mush to rat flanks, but who knew? Who was to say?

George felt in the dirt, found a pebble big as his thumbnail and round, raised himself up slowly on his side, and let it fly — a sweeping, low motion as if he were skipping stones across a pond. The pebble hit the rat square in its snout. It stayed there a moment longer, sniffed the air as if checking to see if that sense still worked (or marking George for revenge some night when he was deep in slumber), then skittered off into the dust and dark corner, while George crawled toward the captain, belly to the earth, as if he were creeping up on an enemy line. Which in a sense he was.

“Captain?” he whispered, not quite with urgency, the former presence on his chest being all but sufficient to the answer. “Captain?”

George listened by his nostrils, raised an eyelid, stared at the white that met his gaze, noted the subtle pallor of the skin — a first, small flush of gray upon the stubbly pink of his face — and thought two words: Good. Riddance.

Captain Downey had been mean and fractious, insistent upon these five feet between himself and all the non-commissioned men: a “cordon sanitaire” he called it, as if French could excuse bad manners. Just as the Congregational minister had been the sole self-professed man of the cloth at Cahaba prison, Captain Downey was for sure the only officer who remained within its walls, or the only one who would admit to his sin. The other captured officers, maybe ten in all, had been paroled into the town upon their vow not to attempt escape. They lived among their enemy, rented rooms from them, took their meals at boarding houses and hotels. Such was the power of an officer’s word, even when brother was slaughtering brother, countrymen mowing down one another. All, that is, but Captain Downey.

“I got a theory,” George said one afternoon as the Muncie group stood in the yard, watching the captain smoke, his invisible wall of privacy ringed by fellow prisoners wistful for the aroma. (The tobacco a dollar a plug from the sutler just beyond the prison gate. Coin was another thing the captain wouldn’t share, nor the staples it purchased.) “Either that man just wants to lord it over us, or he’s sitting on some secret.”

“Two,” Jake interrupted.

“Two what?”

“You got two theories, not just one.”

“Two then, two theories, and I’m favoring the second. I think the captain turned tail in battle. If he lived in town with the other officers, they’d smell it on him the way a dog sniffs a badger down its hole.”

“Better to hide among the lepers than feast with the Pharisees,” Ephraim added. The phrase summoned forth the spirit of his and George’s poetry-loving mother so powerfully that all four men — sons, brother, surrogate offspring — found themselves suddenly short of breath, as if her spirit had descended upon them and pulled the air from their lungs. For months thereafter, they had called themselves lepers; the officers, pharisees; and Capt. Downey their Judas Iscariot. The metaphor didn’t parse, but the sense conveyed. That was all that mattered. 

Now George leaned over that stone heart, talked into those deaf ears. “Perhaps, dear Judas, I might borrow a bit of stationery?” He stuffed his hand into the captain’s saddlebags, always by his person even now that he had no person, and drew out the writing kit. “That is, dear sir, if you have no further use of it.”

Twice within the last five months he had asked the captain for a single sheet, one envelope, a moment’s use of his pen and inkwell. Twice the captain had looked at him as if he asked to borrow his member to make a cuckold of him. So be it. The captain had joined the corporals and the privates who were never going home, the water-men who couldn’t right themselves, the starved-to-death and dispirited-to-death and the just plain dead. Demotion by other means. How could it matter what tore the stripes and stars away?

George tucked the writing kit beneath the tail of his shirt, looked quickly to either side, then skittered in a low crouch over to the wall, lit by a first weak beam of morning light breaking in through the warehouse roof. The kit felt soft in his hands, like baby skin. He ran his thumb over the monogram: “PCD, 1861.” Phillip Downey — George knew that much although it was always “Captain, Captain, Captain.” A flap inside the kit covered a pocket. Inside the pocket, a daguerreotype. George pulled it out, studied the silvery face: all bunched, what seemed to be a large wart or mole prominent on the right cheek, and turned it over. “To my dear son, Phillip,” written on the back. “To keep close until you come home to me.” A mama’s boy, George thought, another piece of the puzzle, the stink of cowardice now all over the man.

He pulled out a small crystal inkwell, lifted the stopper, saw the last dregs of ink slop across the bottom as he titled it this way and that. A pen, nib in tact. A sheet of the linen paper that, in life, the captain would never have surrendered. George opened the kit across his knees just as he had seen the captain do — it made a sort of soft, portable desk — dipped the nib in the ink, gave it a gentle shake, and began.
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